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From Yanaka to Saroma: The Spirit of

Tochigi’s Pioneers
The afternoon of our fifth day in Hokkaido was spent
in the Tochigi district of Saroma, which was first set-
tled by people from Tochigi, or more specifically, the
village of Yanaka. The ostensible peculiarity one
might find in the existence of a community of people
from one small village in the mainland of Japan set-
tling in one of the northernmost areas of the country
ought to be understood in the broader context of the
rapid modernization of Japan.
It all began in the copper mine of Ashio, which ac-
counted for nearly forty per cent of Japan's total cop-
per production in the early twentieth century. How-
ever, this indispensable propellant of the
then-industrializing Japan also brought about un-
wanted side-effects in the form of severe environmen-
tal pollution, to which downstream villages such as
Yanaka fell victim. Their lands were rendered uncul-
tivable, and a desperate effort was made by the local
MP, Tanaka Shozo, and the villagers to inform the
government of the plight they were facing. Despite
all this, the decision was made to evict all the villag-
ers of Yanaka and transform the area into a colossal
basin to prevent the pollutants from flowing further
downstream to the capital, Tokyo.
While most of the evicted villagers chose to start
new lives in neighboring villages, some decided to
move to Saroma, which they had been told had vast
and fertile land. 240 villagers set forth from Oyama
station in Tochigi on 7 April 1911. However, after a
week-long arduous journey north, their hopes for a
better life on the northern island were utterly dashed
at the sight of a snow-covered wild forest. Despite
the population being reduced to a mere 98 in the first
three years, they undertook the task of clearing the
forest, levelling the ground, and soon, the first har-
vest followed. An elementary school, temple, and
shrine were also established within a few years, sup-
porting the villagers' lives both spiritually and intel-
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lectually ever since.

However, even though their efforts crystallised in the
form of stable agricultural output, the sense of long-
ing for their ancestral land of Tochigi never faded
away, and such sentiments have resulted in severe
wigs on the green every now and then throughout
the village's history. The most significant of these
rifts occurred after a visit by the then-governor of
Tochigi in 1969. Subsequent nationwide television
coverage, which sensationally emphasized the ‘plight’
of the people living in the remote and deprived vil-
lage’, exacerbated the situation.

Yet, despite the ignominy unjustly put on by the me-
dia coverage and the rift that developed amongst the
villagers, the community looked forward and soon
collaborated to modernize their agriculture. The
year 2013 marked the centenary of the district's es-
tablishment, and a delegation from the village visited
Tochigi prefecture that year, a gesture symbolizing
the overcoming of past troubles and paying tribute
to their forebears.

I found the history of the district quite fascinating.
Even though many of us might think we have no con-
nection whatsoever to this small district, we, in fact,
owe them a great deal. Their forebears' right to live
on their own land was sacrificed in the pursuit of the
nation's material wealth, from which we continue to
benefit until today. A significant portion of the dairy
products we consume at home daily come from small
farming villages like Tochigi in Hokkaido. We must
not allow ourselves to forget that the shift from tra-
ditional forms of agriculture to dairy production was
often made out of necessity, as it was virtually the
only way they could ensure a stable income regard-
less of weather conditions.

As the town mayor, who gave us a lecture on the dis-

trict's history, hoped we would, I have learnt much
about both the cruelty and strengths of humanity
from my experience in Tochigi. Our society is an or-
ganic system composed of various interests and sen-
timents intertwined. We all hope to look forward and
progress, but as the story of the people of Tochigi
shows, predicaments are often introduced by our fel-
low humans. The story of Tochigi reminds us of the
resilience humans can have in the face of adversity.
Their narrative underscores the importance of un-
derstanding sacrifices made by those who came be-
fore us, and respecting what others draw strength
from, be it ancestral land, family, religion, or a sense
of belonging.
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Thriving in Harsh Conditions: The

Resilience of Hokkaido's Natives
Hokkaido, Japan's northern frontier, and the neigh-
bouring Okhotsk region are characterized by unfor-
giving climates and challenging environments. Yet,
the indigenous peoples who inhabited these lands
demonstrated remarkable resilience and resourceful-
ness, ultimately thriving in the face of harsh condi-
tions.
The Natives of Hokkaido, primarily the Ainu people,
faced the extreme northern climate of the island,
with long, harsh winters and relatively short grow-
ing seasons. To thrive, the Ainu developed a pro-
found understanding of their natural surroundings.
They relied on hunting, fishing, and gathering for
sustenance. The harsh winters prompted the Ainu to
create well-insulated traditional homes called "chise,"
constructed with natural materials like woven straw

and bark. These structures not only provided



warmth but also served as centers for family life
and communal activities. The Ainu also adapted to
their environment by crafting warm clothing from
animal hides and using traditional methods like
snowshoes for mobility in snow-covered land-
scapes.

Similarly, the Okhotsk people, who lived in the
coastal areas of the Okhotsk Sea, confronted the
challenges of a cold and unpredictable maritime en-
vironment. Despite the harsh conditions, the Ok-
hotsk people developed sophisticated seafaring
skills and mastered fishing techniques that allowed
them to exploit the abundant marine resources of
the region. Their survival relied on expert naviga-
tion, knowledge of the seasons, and the use of boats
crafted from driftwood and animal skins. These
people adapted to their environment, demonstrat-
ing their resilience by building semi-subterranean
dwellings for protection from the elements and re-
lying on traditional methods for food preservation.

A deep connection with their surroundings was ob-
served and spiritual beliefs centered on nature
were maintained along with sustainable practices
such as hunting, fishing, and gathering. These in-
digenous cultures respected the balance of ecosys-
tems and practiced responsible resource manage-
ment, ensuring the long-term viability of their
communities.

Moreover, the resilience of these cultures extended
beyond their survival strategies. They fostered
rich traditions, storytelling, and art that celebrated
their unique identities. The Ainu, for instance,
crafted intricate patterns on their clothing and
practiced tattooing as a form of cultural expres-
sion. The Okhotsk people left behind artifacts that
reflect their creativity and cultural heritage. They
carved small figurines of bears and whales which
were used during religious ceremonies. The name
of Killer Whale in the Ainu language is Repun
Kamuy, meaning ‘offshore deity’.

In conclusion, the indigenous peoples of Hokkaido
faced and triumphed over formidable challenges
presented by their harsh environments. Their
adaptability, deep knowledge of nature, and sustain-
able practices allowed them not only to survive but
also to thrive, leaving a lasting legacy of cultural
richness and resilience. The story of these commu-

nities serves as a testament to the human spirit's

ability to overcome adversity and adapt to the
most demanding circumstances.
(Gurjar Adit Amod)
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The Flora in Hokkaido

I knew very little about Hokkaido prior to applying
for the 9th Summer Program of the Faculty of Let-
ters of the University of Tokyo and so I reasoned
that whatever transpired would be an adventure
regardless. What I did not anticipate is how utterly
breath-taking the stunning landscape of northern
Hokkaido is. The wide open vistas and crisp fresh
air was such a contrast to the urban sprawl of To-
kyo, it was a refreshing change from the norml!

Flowers in Hokkaido: I was thrilled to discover
that our itinerary included trips to various flower
gardens and other similar botanical parks. To
name a few, we visited the Koshimizu natural flow-
er garden (/NEKEAAER) - a haven for the Hem-
erocallis Yezoensis (a plant native to Eastern Hok-
kaido and the southern Kuril Islands), Lilium
Pensylvanicum (also known as the Siberian Lily)
and Iris Setosa. We also visited the Lake Saroma
Wakka nature centre (7 v 7 JE A {6 E) which was
home to the Rosa Rugosa (a species of rose native
to Eastern Asia that grows close to coastal regions
and sand dunes, hence its beautifully apt name,
“Beach Rose” in English. It was evident that the au-
thorities in charge of maintaining Hokkaido's natu-
ral environment go to enormous lengths to pre-
serve and celebrate its native flora. The Beach
Rose was taken to the UK 150 years ago as an or-
namental flower so that other lovers of nature from
around the world could enjoy this stunning cre-
ation. Whilst I fully agree with this floral cultural

exchange so that the maximum number of admir-
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ers can admire such beauty it was not until I was
fortunate enough to make this trip to Hokkaido
that I truly appreciated the words of Okakura Ka-
kuzo in "The Book of Tea," where he commented
that the “ideal lover of flowers seeks them in their
native haunts”. I was beyond grateful to be able to
see these incredible wildflowers in their natural
setting.

Flowers Beyond Gardens: I was surprised to see
that in Hokkaido, flowers are clearly not just con-
fined to designated patches of land, for example
they were also found at the gates of Saroma High
School. Here we sat in on an inspirational lecture
alongside the first-year students about the history
of the local Tochigi District. We were reminded of
the significance of willpower and thoughts and es-
pecially the importance of protecting our Tamashii.
As well as the notion that whilst each of us as indi-
viduals may be physically small, our ideas and am-
bitions hold infinite potential.

At The Hokkaido Museum of Northern Peoples (It
T AL RIEE Y fE)  we discovered a display of
Iroquois cradle boards containing elaborate floral
patterns used to carry and protect babies in North
America. We also saw floral slippers made by the
Athabaskan Indians, sewn together using beads
and fur. The Abashiri City Folk Museum (#8737
A A+ 1 W fiE) showcased beautiful Makiri, small
knives used for daily tasks, again featuring floral
patterns. Additionally, a floral Sitoki hung graceful-
ly around a Tamasay, a beaded decoration worn by
women during festivals and formal occasions.
These various artifacts showed how flowers clearly
played a significant role in the everyday life of the
indigenous communities and helped form a harmo-
nious bond between humans and their natural envi-
ronment.

One of the most memorable encounters involving
flowers during our journey was at the graves of the
Abarashi prisoners who took part in the 220-km
Central Road Excavation Project, a highway con-
structed by the inmates of the prison and which ul-
timately assisted in the development of Hokkaido.
The excavation team faced gruelling conditions
and were required to complete the 5.4-meter-wide
road on a strict time limit. As well as this, to fur-
ther spark a competitive spirit amongst the prison-
ers, a quota prize system was introduced. The long

POV HMFECTRAOYEZS S

working hours combined with an outbreak of ede-
ma disease and malnutrition led to the tragic death
of around 200 prisoners during the project, all of
whom were buried with no gravestones or offer-
ings. It was not until 1965, 76 years after the road’s
completion, that the late nun, Takahiro Hayashi,
along with 120 volunteers, began to find the re-
mains of the prisoners buried along the road. They
made offerings to ensure that these souls could find
peace and navigate their way to salvation and the
afterlife. Even today, fresh flowers adorn their
graves, highlighting the importance of honouring
the memory of those who endured such hardships.
The dedication to the preservation of nature as
well as the admiration for flowers in all aspects of
life and death stood out throughout this trip. I
found inspiration in the deep-rooted history embed-
ded in this remote corner of Japan and am most
grateful I was given the opportunity to explore the
natural wonders of Hokkaido.

(Kasai Reira (Layla Hunt))
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(Mambetov Adilzhan)
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The Relationship Between Man and

The Natural Environment in Hokkaido
On our very first day here, we embarked on a long
car ride from Memanbetsu airport to the Universi-
ty of Tokyo accommodations. During the car ride, I
found it amazing how different the Hokkaido land-
scape was from Tokyo. The roads were much wid-
er, and there were very few tall buildings. The
scenery was very beautiful, with rolling hills and
lush green fields. There were mountains covered in
trees, and in the distance, we could see massive
windmills. We drove past lakes and we also caught
a glimpse of the sea, and the sparkling blue water
contrasted against the summer green of the land-
scape was akin to the scenery in a Ghibli movie.
The beauty of the Hokkaido countryside is truly
one of a kind. When we finally reached the Tokoro
Forest of Remains, we entered an unassuming road
up into a wooded area. The forest was beautiful, as
the sun was beginning to set, and we could see the
sunlight filtering through the leaves, which marked
a gentle and warm welcome for us to our accommo-
dation.
That day, the 10 of us went to the lake to watch
the sunset by Saroma Lake. By the time we got to
the lake, the sky had turned into a soft pink colour
on the right side of the lake, while on the left side
of the lake it was dark dusky blue. It was truly a
spectacular sight to see on our very first day in
Hokkaido. We watched as birds flew across the wa-
ter while the sky turned into a myriad of colours
from purple to orange. While the scenery was awe
inspiring, what really struck me as remarkable was
the centuries of history we were standing on, and
that people from the Jomon period also stood at the
very same spot and looked out into the lake. I
wanted to pick a shell to bring back as a souvenir
but was advised against it, due to the importance
of preservation and protection of the natural fea-
tures of Saroma. That was when I began to wonder
about the importance of preservation of nature as
well as how to instill that practice into our interac-
tions with nature.

After dinner, we went outside to see the night sky
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and look at the stars. Living in Tokyo, due to light
pollution, one can rarely see stars or constellations.
But in Saroma Town, the stars shone clear and
bright, and we could even see the Milky Way trail.
As I looked up at the night sky, I realised that the
stars here were different from the stars back in
Tokyo. It made me wonder whether the people
who lived in Hokkaido in the past ever used the
stars for navigation or for spiritual worship. As the
week went by, I learnt more about the people who
used to live in the area during the Jomon era, and I
learnt that they were an extremely spiritual and
artistic group of people, with a close relationship
and respect for the surrounding nature and the en-
vironment, including the animals, as exemplified by
their worship of the bear.

We visited many beautiful areas of Hokkaido in the
following days, such as the beautiful Shiretoko
Goko lakes, the Oshinkoshin waterfalls as well as
the Lake Saroma Wakka Nature centre, where we
learnt about the different flowers and fruits native
to Saroma. Adil kept asking which of the plants
were edible, and we learnt that a berry that we of-
ten saw around the the area was called a beach
rose (/N ¥ F A), and it could be made into jam.
Learning about the flora and fauna of the area gave
me a deeper understanding into how the people of
the past in Hokkaido interacted and sustained
themselves with the Hokkaido terrain.

As I gradually visited more areas in Hokkaido, I
found myself growing an interest in the relation-
ship between man and the environment. I learnt
about the lives of people of the ancient Okhotsk

culture known as the Moyoro people, and how they

interacted with the sea, and ate seafood for suste-
nance. To see that history in person at the shell
mound museum really opened my eyes to how hu-
mans of the past in Hokkaido made use of the envi-
ronment in a sustainable and efficient way.
When we explored the pit dwellings in the Tokoro
Forest of remains, the notion of a strong relation-
ship between the environment and man was appar-
ent to me. The thousands of pits in Hokkaido, still
preserved today, showcases how significant an im-
pact mans’ actions on the environment and the
land have. It highlighted to me the importance of
the preservation of such interactions in history, as
well as the need to protect the natural beauty and
landscape of Hokkaido, and anywhere in the world.
During our last lecture, Professor Simon Kaner
showcased how people of the past, not just in Japan
or Hokkaido, had created structures such as stone
circles in the past, and how significant these man
made structures are now in today's society, that
they are almost synonymous with nature itself. I
realised that all interactions with nature should
echo the interactions of humans of the past, where
man made creations can coexist in harmony with
the environment, to the point where it can become
a part of the natural terrain.
Learning that people from different parts of the
world, from the UK and Japan, place importance on
monumentalising their memories in the natural ter-
rain highlights the eons deep relationship that hu-
mans have with the environment, which manifests
in a beautiful spiritual aspect of living. The impor-
tance of the Autumn equinox, the moon, the sun,
and the death and lives of people are so complex
and intertwined but still given extreme respect in
the past. I do believe that we, as the humans of the
21st century, may have advanced technologically
beyond the humans of the past but we do have a
lot to learn from them in regards to our interac-
tions with and respect for nature.
The trip to Hokkaido opened my eyes to many
things but most importantly, I want to bring back
a bit of the Hokkaido past with me to Tokyo, and
begin treating the environment around me in a
more sustainable and respectful way.

(Yee Kiko Shan Ning)
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