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Monday October 3 – Carl Dawson 

Our day started with an early morning wakeup due to our excitement about our trip to Japan.  Without our standard 
poodle, Paige, being there, it was a little different starting the day and not encouraging her to get out of bed.  Japan had 
never been on our bucket list.  Once we had decided to go and talked to people who had been there, we got more and 
more excited about the country and the people.  

The first thing I noticed was a text from United.  The flight was delayed by 2 hours.  We checked with Les who called the 
airline and he was told it might not be that late.  Be sure to get to the airport early.  So, we did and were met by Les at 
the ticket counter.  We went through a quick security and trained out to Concourse B where we immediately looked for 
breakfast. Mexican food was what we were craving. 

Our United Flight was nonstop from Denver to Tokyo on the state of the art Boeing 787-8 Dreamliner.  It was a long 
flight, but what a luxury to not have another takeoff and landing.  It was scheduled for a 12:30 departure and we would 
get into Tokyo at midafternoon the next day.  Except we did not leave until almost 4 PM.   

After settling in our seats, we had a typical United dinner – Chicken something.  After 3 movies, we crossed the 
international date line.  It was immediately October 4th. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Tuesday October 4 – Elizabeth Tuckwell 

Although I live in the San Francisco Bay Area, the Denver Friendship Force kindly allowed me to join them on the 
exchange to Shizuoka and Miyagi.  I flew ANA direct from San Francisco to Tokyo, economy class.  The flight was 
between 10 and 11 hours.  Exchange Director Les Eckstat had provided step-by-step instructions for what to do at Narita 
Airport.  Les’ instructions were so detailed that they left no room for error.  After going through quarantine, 
immigration, baggage claim, and customs, I left the terminal and went directly to bus lane 16, the lane Les had specified 
for the free shuttle to the Narita View Hotel.  We were to stay at Narita View for one night.  Within a few minutes, the 
shuttle arrived.  The driver put the large baggage in the compartment below the passengers, and off we went.   

Narita View was a very nice hotel.  I had a single room, since I was traveling on my own.  Typical of Japanese hotels, my 
room was small but well organized, quite adequate for short-term 
use.  One of my first impressions was how much green space there 
was, even in the Tokyo area.  That impression would be reinforced 
many times as we traveled through central and northeastern parts 
of Honshu, the largest island of Japan.  Here is a photo of the view 
from the window of my room.  My room was designated 
“nonsmoking,” but had a strong smell of smoke.  I phoned the 
front desk, and a nice woman brought me a spray container of 
“Resresh,” spelled that way because there is no “f” in Japanese.  
She said I could keep it as long as needed, but please return to 
front desk when done.  The “Resresh” did help clear the air, but a 
slight smell of smoke lingered throughout my stay.  I found that a 
smell of smoke in a nonsmoking room was a common occurrence 
in Japanese hotels, with “Resresh” used to deal with the problem. 

Narita View Hotel offered an onsen, a Japanese bath available to guests.  I had not even heard of an onsen before 
reading the material provided by Exchange Director Les Eckstat.  Les described the onsen in his handouts, and suggested 
that we consider the Narita View onsen.  I asked at the front desk, and learned that the onsen cost 1000 yen, slightly less 
than $10.00.  The Japanese lady at the front desk also informed me that I should bring a towel from my room, because 
otherwise I would have to pay for use of a towel at the onsen.  I followed her advice, and went looking for the onsen.  
The onsen was “hidden in plain sight.”  It was easy to pass by without seeing the entrance.  Finally, a hotel employee 
walked me to the entrance, and I had overcome the only difficulty with the onsen.    Upon entering the onsen, there was 
a sign in English instructing us to take off our shoes.  After complying, I chose the “mist sauna,” which is similar to a 
“steam room” in the United States.  I could 
have stayed for hours, even though 20 
minutes was recommended, but I did not 
have the time.  After the “mist sauna,” I 
used the soap, shampoo, and conditioner in 
the shower room to get clean.  I rinsed off in 
several large, communal baths, including the 
hot bath, the rock bath, the open-air bath, 
and the herbal bath.  Most people used only 
one or two, but I wanted to try them all.  
There was also a “private” bath available, 
but no one was using it, and I did not use it 
either.  The onsen is a relaxing, pleasurable 
experience not to be missed when visiting Japan.  After the onsen, I slept soundly, and awakened to a gourmet breakfast 
buffet, followed by the start of a remarkable journey. 

  



Wednesday October 5 – Jeannie Carter 

 

On our first full day in Japan, we began getting acquainted with group members 
over an all-you-can-eat breakfast, the first of many meals that included an 
amazing variety of delicious Japanese and American foods.  While everyone was 
gathering with our luggage near the front door of Narita View Hotel, some of us 
became part of the cardboard characters in the lobby area.  

 

 

Irene and Gerry      

Our tour guide for the day, “Coco”, met us and escorted us to our private coach for the 5-
hour drive to Shizuoka.  (Coco would also be our guide in Tokyo.)  Restroom stops brought 
wonderful varieties of new foods and introduced us to one of the memories that always 
brings a laugh from my friends in Winston-Salem...necessity for slinging one's hands dry 
due lack of towels or hand dryers.  Restrooms were always tidy and clean, however, 
containing special low sinks, urinals, and infant carriers for the little ones. 

 

 

     Coco 

Some of our best views of Mt. Fuji were seen as we listened to "Coco" on route to 
Shizuoka.  She gave facts about imports such as mineral fuels (23%), electrical 
machinery (15%), and food (9%).  Japan is the 4th largest market for US agriculture 
and the US is the leading agricultural supplier to Japan.  Meats are the largest 
component of Japan's agricultural imports.  

 

We arrived at the station in Shizuoka, met our hosts, and traveled to our new homes.  Tim and I were given a private 
house by our host.  Although some of the group members were concerned about our staying alone in a house, Tim and I 
couldn't have been happier for the full stay.  We were thrilled with the lovely new house with persimmon trees on one 
side and kiwi vines on the other, and a rushing river 30 feet downhill.  What a first impression of Japan! 

   

 

 

  



Thursday October 6 – Gerry Forney 

Thursday was our first full day in Shizuoka.  One of the members of the Shizuoka FFI Club (Yasuko Sizuki) is a Buddhist 
(female) priest, and we spent much of the day at her family’s temple complex.  We started in a large tatami matted 
room that included a beautiful family shrine in an alcove.  Prior to entering the room, we all removed our shoes.  We 
had three main activities during the day, and they were calligraphy, origami, and learning about Buddhism. 

We got a lesson in Japanese calligraphy from Shinryu Akita (aged 84), a Buddhist monk, one of the founders of the 
Shizuoka FFI club.  He explained that the main Japanese writing system was adapted 
from Chinese writing in about 500 A.D.  The writing system is called kanji, and while 
there are about 50,000 different characters, people who are literate can read about 
3,000 characters.  The characters can be written in any of five different styles of 
calligraphy.  Our teacher gave us a demonstration of the most formal style which is 
called sosho.  He asked each of us to request a word like 
friendship or happiness, and he drew that character for 

us.  In addition to kanji, there is a second writing system called kana which is used to 
transliterate words that are borrowed from the West.  The old priest transliterated our 
first names and give us each a personalized sheet of calligraphy.  Then each of us learned 
how to make the brush strokes by tracing our names onto a piece of rice paper with a 
calligraphy brush and ink.  The brush strokes are always left to right and top to bottom. 

Origami is Japanese paper folding, and is one of the native crafts that Japan is especially famous for.  We 
made origami figures that were based on a famous kabuki play called Renjishi or “Father and Son Lions.”  
The play dates from about 1861, and it is based on a folk tale about a father lion pushing his cubs over a 
cliff.  Only the strongest cubs can run back up the cliff.  Ten or so members of the Shizuoka club patiently 
worked with us as we folded, glued, and refolded to make origami lion figures that vaguely resembled 
the beautiful examples that they provided us. 

Lunch boxes (vegetarian curry, rice w/chicken, etc.) came from 7-11.    7-11 Holdings is a large 
bank in Japan and the parent company of US 7-11!  Japan has more 7-11 stores than any other 
country (including the United States).  That is doubly impressive if you remember that the US 
has more than twice as many people as Japan.  We visited lots of 7-11s on our exchange to use 
the ATMs and ship packages (and to buy junk food).  Lunch was served on the low tables.  We 
all sat on the floor on thin pillows.  During lunch, a newspaper reporter interviewed Les Eckstat 
about our exchange.  She took a picture of Gerry Forney, Irene Ludwig, and Tim Prout writing 
calligraphy, and the picture and article appeared in the local paper on October 7. 

After lunch, we had a presentation about Buddhism in the temple that was adjacent to Akita’s home.  Buddhism came to 
Japan from China and Korea in about 500 A.D., at the same time as the writing system.  Previously, the people in Japan 
practiced a sort of animism that was a predecessor to the modern religion of Shinto.  Today, about a third of the people 
in Japan consider themselves to be mainly Buddhists. 

Our lesson about Buddhism was presented by Shinryu Akita’s 35-year-old son, also a Zen 
Buddhist monk. The father had been a missionary in California and Hawaii and the son 
went to American schools so his English was excellent and easy to understand.  Buddhism 
is based on four noble truths which are reincarnation, suffering, abandonment of desire, 
and following the eight-fold path to righteous living.  There are five main groups of 
Buddhism in Japan.  Zen is the most famous, but Shinshu or Pure Land is by far the largest 
group.  Pure Land had been deeply influenced by Christianity, and includes a concept of 
heaven (The Pure Land) and hell.  Pure Land was traditionally strongest among the lower 
social classes, and was open minded about women serving as priests. 

Korya told us about the building.  The American Air Force bombed Shizuoka more than 10 times in World War II, and the 
town was more than two thirds destroyed.  The Buddhist temple, like most of the other buildings in town was built 
about fifty years ago, after the war.  The central feature of the temple is an image of Amitabha, the principal Buddha of 
Pure Land.  The other symbols include candles and incense, which symbolize the changeable nature of the universe.   
The temple symbols also include a crane which reminds us of longevity, happiness and eternal youth.   



One saying that we heard was that Japanese people are “born Shinto, married Christian, and buried Buddhist.”  The 
Shinto religion was pushed into the background for about 1000 years by Buddhism, but the restoration of the Emperor 
in 1868 made the Shinto religion (which focuses on the Imperial family) much more important.  We learned the 
difference between a temple (which is Buddhist) and a shrine (which is Shinto).  Often the two buildings are side-by-side 
because they are intended to meet different spiritual needs.  The Shinto shrines are to honor a variety of gods, while the 
Buddhist temples are dedicated to the Buddha.  The Shinto shrines are usually located at a holy place like a mountain, 
rock, or spring (feng shui).   Buddhism teaches wisdom and compassion, while Shinto has no formal teaching. 

Shinto shrines often recognize rites of passage like birth, birthdays (3-5-7), and marriage.  However, since the 1980’s 
most Japanese couples often have both a Shinto marriage ceremony (with close family members), and they also have a 
Christian wedding (with lots of guests). 

After our temple visit, we went to a central library in Shizuoka where we had our welcome dinner.  The dinner was a 
potluck, with lots of yummy Japanese dishes. The FFI club members 
hosted a sushi bar, where we got to try our hand at rolling our own 
sushi.  There were lots of dishes that I had never seen before.  They 
included aburaage, which is a deep-fried tofu, and inari agi, which is a 
tofu skin wrapped sushi.  Shizuoka is also famous for small dried baby 
anchovies, called shirasu, and we ate lots of them in omelets and other 
dishes.  The dishes included edamame or cooked baby soy bean pods, 
which are a special treat.  The deserts included all sorts of Japanese 
wagashi or traditional sweets, made with glutinous rice (mochi) and 

azuki bean paste.  Shizuoka is called the “Japanese Riviera” so there was also lots of fresh fruit including Japanese pears 
and apples and persimmons (kaki). 

After dinner, we had evening entertainment.  Members of the Shizuoka club told us the legend of Hagoromo, a heavenly 
maiden.  Various members acted out the parts of the legend.  The story is that a heavenly maiden was swimming, and a 
fisherman found her beautiful woven garment hanging from a pine tree.  To return the garment, the fisherman asked 
her to dance for him, and she ascended to heaven and rained jewels on the fisherman.  We were pleased to learn about 
this legend, because our trip on Saturday will be to the shrine (Miho no Matsubara) at the location of this sacred pine 
tree.  The legend of Hagoromo is a traditional Japanese story that is also the plot of one of the most important of the 
Noh plays. 

Carl and Lynn Dawson presented a slide program on Colorado, which included lots of beautiful pictures, and fun facts.  
The president of the Shizuoka club taught us about Japanese hand gestures and their meanings.  They included pointing 
to the nose (“I did it”), waving hands rapidly (“no”), floppy wrist (“come”), thumbs up (“your boss”), and baby finger up 
(“a lady or woman”). 

After a full day of fellowship and learning about Japanese culture, food, and religion, we headed home with our host 
families.  We fell into bed gratefully because we were still getting used to the time change of sixteen hours. 

  



Friday, October 7, 2016 – Ilene Americus 

Today was our trip to Lake Kawaguchiko on the north side of Mt. Fuji.  Unfortunately it was a cloudy and overcast day so 
we never had a clear view of the esteemed Fuji-san.  One half of Mt. Fuji is in Shizuoka prefecture and the other is in 
Yamanashi prefecture.  Our drive was marked by fields of green tea.  Highways here are so clean, in good repair and 
well-marked. 

Our first sojourn after several highway pit stops for snacks and potty breaks 
was the Itchiku Kubota Art Museum.  This amazing building and grounds are 
comprised of Hiba trees and concrete construction shapes and was built by 
Itchiku Kubota to house his kimono collection.  Itchiku Kubota was intrigued 
by the beauty created by the tsujigahana technique of dying kimonos in the 
14th and 15th centuries.  The method was 
lost until Itchiku began to try and resurrect 
the skill and methods.  His career was 
interrupted by a long incarceration in 
Siberian prison camps after WW II.  He had 
his first showing of this art form at age 60 

and was the first living artist to show at the Smithsonian Museum.  The kimonos are 
amazing and were designed to form patterns that flow from one to the other.  Itchiku’s 
master work, the Symphony of Light was meant to be a series of 80 kimonos depicting 
nature and Mt. Fuji in 4 seasons. He completed 36 of them before his death in 2003 but 
his effort carries on through his students. These kimonos are absolutely stunning and 
the vision and skill required to produce these masterpieces is beyond comprehension. 

 

From the kimono museum we traveled to the Natural Living 
Center beside Lake Kawaguchiko for a picnic luncheon and walks 
through the gardens, hoping for a window to clear in the clouds 
in which to view Mt. Fuji.  Although the most we caught were coy 
peeks of the top of her head wreathed in mist, the gardens are 
lovely and provided a particularly grand ‘living wall’. 

 

 

Back in our mini bus for a visit to Saiko Iyashi no Sato Nenba, a reconstructed 
settlement of old style traditional thatched houses shaped like samurai helmets 
showcasing Japanese arts and handicrafts.  Nenba was wiped out in 1966 by a 
typhoon and landslide and rebuilt as a tourist attraction. Here we had the 
opportunity for all the wannabe geishas and samurais to give it a go!  Tim in 
particular posed a challenge as the man garbing him only came up to his waist! 
Nenba presented great retail opportunities to purchase local handicrafts and 
artworks.  

 

Dinner was an all you can eat feeding frenzy of many types of foods at the Grand Table Restaurant with plenty of 
Gotemba Kogen Beer on tap. Designated drivers were provided with little yellow disks. The Japanese take no drinking 
and driving very seriously and will take public transport or cabs if they want to drink of an evening.  Entertainment was 
provided by a roving Philippine group with a seemingly endless repertoire of songs.  They regaled us with an excellent 
version of John Denver’s Country Roads. 

…and a great time was had by all! 

  



Saturday, October 8, 2016 – Irene Ludwig 

We had a lovely morning breakfast with our host family, Kachiko and Yoshihiro.  He is a semi-retired broadcast 
journalist, but he is still very active as the president of the local soccer club.  They live less than 100 
meters from the beach, so every morning they walk about two miles south along the beach to a wind 
turbine.  There they do tai chi type exercises, and enjoy the view of Mount Fuji to the north.  
Afterwards, Kachiko, prepared an elaborate Japanese style breakfast including some of the local, 
white, tiny baby sardines. 

Yoshihiro delivered us to the Shizuoka train station in time for a 10:30 commuter train to the Port of 
Shizuoka.  He drove us in the only Jaguar we saw during our whole month in Japan.  We met the 
group, including about a half dozen people from the Shizuoka FF Club, and took a half hour train ride 
to the north. 

The port, which is called Shimizu, is famous as the most important tuna port in Japan.  It is also well-known for its 
beautiful views of Mount Fuji.  We walked about 10 minutes from the train station, and then briefly visited the fish 
market.  There were a lot of seafood restaurants, but most of the fish processing and selling was taking place in a closed 
area.  From the fish market, we took a short tourist boat ride to a shopping/entertainment center.  The Shimizu Port has 
been well developed to handle cruise ships, but there were no cruise ships in port on the day we were there.  The ships 
stop mainly so the cruisers can do day trips to Mount Fuji. 

We had lunch at a Japanese buffet in the shopping mall, and got to try many new unusual Japanese 
foods, along with some old favorites.  We especially liked the buffet plates with 9 separate divots. There 
we learned that the Shizuoka club was planning an exchange to Costa Rica.  Gerry and I showed several 
of them our phone pictures taken on our trip there in January. 

After lunch, we took a tourist boat across the bay to the Miho Peninsula.  The boat ride took about a half hour, and 
included English narration of the sites in the bay.  We landed on the protected, west side of the peninsula, and took a 
local bus for about 10 minutes south to the shrine at the north end of the Sacred Way. 

The Miho Pine Grove (Miho no Matsubara) is one of the 25 units or elements of the Mount Fuji 
World Heritage Site.  We started at a Shinto shrine area in the middle of the peninsula, and then 
walked along a sacred way that was about 500 meters long, and which led to the sacred pine tree.  
The Sacred Way was lined with smaller pine trees, and the legend was that many gods and spirits 
walked along the path. 

At the beach end of the walkway, there is a second shrine devoted to Hagoromo.  She was an angel 
who thought the beach was one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen.  The angel took off 
her garment and hung it on a sacred pine tree while bathing.  A fisherman found the garment, and 
refused to give it back until she danced a sacred dance for him on the beach.  This story is an 
important Japanese legend, and it has been adapted in a noh play.  Noh is the traditional Japanese 
drama for the upper classes, while kabuki is the older theatre form originally for the lower classes. 

The legend says that the beach was originally white, however today the beach is mostly pebble and volcanic.  Some local 
people say that when the Bullet Train was built through Shizuoka, the railroad bridge affected the river’s ability to carry 
sand, and so the beach changed dramatically.  The beach may have changed, but the view of Mount Fuji is still 
magnificent.  The beach in Miho is considered one of the “Three Views” designated as the most beautiful spots in Japan. 

The beach also has a monument to a French ballet dancer who loved the story of the sacred dancer Hagoromo.  The 
Frenchwoman asked that a lock of her hair be buried in the sacred grove, and so there is a monument with a poem on it.  
A relief shows the French dancer, Helene Guiglaris, holding a noh mask in honor of Hagoromo. 

After visiting the beach and sacred grove, we walked back on the sacred way, and reversed our trip by bus, boat, and 
train back to the main train station in Shizuoka, where we met our host families, and spent the evening with them. 

The Shizuoka FF Club did a wonderful job of organizing today’s outing.  The club prepared a lovely daily program, which 
outlined each of the transfers from train to boat to bus, and vice versa.  But best of all the program had an area that said 
in Japanese and English: “I am lost.  Please call Mituko or Taki at the following number:” Luckily no one got lost.  



Sunday, October 9, 2016 – Jill Wilk 

On Sunday we took the train to Yaizu to visit a small village of old wooden buildings built on stone foundations along a 
small river.  It is called the Hanazawa No Sato Community.  The homes are still lived in and maintained as they were 
more than 100 years ago.  A short walk up the narrow street led to a water wheel, shrines and a temple.  At one 
residence a master gardener showed us into his home and demonstrated the art of kano, one of the many forms of 
ikebana – the Japanese art of flower arranging.  Providing flowers and leaves, he described the three main styles of 
ikebana and helped us make our own arrangements.  They also served a box lunch in the garden patio. 

   
Shrine in Hanasawa-No-Sato    Home and Workshop of the Kano Master 

   
Our Host in His Garden      Examples of Kano 

For dinner back in Sendai our hosts Akiko and Yoshiro Tateishi treated us to a gourmet 6 course meal at a restaurant 
converted from a private home overlooking a Japanese garden with a pond of ducks and fish. 

  
  Jill Wilk and Linda Jeanne Harrill with Hosts           Gourmet Japanese Food 

Yoshiro and Akiko Tateishi 
  



Monday October 10 – Linda Harris 

It was our free day on Oct. 10 so our host Yasuko took Ilene and me by train from 
Shizuoka to Shimada to attend the Obi festival.  This well-known festival is only 
held every three years because of the expensive outfits that are a part of the 
festival.  The festival began in the year 1696.  The origin of the festival is that at 
this time it was customary for newlywed women to go to the temple and pray for a 
safe childbirth, and after they would walk home through the streets dressed in 
their fancy attire.  Eventually this was considered too embarrassing and so instead 
men carried the women in portable shrines with the women’s obis wrapped 
around their wooden swords. 

So now the festival commemorates this ancient practice and is filled with parades 
of men carrying swords with obis wrapped around them and of portable chariots 
which must be moved along the route using poles and ropes. Different districts 
enter their portable chariots and in each the men riding in the chariot and the 
female dancers on the ground preceding the chariot all wear the same happi (half) 
coat with designs on it that identifies where they are from.  The chariots also 
become theatre stages with men on top playing musical instruments.  We also saw 
a young girl on one of the chariot stages performing an elegant geisha dance. 

This was an exciting event because it was my first Japanese festival and I took some really fun videos. 

     

I bought a happi coat at one of the shops for my 2-year-old granddaughter.  First you select the coat and then they pick 
out an obi that goes with it. 

  



Tuesday October 11 – Linda Jeanne Harrill 

On the morning of October 11, as in every morning, my host began the day with “Itada Kaimasu”.  This is a simple 
Buddhist blessing for the food we were about to eat.  The blessing was short but the traditional breakfast was not; a 
platter of fresh fruit including grapes, persimmons, banana, and orange, preserves of fig and blueberry, with grilled 
salmon, fried egg, little tomatoes with parsley, miso soup with seaweed and tofu, rice, toast, tea, and coffee.  All of this 
was enjoyed before our 11:00 meeting with the Vice Mayor of Shizuoka City. 

We met at City Hall and were given a seating chart.  The interpreter was from France.  The Deputy Mayor welcomed us 
and said he represented the most beautiful city of Japan in the most beautiful building of all Japan.  Les expressed a 
gracious thank you, introduced 4 officers of our group, explained we were comprised of coast to coast ambassadors, and 
offered an invitation to Denver, the most beautiful city in the United States! 

The Deputy Mayor, whose first name was Eugene, told us that his father 
studied journalism in Oregon, so he was named after the city of Eugene, 
Oregon.  His job was to choose what is to be built and where, deciding on the 
economy in regards to manufacturing, agriculture and enterprise.  He also has 
the task of disaster prevention which includes floods, earthquakes, tsunami, 
etc. with shelter procedures.  It was interesting to hear him explain, “We do 
not do charities.” The meeting then opened for questions followed by 
exchanging of gifts.  We later had lunch at the Prefect Building, and then 
adjourned with free time for the remainder of the afternoon.  I stayed with my 
host, Akiko, because she had much to do since she was the FF Shizuoka 
Exchange Director. 

Later, we dressed for our farewell dinner 
held on the 9th floor Penthouse at the City 
Hotel.  Cocktails were given with the 
Japanese toast, “Kanpai,” followed by 
dinner.  The exchange directors 
exchanged club gifts; Akiko presented Les 
with a national designer cloth and Les 
presented a contribution for the Japan 
disaster relief fund.  Then the 
entertainment began.  The Shizuoka 
Friendship Force sang Japan’s number 1 
hit from the 60s, “Sukiyaki”, followed by a 
traditional dance performed by one of 
the FF Shizuoka members.  Les led the 
FFD ambassadors in the “Hokey Pokey”, 
and then had our hosts join in the dance.  

It was a perfect ending to a most enjoyable day.   

 

 



Wednesday October 12 – Lynn Dawson 

Wednesday, October 12, 2016, was a sad day on the 2016 Japan Exchange, as it was the day that we had to leave our 
hosts in the Shizuoka Club.  After a wonderful week, it was time to move on to our tour of Central Japan.  As we said 
goodbye to our hosts, Haruo and Haruko Inaba, and the others whom we had met, we were full of wonderful memories.  
Prior to the exchange, we had talked about what if we had to sleep on the floor and what if we had no American size 
tables and had to sit on the floor to eat, and what if…  Well, upon our arrival to the home of the Inaba’s, all those things 
became a reality.  We slept quite well on the tatami mats on futon cushions.  We ate every meal at the table sitting on 
the floor with our feet dangling in the “foot warmer” under the table.  We enjoyed wonderful, large home cooked 
Japanese breakfasts every morning.  Our hosts had been in their club for about 30 years and were very experienced 
hosts.  We enjoyed conversations about politics, religions, roles of men and women, children today, world issues, 
baseball and culinary trends among other things.  It was a fantastic experience.  When we are asked what we liked best 
about Japan, we easily say “the people”.  Our hosts, and the Japanese in general, are probably one of the most, if not 
the most, hospitable people we have ever visited, and we have visited many very hospitable people around the world.  
The Japanese will go out of their way to meet your needs and fulfill your wishes.  It was very hard to leave the wonderful 
members of that club; but, alas, we had to move on. 

Our hosts took us to the modern and extremely clean Shizuoka 
Railway Station that had nice shops and very good restaurants.  
There, we boarded the Shinkansen, or what we call, the “bullet 
train”.  The train was extremely clean.  There was more seat and 
leg room that I can every remember having on an airline.  We were 
told that the train can go up to 180 miles per hour; however, it did 
not feel that fast.  We only realized how fast we were going by 
looking out the window and seeing how fast trees and building 
were flashing by.  The train was taking us to Kyoto, the first stop 
on our week-long tour of Central Japan.  A refreshment cart came 
down the aisle a few times.  The train was a very pleasant way to 
travel. 

 

When we arrived in Kyoto, our guide, Nuno greeted us.  She 
walked us and our luggage basically across the street to our 
hotel.  Once we all got settled, we went back to the train 
station using the underground walkway.  Under the station 
was a clean, bright, shopping mall called “Porta”.  The shops 
were bright and full of merchandise that was beautifully 
displayed!  There were also lots of restaurants that displayed 
the food offered in the typical molded dish that showed 
exactly what was in each dish:  donburi or udon or tempura or 
shushi or takoyaki or one of the other many local specialties.  
We chose ramen for that evening and thoroughly enjoyed it.  
We returned to our hotel to rest up for the next day of sight-
seeing in Kyoto! 

  



Thursday October 13 – Phyliss Scott 

Since I had cut my toe on the train station escalator the day before, I spent the morning of October 13 learning firsthand 
about primary medical care in Japan.  It wasn't a serious cut, but I decided I needed to get a tetanus shot.  Fortunately, 
our hotel was close to a clinic.  I went to the clinic while everyone else went off to enjoyed our tour. 

Our guide told us they did not make appointments; it was just get there and wait.  She wrote down what had happened 
and what I needed/wanted. This was very helpful since I don't speak any Japanese and they didn't speak much English. 

As soon as I walked in the door I was assisted. With the help of the note I was taken to where I needed to get in line and 
wait. The doctor saw me, cleaned the wound, and ordered the shot. I then waited in line to get the shot. Another line to 
get checked out and one more to pay and get the prescription. 

I was walked down to the pharmacy two doors from the clinic and waited in line one last time to get my prescription. 
The lines were 15 to 30 minutes. It was a long morning but they were very helpful and made sure I needed to be where I 
was supposed to be. 

I then had a leisurely lunch and shopped. Back at the hotel I had a brief nap before meeting some of the group. 

 

ED’s Notes: 

While Phyllis was getting acquainted with the Japanese medical system, the rest of the ambassadors visited some 
famous sites in Kyoto.  Traveling by city bus, and then walking up a steep street, we arrived at the Kiyomizu-dera, an 
independent Buddhist temple that is part of the “Historic Monuments of Ancient Kyoto”.  The street leading to and from 
the temple was lined with shops selling every imaginable Japanese souvenir. 

The temple area had no restaurants, so we had a convenience store lunch, sitting at tables outside the store.  After that, 
we headed for the Heian Shrine, a Shinto shrine that is listed as an important cultural property of Japan.  We were also 
able to stroll around the shrine’s gardens.  From there, we went to the Kyoto Handicraft Center, which sells products 
made all over Japan. 

Our final stop for the day was the Manga Museum.  Housed in an old elementary school, it is devoted to manga, or 
comic books, and its collection includes some 300,000 comics and manga-related exhibits.  Then it was back to our hotel 
and a free evening.  Most of us ate dinner at one of the multitude of restaurants at Kyoto Train Station.  It is Japan's 
second-largest station building and is one of the country's largest buildings, incorporating a shopping mall, hotel, movie 
theater, department store, and several local government facilities under one 15-story roof.  Its architecture is amazing, 
including the constantly changing light show on the outdoor central stairs! 

       



Friday October 14 – Rona Baer 

I joined everyone for breakfast.  (One of the first things I did when I got home was have a COOKED fried egg!)  Then it 
was time to retrieve our overnight bags and meet everyone in the lobby to walk over to the train station.  Our large 
suitcases were shipped ahead to Tokyo.  We boarded our train for Kanazawa.  It was a 2 ½ hour ride through rice fields, 
tunnels, cities and past the largest lake in Japan, Lake Biwa.   

We were met at the Kanazawa station by our local coach driver.  Our first stop was the Kenrokuen Gardens, which is one 
of the top three gardens in Japan.  They make this decision based on the following six requirements:  spaciousness, 
seclusion, antiquity, art, elaborate use of water, and panoramic view.  The garden was so serene and magnificent.  

 
 

Then it was off to “The Alley” where there were lots of restaurants, shops, and even 
Geisha shows for later that evening.  I purchased a gold leaf necklace in a little shop 
and Linda Jean told me 100% of the gold leaf comes from Kanazawa!  Now my 
necklace will even be more special!   

 

 

 

 

Phyllis and I also made a stop to purchase Sake with a cute label on our way 
back to the bus. 

 

 

 

We had a relaxing ride to our hotel in time to check-in to our rooms and head to dinner and cocktails.  Everyone went 
their own way after that.  It was a good day! 

  



Saturday October 15 – Tim Prout 

We departed in the morning from Hotel My Stays in Kanazawa on our tour bus 
headed for Takayama.  We stopped for a few hours at the Shirakawa-go Village.  
The Shirakawa-go region lines the Shogawa River Valley in the remote 
mountains that span from Gifu to Toyama Prefectures.  Declared a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 1995, it is famous for the traditional gassho-zukuri 
farmhouses, some of which are more than 250 years old. 

Gassho-zukuri means "constructed like hands in 
prayer", as the farmhouses' steep thatched roofs resemble the hands of Buddist monks 
pressed together in prayer.  The architectural style developed over many generations 
and is designed to withstand the large amount of heavy snow that falls in the region 
during winter.  The roofs, made without nails, provided a large attic space used for 
cultivating silkworms.  Roof replacement can cost $100,000 and is completed in a few 
days only by expert craftsmen. 

We visited the Wada house which is part family home and part museum.  It is one of 
the largest gassho homes in the village.  The main room of the Wada house was a vast 
hard-wood floored area with an irori, traditional Japanese sunken hearth, in the 
center.  There were display cases featuring the family’s traditional lacquerware and 
prized possessions.  There were two back rooms, one of which opened into a small 
garden with a deck to relax and take tea.  The other held the family butsudan, or 
family shrine.  This is how you can tell that the home is still used.  If a family moves to 
a new home, they take the butsudan with them.  Since the Wada family still lives in 
the house, the butsudan is there also.

In October of each year, the 
residents of Shirakawa-go let their 
hair down to offer their thanks and 
prayers to the mountain god for 
safety and a good harvest.  
Production of home-brewed 
alcoholic drinks is banned in Japan 
but the people of Shirakawa are 
given special permission to 
produce "limited quantities" of 
Doburoku, unrefined sake, for the 
festival.  A large ball of thatch hung 

in front of a house indicates that sake is brewed there.  Although this thick, sweet, porridge-like drink is first 
offered to the gods, there is certainly plenty left over for the local residents and certainly aides the songs, dance 
and niwaka (improvised buffoonery) that accompany the festival.  We also saw the Shishimai Dragon Dance. 

We boarded our bus and visited the Miboro Dam on the Sho River in Takayama, 
in the Gifu Prefecture. It supports a 256 MW hydroelectric station.  Of the nine 
dams on the Shō River, it is the farthest upstream.  The dam flooded several 
villages and shrines, submerging them completely.  Two 400-year-old cherry 
trees were taken from one of the shrines and replanted in Shirakawa-go.  It is 
said that each petal represents a memory from someone who lived in the 
villages before they were flooded.  We made a brief stop to see the cherry trees 
before going along to Takayama for the night.  After arriving at our hotel in 
Takayama we set out for dinner. Genie and I had shabu shabu, a hotpot dish of 
thinly sliced meat and vegetables that one boils in water at the table. 



Sunday October 16 – Tuti Tierney 

Takayama is located high in the mountains (Hida mountain).  Originally the town was called Hida.  Established in the 
1500s as a castle town for the Kanamori family, the old charm of Takayama includes its Ryokans (traditional inns), sake 
breweries, and craft shops.  The Takayama city center is easily and best explored on foot.  
Most sights are within walking distances, which is approximately 10 minutes walking 
radius around the Kojibashi bridge. 

Our walking tour began at the morning market, open daily from 7am to 12noon.  It runs 
along the east bank of the Miya River (Miyagawa), between Yoyoibashi and Kojibashi 
bridges.  Stalls range from fresh produce to local arts and craft.  

Takayama has two famous festivals – parades of floats (Yatai): the spring festival (in mid- 
April) coinciding with planting and called Sanno matsuri, and the fall festival at harvest time 
is Hachiman matsuri in October.  The festivals involve tall lavishly decorated floats, guided by 
townspeople in traditional costume.  Between festivals, the floats are displayed in the 
Takayama Festival Float Exhibition Hall (Takayama Matsuri Yatai Kaikan), the next stop on 
our tour. 

The story of yatai is more than two centuries old.  When Japan was ravaged by the bubonic 
plague, yatai were built and paraded through the streets to appease the gods.  Because this 
seemed to work, locals built bigger and more elaborate yatai to prevent further outbreaks.  
The delicately etched wooden panels, carved wooden lion-head masks for dances, and 
elaborate tapestries are remarkable.  Each yatai contains puppets, controlled by rods and 
wires, that perform gymnast like feats. 

The Sakurayama Nikkokan, next door to the Exhibition Hall contains an incredible 1/10th 
scale model of the city of Nikko.  The model took 15 years to build and consists of 28 buildings, a Main shrine, Worship 
Hall, and 5 story pagoda. 

The Kusakabe Mingeikan is a folk craft museum.  This museum is in a house from 
the 1880s that belonged to the Kusakabe family, wealthy traders of the Edo 
period.  This national treasure served as a residence and warehouse, where the 
beautiful interior with heavy polished beams and earthy barren floor, provides an 
appropriate setting for displaying local Hida folk craft such as wood-carving and 
lacquer ware work. 

Kami Sannomachi (old town) is 
part of the original district of 
three main streets of 
merchants (Ichino-machi, 
Nino-machi, and Sanno-machi) and has been immaculately preserved.  
These streets are lined by museums, traditional shops, sake breweries 
and countless spots to eat.  The sake breweries are designated by 
spheres of cedar fronds hanging above their doors. 

 

 

We all explored on our own and had lunch before 
meeting at the train station for our departure.  
We left Takayama in the afternoon by JR train to 
Nagoya, where we changed to the Shinkansen 
(bullet train) line to Tokyo.  From Tokyo station 
we took the local JR line to our hotel in the 
Ikebukuro section of Tokyo.  



Monday October 17 – Carl Dawson 

After nearly 14 days in Japan, it finally rained.  Of course, it was a day that we 
had planned for outdoor touring.  So, all the ambassadors grabbed their 
umbrellas (Tim and Genie tried to share one) and took off from our hotel with 
our tour guide headed for the subway a few blocks away.  The locals could 
sure tell when we got on the train, they were very quiet and we were not.  Our 
first destination was the Imperial Palace where we saw the Double Bridge. 

 

 

We then crossed the moat and walked through the Hibiya Park that has a 
German style sunken garden.  This was the first western style garden built in 
Japan.  After enjoying the beautiful gardens, we jumped on the subway to the 
Tsukiji Fish Market.  We wandered and wandered and wandered through the 
narrow alleys looking at the beautiful arrangements of all types of sea life.  
Finally, I found the perfect place for sushi.  Others tried several different 
creatures of the sea.  And the rain continued. 

 

Next we took the subway to the Asakusa area where we gathered at the top floor of the 
visitors’ center to get a perspective of the area.  Everyone took off on their own to battle 
through throngs of people in the open-air market leading to the Sensoji Temple.  After 
giving thanks and 20 Yen at the temple, we were off to find the Ippudo Restaurant that was 
recommended to us by our son.  We did find it with a little help from Google Maps, and 
enjoyed delicious ramen noodles.  The restaurant was on the covered Nakamise Street 
designed to keep the shoppers dry and buying.  We followed it back toward the visitors’ 
center and found what we had been searching for since a Denver FF member told us about 
McDonald’s French Fries with chocolate and pumpkin sauce.  There was no effort by any of 
the group to get more. 

Five of us left Asakusa by subway, and headed for the Ginza district.  
Famous for the premier stores along the wide streets, The Ginza 
would be a shopper’s paradise if there was a very big roll of cash in 
our pocket.  Alas, no such roll: so, we just walked and gawked 
through the streets until we came to the Ginza Kabuki-za, the 
principal theater for traditional kabuki drama in Tokyo.  We just had 
to take in one act of their day long play; so, we bought tickets to 
stand in the back of the balcony.  I am not sure what happened, but 
it was very enjoyable.  We headed for the M line subway that took 
us back to our hotel. 

 

The day ended with a group of us riding the subway again to Ilene’s recommendation, Andy’s Restaurant, an "izakaya", 
which is a place to go enjoy drinks and food.  And we did!  Afterwards, we got back on the subway and headed for our 
hotel. 

 

 

  



Tuesday October 18 – Elizabeth Tuckwell 

October 18 was a free day in Tokyo.  Different ambassadors chose to do different things.  Some chose to spend the day 
relaxing at the hotel, preparing for the upcoming home stay in Miyagi prefecture.  Some went on a private guided tour 
of the fish market and surrounding area.  Some visited the posh Ginza District, a popular upscale shopping area of Tokyo, 
with numerous internationally renowned department stores, boutiques, art galleries, restaurants, and the renowned 
Kabuki-za Theatre, the principal theater in Tokyo for the traditional kabuki drama form. 

Choosing to wander on my own, my free day in Tokyo began early, with a subway ride to Tokyo Station, the tourist heart 
of Tokyo.  Unfamiliar with Tokyo, I did what I usually do in an unfamiliar major city—take the “Hop On Hop Off” bus and 
hop off at places of special interest.  In Tokyo, this type of bus tour is called the “Sky Hop Bus.”  This should not be 
confused with the “Sky View Bus,” which provides a bus tour of Tokyo, but does not allow “hop on” or “hop off.” 

There were three Sky Hop bus tour routes.  The main departure point for all three was the Maranouchi Mitsubishi 
Building in the heart of Tokyo Station.  I get lost easily, but even I could find it, after asking several Japanese for 
assistance.  Tickets can be bought at the ticket booth inside the building, or right outside the bus, before getting on.  The 
ticket is good for 24 hours, and includes all three Sky Hop bus routes.  I spent morning to evening enjoying all three 
routes.  If there was more than a half hour between the end of one bus tour and the beginning of another, I visited the 
nearby Imperial Palace.  We had already enjoyed a guided tour of the Imperial Palace, but the gardens and waterways 
are so beautiful that I relished the opportunity to enjoy them again. 

The first Sky Hop bus route featured the Tokyo Skytree, the Senso-Ji Temple, and the 
Akihabara.  Tokyo Skytree is a broadcasting, restaurant, and observation tower.  It is the 
tallest structure in Japan, and among the tallest towers in the world.  Although I had seen it 
from a distance, it was even more impressive close up.  The Senso-Ji Temple is one of the 
most ancient Buddhist temples in Japan and a must-see “hop-off” for anyone who hasn’t 
visited it before.  The Akihabara stop proved quite interesting.  Among numerous shops 
and restaurants, plus a nearby temple, there is a free Anime Center on the fourth floor of 
the Akihabara Crossfield and Anime Center.   Anime and Manga (comic type pictures used 
to tell stories) are an important part of the Japanese culture, for adults as well as children. 

The second Sky Hop bus route highlighted the Tokyo Tower and the Kabuki Theater in 
Ginza.  Tokyo Tower is a communications and observation tower that now is the second-
tallest structure in Japan, second to the more recently built Tokyo Skytree.  The Tokyo 
Tower reminded me of the Eiffel Tower in Paris.  It has a similar lattice construction and 
curved shape.  Although I had seen the Tokyo Tower from a distance, I had not been able to 
visit it up close until this trip.  There is a four-story building directly under the tower that 
contains museums, restaurants, and shops.  There are also two observation decks: a two-
story main observatory, and a smaller special observatory about twice as high up.  Both 
offer lovely panoramic views. 

The third Sky Hop bus route highlighted the Roppongi Hills, Odaiba, and Tokyo Tower.  
Roppongi Hills is one of the world’s premier integrated property developments.  A book (Six 
Strata:  Roppongi Hills Redefined) was written to describe the architecture and use of 
space.  The huge complex includes office space, apartments, shops, restaurants, cafés, 
movie theatres, a museum, a hotel, a major TV studio, an outdoor amphitheater, and 
several parks.  The centerpiece is the Mori Tower, named after Minoru Mori, a developer who conceived the design.  
Mori built an integrated high-rise inner-city community where people could live, work, play, and shop in proximity to 
eliminate commuting time.  His goal was to increase leisure time, quality of life, and national competitiveness.  Opened 
in 2003, the Roppongi Hills concept is now emulated worldwide.  This project is well worth a visit. 

Odaiba is a large artificial island in Tokyo Bay, across the Rainbow Bridge from central Tokyo.  Originally built for 
defensive purposes, it is now a major commercial, residential and leisure area.   It is one of only two places in the 
Greater Tokyo Metropolitan area where the seashore is accessible to the public.  While not a must-see, it is quite 
interesting. 

Having enjoyed a wonderful day, it was late evening when I took the subway from Tokyo Station back to our hotel.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artificial_island


Wednesday October 19 – Genie Carter 

The day began with a half-day walking tour of Tokyo.  On the broad 
walkway to the Meiji Shrine in Shibuya Tokyo, our tour guide, Coco, 
answered a question about homelessness in Japan.  In August, it had 
dropped to a record low of 5,697, of which many of us saw only 
one.  Meiji shrine, dedicated to the deified Emperor Meiji and his 
wife, is located in a forest of 170 acres. 120,000 trees of 365 species 
donated from all over Japan created one of the most serene 
experiences of the trip.  In Shintoism, the predominate religion of 
Japan, all of these trees and any other living thing could be 
considered a god. 

The Gaien (outer precinct) includes 
the Memorial Picture Gallery, 
containing 80 murals of events in 
the lives of Emperor Meiji and his 
consorts. It also includes Memorial 
Hall, now used for Shinto weddings.  Luckily, we were able to take photos of a 
newlywed couple in traditional wedding attire. Other sights of the area included prayer 
cards at the shrine and sake barrels that were donated because the emperor loved the 
beverage. 

A walk to the statue of the Tokyo subway dog, Hachiko, led us by fabulous modern 
architecture and through a fascinating mall with purple lighting.  We also noticed 
diagonal crosswalks at intersections.  At such busy intersections, all cars were stopped 
to allow pedestrians to cross in every direction at the same time.  What a great idea!   

 

 

Upon reaching the park, where we parted for lunch, we discovered benches that 
definitely discouraged naps by the homeless or anyone else.  We learned that Hachiko 
was an Akita dog who, not knowing about his master's death, devotedly waited for over 
9 years for the man to return from work.  The statue is in his honor.  We were fascinated 
by a cat, who snuggles each day under the statue's tummy.  While crowds of people take 
photos of him, he remains oblivious to their exclamations of adoration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Takeshita Street gave us opportunities to make stunning Avant guard purchases for the teenagers in our lives. 

By this point in the trip, we were getting used to very small living spaces and bathroom slippers.  Remembering to 
remove bathroom slippers, however, was something that was often not yet mastered. 



Thursday October 20 – Gerry Forney 

Thursday was our first full day in Sendai.  We met at 8:30 in the morning at the Miyagi Prefectural Office.  Japan has a 
total of 47 prefectures on the five major islands, and the prefectures function basically like states in the United States.  
Japan has a population of about 130 million.  Miyagi Prefecture has a population of 2.4 million people, which means it 
ranks 14th in population among the 47 prefectures.  Its area of 7,300 square kilometers (2,813 square miles) means that 
it is about the size of Larimer County (Fort Collins). 

Our group had a meeting with the Vice Prefectural Governor in a conference room high up in the high-rise building.  The 
Vice Governor had studied in the United States, and he spoke excellent English.  He told us about Miyagi’s efforts to 
recover from the damage of the March 11, 2011 earthquake and tsunami.  The epicenter of the earthquake was about 
50 kilometers east of the Oshika Peninsula, which is about 50 kilometers east of the city of Sendai.  The peninsula 
protected Sendai from the full force of the tsunami.  Geologists estimate the earthquake dropped the peninsula by 4 
feet, and moved the peninsula 17 feet towards the epicenter.  The tsunami wave was about 50 feet high in places.  The 
Japanese government estimated the total deaths from the tsunami as more than 16,000 people, and more than half of 
the victims lived in Miyagi Prefecture.  Fukushima Prefecture to the south of Miyagi got most of the publicity because of 
the meltdown of the nuclear plant, but only about 2,000 of the victims were from Fukushima, so Miyagi was hit much 
harder.  The earthquake and tsunami are usually called “Tohuko” which is a regional name for the six prefectures in the 
northern part of the island of Honshu. 

The Vice Governor explained that he is responsible for emergency response and recovery, and he talked about lessons 
learned.  Most of the coastal areas now have signs that show how far above sea level each point is.  In case of a tsunami, 
these signs help direct people out of danger zones, and into safer areas.  He also talked about improving emergency 
notification systems, so people have more warning, and a clearer idea of what to do and where to go.  The prefecture 
learned many valuable lessons in the rescue and clean-up process, and it has better plans for future disaster response. 

The Vice Governor’s assistant and translator was a young man from California.  He had been teaching English in one of 
the villages destroyed by the tsunami.  When the American military response teams showed up (Operation Tomadichi 
Friends), he went to work as an interpreter in the relief efforts.  The American response involved more than 24,000 
military personnel and cost almost $100 million dollars.  When the earthquake struck, the translator had finished his 
teaching job, and was planning to go back to the States.  But the destruction and relief efforts gave him a new calling, 
and he joined the government of the prefecture to work with English speaking relief donors and participants. 

In addition to talking about the relief efforts, the Vice Governor and our ED, Les Eckstat, had the traditional ceremony of 
greetings and gift exchange.  The media was present, so a picture of our group appeared in the local newspaper.  In 
addition, a television crew from NHK (the Japanese public television network) followed us around that day, so we were 
the subject of a television program a few days later. 

After the visit with the prefectural government, we visited the Katahiracho Elementary School.  The school has about 
300 students and about 25 teachers and staff.  We first met with the principal, who told us about the history of the 
school, and then we broke into three groups for classroom visits.  Over the years, I have been on many school visits but 
this was the best school visit that I have ever been involved in. 

Our group went to the school gymnasium, where we joined a large physical education class.  The students greeted us 
with a song, and then the students had a half dozen activity stations where we could participate with the students, and 
learn about traditional Japanese crafts, activities, and games.  We were already familiar with several of the activities 
from our time in Shizuoka.  These included origami (paper folding) and calligraphy.  But it was fun to do these activities 
with the students, who were so very enthusiastic about the opportunity to teach us. 

Other activities were completely new to us.  These included ayatori, which is 
the game we call “cat’s cradle” making patterns using a piece of yarn about a 
yard long.  We also tried take-uma which are Japanese stilts.  The stilts are 
about five feet tall, and they are traditionally made from bamboo.  The school’s 
stilts were made from wood, so they were very sturdy, but we still fell.  
Gumutobi is another game that we played.  It is sort of a cross between 
hopscotch and jump rope.  We also played marituki which I think is a bouncing 
ball game.  Kendama is a cup and ball game, where the ball is attached by a 
string, and the player must toss it into the air, and catch it in a cup.  The final 



game was hanetsuki, which is badminton without a net.  By playing games with the school children, and having them 
instruct us, they overcame their natural shyness, and we could have some great interaction with the students.  The TV 
video crew got some great shots because we were doing such entertaining and funny things with the children.  The 
school shots were a big part of the television program about our group. 

There were no group activities planned for the afternoon, so we broke up into smaller groups, and toured Sendai with 
our home hosts or day hosts.  Irene and I went to the site of the Sendai Castle, where we had a delicious lunch on the 
castle grounds.  The castle, named Aoba, is on a hill to the south of the main 
part of the town.  Very little of the castle remains.  It was partially destroyed 
after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, and then it was destroyed by the 
American bombing in 1945.  The area around the castle was preserved as 
virgin forest, and part of the forest has survived as a botanic garden.  The 
other parts of the castle grounds include the Sendai Museum, the Sendai 
International Center, and the campus of Tohuku University.  Some of the 
castle buildings were rebuilt about ten years ago, to increase the tourist 
potential of the area.  The top of the hill has a statue of Date Masamune, the 
founder of the local ruling dynasty, who incorporated Sendai into medieval 
Japan.  The view of Sendai from the statue is excellent.  Masamune is now 
the mascot of Sendai, and he has been reimagined as a cute character with 
an eye patch (he’d lost an eye as a child) and a moon shaped helmet.  

After spending the afternoon with our hosts, we headed downtown for the Sendai FFI Club’s elegant welcome dinner at 
a fancy downtown hotel. The Sendai club assigned seats for the dinner, so we all had a chance to interact with new 
people.  After dinner, we had a fun evening of program. 

 

The first part of the program was a terrific lady magician.  
The Sendai club had us put on their green club vests and we 
joined them in a circular tradition dance.  Then they taught 
us a dance we later performed for TV.  Afterwards, the 
members of the Denver club demonstrated the Hokey Pokey.  
Les provided a Japanese translation of the words, and many 
of the Sendai club members enthusiastically joined in.   We 
then headed home to our host families after a full and fun-
filled day. 

  



Friday, October 21 – Ilene Americus 

It was a perfect day for a boat ride from the Sendai port area 
to Matsushima Bay, renowned as a member of the “Most 
Beautiful Bays in the World”.  Looking at the commerce and 
industry in the port area, it is hard to believe that it was 
little more than rubble five years ago, destroyed in the 
tsunami.  Miyagi has worked tirelessly to recover from this 
disaster and it is amazing to realize that everything within 
our sight was flooded to a distance of 7.2 meters. 
Reconstruction has occurred at a rate that leaves me in awe 
of the resourcefulness and diligence of the people here. 

The day was sunny and cool as we motored past oyster farms, manufacturing 
plants and fish farms.  As we got further into Matsushima Bay it was apparent 
that the many small islands dotting the bay protected the town from the 
worst ravages of the tsunami.  These islands are fantastical forms, carved by 
wind and water and all are named for what they resemble. Sometimes it took 
a bit of imagination to note the resemblance.  The oyster fishing industry has 
recovered admirably and I was sorry we weren’t able to indulge in an ‘all you 
can eat’ oyster binge!  

 

Walking up the hill from the bay, we entered Zuiganji Temple (National Treasure and 
Important Cultural Property).  This is a Zen Buddhist temple founded in 828 and rebuilt in 
1609 by Date Masamune (of one-eyed, moon shaped helmet fame), founder of modern 
Sendai, to be his family temple and villa.  Walking up the paths there are stunning funeral 
pyres and carvings in the rock and caverns. These most closely resemble the Indian Buddhism 
with statues of many armed deities.  The gardens are spectacular and magnificently 
maintained.  

 

 

We drove up the hill to Hotel Daekanso for a wonderful lunch and fabulous view of the entire bay spread out below us. 

 

After lunch we stopped into Kanazaki Belle fish factory 
where Alaskan Pollock is turned into spiced fish cakes, a 
Japanese delicacy.  This is also home to the winners of the 
annual Tanabata paper festival. These are interesting 
creations made of the local handmade paper.  

 

 

 

 

 

Everyone caught some zzzs on the ride back to town.  

  



Saturday October 22 – Irene Ludwig 

We got to sleep in as our first activity didn’t begin until 10:00.  We met at the Sendai International Center near the 
Sendai Castle and the Sendai City museum.  We were in the part of the center where there was an English library, 
meeting rooms and a small exhibit on the city of Sendai.    We were greeted with tables set with calligraphy materials to 
keep us busy while we were ushered into a separate room where we dressed up in fabulous kimonos!   The kimonos and 
obi were the most exquisite colors, patterns and materials!  There were about 6 ladies dressing us.  We had to strip 

down to our underwear before donning one or two under kimono garments, 
similar in style to the kimono but of lightweight white fabric.  Some of us had 
flatteners put on our stomachs to achieve the proper form.  A kimono was 
then put over these garments.  They were tied so tightly so we could barely 
breathe! (I knew this would happen and filled myself with air, like a horse 
does when having its saddle tightened).   The kimono’s length is adjusted for 
each person by first tying a thin piece of fabric around the waist and then 

raising the excess fabric over the tie.  Then the obi (sash) covers all the excess fabric.  The obi is also tied very tightly and 
takes about 5 minutes to tie.  It took about 15 minutes to get each person dressed!  Oh, yes, then the special tabi sock 
that are worn with the geta shoes.  We were quite a sight!  Tim and Les were dressed in gentlemen’s kimonos to 
complete the picture.  (Gerry was ill that day).  Our hosts lined us up on a grand staircase and took our picture! 

We then ate our 7/11 bento lunch and walked across the street to the Sendai City 
Museum.  We walked by the historic pond where ice-skating was introduced to 
Japan more than 100 years ago.  Several people opted to walk around the grounds or 
go shopping while some of us visited the museum.  There was a good English audio 
of the permanent exhibit which showed the pre-history to modern times of the area 
and city.  It was especially interesting because Date Matsuma’s family donated many 
of the artifacts.  Date Matsuma was the samurai warlord who founded Sendai some 
400 years ago as a castle town and military base.  Gerry and I visited the museum on 
our extended stay in Sendai and saw the entire museum in about 4 hours.   

At 4 pm we left for the NHK TV station to film the dance we’d learned at 
the welcome dinner.   After viewing a film, entirely in Japanese, we went 
upstairs and practiced the energetic dance many times.  It was fun and it 
was a good way to burn off some calories.  We then went through 
several takes on film.  It will be shown on TV sometime later this month.  

 

We then hurried to the scheduled BBQ and Mochi Pounding Party.  After a 20-minute drive, we arrived at a fresh 
vegetable/flower market that was owned by one of the FFI members.  There was a tent set up and wonderful food 
prepared!  On a charcoal grill, pork was being cooked in one pan and noodles with vegetables in another.  They were 
mixed together and then served.  In another area was a fabulous stew of pork and vegetables, some I recognized and 
others I didn’t, but all delicious!  On the tables were an assortment of fresh vegetables, pickles, dips, sweets, and crust 
less sandwiches.  My favorite was the whipped cream and fresh strawberry sandwich!  On another table were the drinks, 
water, soft drinks, green tea and a wide variety of adult beverages.  There were a few things I didn’t recognize, but those 
who imbibed seemed extremely happy! 

 The highlight of the evening was the mochi-pounding.  It was made in the traditional, 
ceremonial way, called mochitsuki.  The mochigome, a short-grain japonica glutinous rice 
is soaked overnight, then steamed and then pounded with huge mallets in a wooden 
bowl (carved from a single tree) until it becomes soft and chewy.  The mallet is heavy 
and the men and a few women, took turns pounding the rice.  Once the rice was 
glutinous and ready, a few ladies hand formed the mochi into egg-sized balls.  The balls 
were then dipped into a yummy coating or covered with a sweet bean paste sauce.  I 
couldn’t decide which was better! What an honor it was to have taken part in such a 
ceremony!  We purchased some flowers for our hostesses and were among the first to 
leave the wonderful party.  Another wonderful day!  



Sunday, October 23 – Jill Wilk 

Early Sunday morning we met at the stained glass window of the Sendai 
Station to take the train bound for Yamagata City, capital of Yamagata 
prefecture in northern Japan in the Tohoku region bordering the Sea of Japan.  
In the chilly mountain air, we received a warm welcome from the FF Yamagata 
Club members who led us on the short walk into their small mountain village.   

Some of us chose to ascend to the holy site of Yamadera following the steep 
stone path of 1,000 steps to the Risshaku-ji Temple.  Rock lanterns, stone 
Buddha’s, prayer wheels, wooden buildings, naturally carved rock formations, 
names of departed Buddhist priests carved in the cliffs – all winding through 
the tall cedars of the surrounding forest – created a most memorable 
experience of reverence, peace, and beauty. 

The temple was founded in 890 by Jikaku Daishi, a Buddhist high priest sent by the emperor in the Heian Period.  At the 
entrance, the Konpon Chudo, central hall, houses an eternal flame from that period, brought over from the Kyoto Tendai 
sect to which the temple belongs.  It was reconstructed of beech wood in 1356.  The Kaisan-Do temple near the top is 
dedicated to Daishu.  The little red building next to it on the edge of the cliff is Nokyo-Do where scribes worked copying 
Sutra.  Up a few more steps is the Godai-Do Hall observation deck which extends over the cliff and provides a panoramic 
view of the valley and the Fuga No Kuni complex including the Basho Museum.  Oku-No-In, the temple at the top, 
houses the big statue of Buddha, the Diabutsuden.   

     

We toured the new Basho Memorial Museum which honors the Haiku poet Matsuo Basho who became Edo’s (Tokyo) 
foremost master of Haiku at the age at 33.  Choosing to live in a secluded hermitage in Fukagawa he devoted his life to 
the art of Haiku, which ultimately became an art form in its own right.   His travel diaries contain haiku inspired by his 
journeys.  In 1689 he traveled through the Yamadera mountains and was inspired to write some of his most famous 
poems in “Oku no Hosomichi” (The Narrow Road to the Deep North): 

“This complete stillness, seeping into the very rocks, voice of cicadas”     (Yamadera)  

“An old pond, a frog jumps in, the sound of water”     (Basho Hut) 

“On a journey ailing, my dreams roam about, over a withered moor”    (Death Bed) 

“Dried summer grasses, are all that mark the place of noble warriors’ dreams”     

“The spring is passing, the birds all mourn and fishes’ eyes are wet with tears”   

For lunch, a local restaurant served a delicious imoni, a type of taro and meat soup eaten traditionally in the autumn.  It 
was heated in individual pots over a flame at the table, with a side of pink chrysanthemums in sesame sauce. 

Back in Sendai City we were treated to a feast at Kani Masamune, a crab restaurant (although our meal did not include 
crab), where we happily devoured dish after dish of gourmet Japanese food including fried cheese dipped in honey. 

Upon arriving at our homestay, my hosts Yumiko and her daughter Chiharu presented me with the gold obi sash that 
Chiharu had worn for her celebration when she was 7 years old.  They knew I had bought a used but lovely silk kimono 
for my granddaughter, but it did not include the sash.  I was touched by their kindness and generosity! 

  

Midori, Kimiko (ED), & My wonderful host Yumiko 



Monday, October 24 – Linda Harris 

On Oct. 24 we took a private coach on a day trip out of Sendai to see more of the Miyagi prefecture.  I sat next to Ms. 
Kimiko Hirose, the ED, so it was informative to chat with her and also to hear some of her life story including growing up 
during the war years. 

I had noticed when we were in the area of Mt. Fuji how important the cultural and spiritual significance of the mountain 
was to our hosts.  Ms. Hirose said that every prefecture has its own little Fuji if it can, and the beautiful one we saw here 
is called Mount Kami Fuji. 

We went to a food cooperative where, among other items, local organic produce is sold.  The manager of the co-op told 
us that most of the sellers are retired older women who have small plots of land and find the “pocket money” they 
receive very helpful.  It was interesting to me that our guide used his computer to translate what the manager was 
saying into printed script in English as a tool to help him in translating her words to us. 

After the co-op, we went to the Fumie Harahan farmhouse restaurant where we ate a delicious meal while sitting on 
tatami mats.  After lunch we went to a calligraphy art museum, the Bokusetu Sumie Museum.  Sumie is the name for 
painting that uses the same brush and ink as in calligraphy.  The artist featured at the museum resided in California for 
many years during the early 1900’s, so it was interesting to see Japanese paintings of Santa Monica, CA, the Grand 
Canyon, etc.  From there we went to the Tohoku Ceramic Museum which houses beautiful pottery and ceramics all 
created in this specific area of Japan, mostly from the 1600’s -1800’s.  I enjoyed the day and felt it had given us an 
introduction to the food, art, and culture of the Miyagi prefecture. 

           

      Kami Restaurant       Sumie 

                               Kami Vase    



Tuesday, October 25 – Linda Jeanne Harrill 

This was our free day!  A member of the Miyagi FF, Emiko, had been traveling and could not participate often during our 
visit.  She was best friends with my host, Noriko.  Emiko asked to take me to places she thought we all would enjoy 
based on conversations I had with Noriko.  The two got together and surprised me with a day at the museum, lunch and 
afternoon in an Onsen in the area of Akiu, about 45 minutes from Sendai. 

There was a rare exhibit for a limited time of impressionist and modern works.  We were not allowed to take photos 
even without flash.  I was taking notes on works I favored when an attendant approached me and said I was to use 
pencil.  She explained the museum did not want to jeopardize any work or walls with the chance of ink marks. 

Lunch was in an interesting spot.  The restaurant was in what had been the home of a 
surgeon.  There was a model of his home/hospital in the foyer where we had to leave 
our shoes. Therefore, the name of the establishment was Dottore.  Instead of 
traditional Japanese lunch, Emiko wanted us to eat pizza.  We ordered 2 and ate 
every bite! 

 

 

 

Model of the old hospital, now the Dottore Restaurant 

Ta da! My experience at the Onsen, or hot springs, was delightful.  I don’t have to explain that photos were not taken 
while enjoying the relaxing baths.  It was beside a beautiful waterfall with maple trees surrounding the open air mineral 
baths in the Natori River.  However, I did take a picture of the manager of the Hotel Sakam where the Onsen was 
located.  He gave us much of his time when he was told I was an ambassador from the United States in the Friendship 
Force.  He was very kind and told us not to miss the museum inside the hotel.  We finished with a time of tea and cheese 
tart as we laughed while my day hosts practiced saying words with the letters R and L.  We laughed so hard as they said 
over and over “Renoir, always, and woodblock print.”  They had much difficulty but we had much fun, too, on what was 
our last day.  Tomorrow we fly home.  Sayonara, Nippon. 

            

Waterfall of the onsen     Noriko                                   Linda Jeanne   Emiko 



Wednesday, October 26 – Lynn Dawson 

Last time I was responsible for the daily journal entry, I had to write about October 12th, which was a sad day because it 
was the day we left our hosts in the Shizuoka Club.  Well, this day was 
equally as sad, as it was our last day with the Miyagi Club; and, even 
worse, our last day in Japan.  We loved our host family for Sendai!  Unlike 
the older, lovely couple in Shizuoka, our host in Sendai was a 45-year old, 
high energy woman who lived with nine (yes, 9) relatives!  We had 
stayed with and experienced four generations – there was grandmother 
(93 years old), mom and dad, older brother who was married and their 
three children, and younger brother.  All were extremely nice, though 
only our host spoke any English.  The house was large, but there was only 
one bathroom!  Despite that, we never stood in line and the family was 
as quiet as the first couple.  We asked our hostess, Sayuri, if the family 
was always that quiet and she assured us that they were not and that it 
was because of our presence that the kids were not arguing and everyone was on their best behavior.   

The entire stay was fantastic, but three things stood out that we will always remember 
with this host family.  First was the fact that we, along with our host family and three 
other ambassadors, were followed around for a full day with the news anchor and 
camera crew of a local TV station.  They wanted to learn more about and film part of a 
Friendship Force Exchange.  They joined us on our first morning (ED: See October 20 
entry for details), and then the film crew followed us back to our host home where 
they filmed us having a home cooked lunch, and then filmed us walking to a neighbor’s 
house where the neighbor showed us how to make paper the way it was done 
hundreds of years ago.  The night before we left, the station aired a 15-minute 
segment on the Friendship Force visit between the Denver and the Miyagi Friendship 
Force Clubs.  For the five ambassadors who were filmed, we had our “15 minutes of 
fame” on Miyagi television!   

The other most memorable experiences related to our hosts were the “Mochi Pounding Party and BBQ” that they host 
annually.  They hold this party annually for their employees, their family, and their friends.  They invited the Friendship 
Force Ambassadors and their hosts this year.  (ED: See October 22 above.) 

On our last day, which was a free day, our hostess took us to see the flower auction where her family buys some of the 
flowers for their retail and wholesale flower shops.  It was a great way to end our visit.  The next day she took us to the 
Sendai Airport where we bought her lunch before boarding our plane for home around 2:15 pm. We had an hour flight 
to Tokyo, then we left Tokyo around 5:00 pm that night and arrived in Denver at 12:30 pm the same day which means 
we arrived before we left!  It was a fantastic exchange!  


