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Learn History with an English Guide!

Damien Craig

We arrived in Omori Town, surrounded by forests and mountains, on a
cold winter’s morning while a light snow fell. Observing the town from
the parking lot, it looked like a picture come to life. I took note of the
contrast between the old and the new; the asphalt road and power poles
compared to the traditional houses and stone bridges.

Iwami Ginzan Silver Mine and its Cultural Heritage is a registered
UNESCO World Heritage Site that includes Omori Town, around 650
mine shafts (mabu), trade routes, fortress ruins, ports and more. The site
was a large scale silver mine that operated between 1526 and 1934, so
important to the world economy that it appeared on contemporary
European maps.

A woman comes up to us and says in confident English ‘Hello, my name
is Mie Hata.” Ms. Hata is a member of a volunteer group that offers free
English tours of Iwami Ginzan to tourists, and she will act as our guide
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today. Once everyone is introduced, we begin our 2.3km walk towards a
mine shaft at Mt. Sanno.

Q: Ms. Hata, why did you decide to join the volunteer
group?

A: I'm originally from Hyogo Prefecture and moved to Oda City about
ten years ago. My house is about twenty minutes from here by car. I was
an English teacher at Junior High School, but now I run a private English
school. One day, there was a seminar for English guides, and I went to
that, and it was interesting so I decided to join the group. We're called
the ‘Iwami Ginzan Volunteer English Guide Group’ and there’s eight
members now. This is my fifth year in the group. We have requests to do
these English tours 3~4 times per year, but we want to do it more
frequently.
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Q: Tell me what happens on a usual tour.

A: Each tour usually lasts around two and a half hours, and [ walk with
the English speaker to the mabu mine shaft, while explaining the history
of the mine and the mining process, walk through the mabu and then we
come back together. You need to book in advance, as we each have jobs
and need to coordinate, but about once per year someone will show up
and want to take a tour without booking, which we can usually
accommodate.

Q: Please tell me about your hopes for the future of
these tours.

A: I want many foreign people to come and enjoy Iwami Ginzan. I also
want to meet people from many countries. Finally, I'd like to increase the
number of volunteers that we have.

A thermometer placed near the entrance tells us that the inside of the
mine shaft is 5C, which is warmer than outside! Seeing the hand-dug
mine with my own eyes, I am once again in awe of the power of
humanity. Once we exit, Ms. Hata and I move on from talk about the
mine, to more friendly conversation and before I know it, we are back in
the parking lot in Omori.
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I learnt that there was once close to ten thousand people living in
Omori, but now there are just four hundred. However, since the town's
registration as a World Heritage Site in 2007, numerous restaurants,
cafes, souvenir shops, and hotels, have sprung up to meet the needs of
the eight hundred thousand tourists who make their way here annually,
while preserving the feel of the town. Thanks to my friendly guide Ms.
Hata, who explained everything clearly, I felt that I got a good
understanding of the town and the mine. Why don’t you come take a
walk with Ms. Hata too, through the historic town that is Omori?




Taking Pride in Your Hometown: .
A Resident of lwami Ginzan Silver Mine

Tatyana Krapivina

It is estimated that at the start of the 17th century, Japan produced one
third of the world'’s silver and recently I had the chance to visit Omori
Town in Oda City, home of the Iwami Ginzan Silver Mine, which
produced a large portion of it. At that time, Omori had several hundred
thousand residents, but since the mine has been retired, the population
has decreased and presently sits at around four-hundred people.

One of those residents is the President of Nakamura Brace, a prosthetic
manufacturing company, Mr. Toshiro Nakamura. While the outside of
the Nakamura Brace building bears little resemblance to a factory,
instead blending in with the surrounding buildings, on the inside I find
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an active business. In each room

workers are busy making
prosthetic arms, legs, and
corsets, as well as artificial breasts and ears, all worthy of being called
medical art. Upon entering Mr. Nakamura's office, I find the walls
covered with various awards and plaques.

After training domestically in Kyoto and abroad on exchange in
California, Mr. Nakamura returned to his hometown of Omori with his
new prosthetic knowledge. I asked him the reason why he decided to
start a company in this small town.
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He told me that he first learned pride for the historic Iwami Ginzan site
as a child from his father and from that time on he felt a desire to
contribute to the region. Using the experience and knowledge that he
had built up at home and overseas, he created the company himself in
the middle of the countryside, his true home of Omori, rather than in
Kyoto or Osaka. That was in 1974.

Inviting specialists from outside Shimane Prefecture and getting local
residents to work for him part time, he began developing prosthetics
and medical equipment. The company developed silicone gum shoe
insoles, which are patented in Japan and abroad and are on sale in thirty
seven countries worldwide. The company has grown as large as to
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coordinate with domestic and international medical authorities and
other prosthetic companies. In this way, Mr. Nakamura and his
employees have worked hard to make the company one of the factors in
the rejuvenation of Iwami Ginzan.

While showing me some photos, he says ‘Look at Omori forty years ago.
It's just decrepit old houses. Wanting to rejuvenate the feelings of the
people who were born here, I began to restore houses. I'm restoring my
fortieth house right now. I also built a guest house for clients of my
company and tourists to Iwami Ginzan to use. To see the town be
gradually rejuvenated, and to know that I helped that process, even in
some small way; well, I can't explain how happy that makes me.”

Q: What is your dream for the future?

A: The business has already made six thousand personal prosthetics. My
dream going forward is to increase production of those personalized
items so that more people can feel happiness in their daily life.

Q: Tell me about the Nakamura Collection.

A: The Nakamura Collection is a collection of materials, scrolls, old
maps, sekisht silver coins and so on. If it is of use to future researchers
of the mine, or helps young people understand the area, I'll be glad. I
had all the documents collected in a single volume to celebrate the 5th
year anniversary of ‘Iwami Ginzan and its Cultural Landscape’ being
registered as a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Despite only talking with him briefly, Mr. Nakamura's pride for his
hometown Omori and the Iwami Ginzan Silver Mine area shone through
clearly. After our interview was completed, he treated us to lunch. Mr.
Nakamura takes good care of his guests. Thank you, Mr. Nakamura, for
an interesting interview and a delicious lunch!

Shimane
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Why Not Try A Meal at an

Old Samurai House?
Yunhee Ko

After visiting Nakamura Brace, Mr. Nakamura and some related parties
and [ went to have lunch at Totsutotsuan. Just a quick glance at the
yellow clay walls and Sekisht roof tiles, a local specialty, gave me a
sense of the building’s history.

The building is divided into front and back sections. The front section is
actually an old samurai residence that was built two hundred years ago.
I am told that due to this half of the building being a registered national
historical site, they cannot cook using fire inside it, so they instead use it
to welcome large groups of tourists.

We ended up entering the more recently built section at the back where
the actual restaurant is. From the counter where we were seated we
could see directly into the kitchen and I saw a large cauldron for
cooking rice, a well, and other things that gave me the feeling that this
was an older style of kitchen. For example, if you order the tempura, the
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head chef will cook it right in front of you, while you eat.

We ordered the soba set meal and what arrived at our table was a
rustic, traditional looking selection. There were soba buckwheat noodles,
four types of tempura, chicken, raddish leaves, shredded scrambled eggs
on rice, and two types of simple side dishes.

The soba noodles were thin and had a pale color. They had a good
texture in my mouth. When I asked, I was told that the sponginess and
taste of soba depends on the ratio between buckwheat flour and wheat
flour used in the recipe. The side dishes, meanwhile, had an almost
bland flavor, but it matched the rice’s sweetness well.

Our meal was different to the colorful Japanese food I was expecting,
but each dish was refreshing and had a well-balanced flavor. I could
have continued on eating each dish for a while without getting bored of
the taste.
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Once our plates were cleared, I had the chance to talk with Mr. Taichi
Nagao, 50 years old, who is the head chef of Totsutotsuan.

Q: When did you begin cooking?

A: When [ was seventeen or eighteen. I'm fifty now, so about thirty two
years ago. [ stopped doing it for a while, though---Both my parents
worked and would come home late so I had to learn to cook. I started
work at Totsutotsuan in March 2012, so I've not quite been here a year
yet.
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Q: Is there any difference cooking at a World Heritage
Site, compared with cooking somewhere else?

A: Not really. The customers are basically the same everywhere. First, I
think about food that I would want to eat, and then I think about how
the customers will feel about my cooking while eating it.

Q: What dish would you most recommend to international
tourists?

A: We have a bento lunch box that's perfect for tourists without much
time. What's in the box varies by price, and you can add things like
tempura and sashimi.

(In Iwami Ginzan, they used to make elliptical shaped coins with the
silver that was mined there. Mr. Nagao showed us a bento box that
mimicked this shape.)

International tourists usually come here after visiting the World
Heritage Center and looking at pamphlets, so they recognize the shape
immediately.

After we finished our talk, my group headed into the front part of the
building, the old samurai residence. We took off our shoes and entered a
Japanese tatami-mat style room with a kotasu heated-table in its the
center. The ceiling looked to be nearly two whole stories above us. In
March, the room is decorated with ornamental dolls for Hinamatsuri, or
Girl's Day. I thought that, decorated like that, the room would feel like a
perfect Japanese space.

The ‘Totsutotsu’ in the restaurant’s name is apparently meant to
represent an expression of wonderment. For me, however, rather than
saying ‘Wow, that's amazing, with wide eyes, I found myself feeling
fulfilled and warmed at this place. The menu changes with the season to
include seasonal ingredients and vegetables picked by the head chef
while out strolling. So, I think I'd like to come back here in Spring, too.
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Memories of History
The Oil Lamps of

lwami Ginzan Silver Mine
Yi Hong

Nowadays, when we think of artificial light, of course most people imagine
electric lights. In fact, I think that there are many people who would not be
able to answer if they were asked what people used for light in the old days,
before the invention of electric lights.

Thus, it was decided that for this edition of the Shimanean we would go to
learn about the oil lamps, or kantera at a store where they are still being
made today. This store happened to be in the middle of the Iwami Ginzan
Silver Mine, about two hours from Matsue City by car, encompassing the
town where the mine is, Omori Town in Oda City. Omori, which is said to be
the center of the mining site, has eight hundred years of history as one of
Japan's premier mining towns and was recognized as a historic site by the
nation’s government in 1969. In 2007, it was also registered as a World
Heritage Site (as a cultural property). The kantera lamps were one of the
items used to provide light to the miners at Ginzan.

I arrived at Mr. Takeshita's house wondering what the lamps looked like
and how they were made, considering how peaceful and rich with history
Omori felt to me. Mr. Takeshita is said to currently be the leading maker of
kantera lamps in Japan. I learned that his family has been making the lamps
since 1887, around the time of Iwami Ginzan's redevelopment and that the
use of these lamps played an important role in the development of the
mining site. However, with the march of time the need for them has
decreased and now their era is over.

The Takeshita family has been making kantera lamps since the Meiji
Period. The lamps are made with tin, as they are a type of oil-burning lamp.

Making the lamps is now more of a hobby than a job for Mr. Yoshitsugu
Takeshita. Currently 74 years old, he used to come home from junior high
school and practice the craft. 19 years ago he became ill while working on
the lamps full time and since then it has been more difficult to make them
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and the process takes him significantly more time. He tells me that one
small boy ordered a lamp from him when he was in 3rd grade in
elementary school, but it wasn't until the boy was in his first year of junior
high that the lamp was completed. Hearing that it took four years to
complete the order, I realize that Mr. Takeshita just cannot let go of his
passion for the kantera lamps.

When [ left his home, I couldn’t help but feel a little sad. As we slowly
separate ourselves from traditional things, I feel that protecting traditional
culture is all over our responsibilities. I am wondering now if anyone will
know what a kantera lamp is in a few decades, though.

If you ever have the occasion to come to Iwami Ginzan, please come visit
the Takeshita Tin Shop in Omori Town and see the kantera lamps for
yourself. Let's support traditional items and protect traditional culture.

Takeshita Buriki Shop
171 Ha, Omori-cho, Oda-shi, Shimane-ken
TEL: 0854-89-0544
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