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The Power of Earth,
The Power of Man. 
The Satoyama, Inheriting Japan as it Used to Be

The Nakatsugawa-Ena region, our home, is what is called a “Satoyama” -- blessed 
by the landscape created by seismic faults from the foot of Mount Ena.
The local mountains were born in the chaos of earthquakes and volcanos, but the 
complicated terrain it created brought fine weather and a natural beauty that 
enhances the lives of its residents.
Located at the mid-point between the ancient capital of Kyoto and Edo (now 
Tokyo), this region is the gateway to the historic road that follows the Kiso River as 
it winds through the mountains. At one time this path was called the Tousando 
Road, and later, a highway for goods and travelers called Nakasendo. And as such, 
it became one of the stages on which Japanese history is built. Also, the region’s 
culture was nurtured by the many travelers who made their way through this land.
Rather than remaking the land, agriculture makes use of the natural topography, 
and rural villages dot the entire region. Festivals and customs unique to this area 
not only deepen ties between the inhabitants, but also enhance their connection 
to the land and link them to the region’s history.
When one visits the area, one is first struck by the blessings of the land in its 
natural glory. This force has also helped to shaped the thoughts and sensibilities 
of the very lives of people living here.
It is said that a draw of this place is the ability to touch the lives and culture of 
the inhabitants. All fostered by the ecosystem of abundant and diverse nature.
The Hinoki Cypress, with its strong roots burrowing into and grabbing the hard 
earth below, is an apt symbol of this region. The people, too, are living to the 
utmost of their strength, embracing and respecting the abundant and sometimes 
brutal natural environment around them. They truly embody of the concept of 
the Japanese “Satoyama.”
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Grab the earth. 
Daichi o Tsukamu

The slogan, “Grab the Earth,” which is also the title of the 
Nakatsugawa-Ena Storybook, is a core concept of the region, 
including its topography that was created by the fault lines of the 
land in the foothills of Mount Ena, as well as the “Satoyama” that 
flourishes on the land. The phrase refers to the power of the earth, 
as well as the power of the people who take care of it and make the 
most of it. It also encompasses the respect that visitors who come 
here begin to have for nature and the valuable experiences they 
take home with them.
This slogan is also used to promote tourism to both the area 
residents and visitors from other regions in order to cultivate 
understanding and commonalities between them. It contains the 
hope that the large numbers of people concerned with the region, 
including residents and visitors, will treat the bounties of the region 
with the utmost care. While at the same time, the phrase 
symbolizes the shared experiences and mutual understanding that 
we hope will become a catalyst for meaningful communication. 
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Enclosed within the mountains, the terrain of the Nakatsugawa-Ena area is overflowing 
with conspicuous bare rocks and other rugged features. And that complex geology and 
topology has a deep effect on the people’s lives and culture. How it has shaped these people 
is the jumping-off point of this discussion as well as being, in itself, one of the attractions of 
the area. Any visitor will discover how mother nature has graced the land, but also the 
people, in the way they live within it, making best use of it, and forming a harmonious 
relationship with it.

Geology and Geography
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The geology of the region is based on Nohi 
rhyolite and granitic rocks that were formed 
by massive volcanic activity during the late 
Cretaceous Period (85-68 million years ago). 
Nohi rhyolite is a rock formed in what is 
called the world’s greatest volcanic eruption. 
It spanned an area from Mount Ena in the 
south, up north to the headwaters of the 
Oyabe River in Toyama Prefecture, some 
3500 kilometers distant, with an average 
depth of between 1500 and 2000 meters.
Overlapping with the formation of the Nohi 
rhyolite, Naegi granite and Inagawa granite 
formed due to underground magmatic 
activity, and those rocks along with Nohi 
rhyolite were used in the building of castles, 
terraced rice fields, and hot-spring baths. 
These are mineral resources used in both the 
industry and lifestyles of mankind.
In the southwest are distributed sedimentary 
rocks said to have been formed in the early 
Miocene epoch (22-15 million years ago). 
This stratum is called the “Iwamura 
Formation Group,” and headwater sediments 
accumulated forming lakes, and at one point 
was a part of the ocean. Fossils of shellfish 
can be found within the stratum.
In the Pliocene era (5.33-2.58 million years 
ago), sand and stone washed downriver and 
accumulated forming sedimentary soil called 
the Toki Gravel Bed. Around a hundred and 
fifty years ago, seismic activity in the northern region of the Nakatsugawa-Ena area lifted up a sedimentary soil 
zone as a low plateau called Akatsuchidaira grounds. There, the red clay makes for rich soil that produces high 
quality nuts, taro, chestnuts and tea.

Since this is where the Pacific Plate, Eurasian Plate, North American Plate and Philippine Plate meet, Japan is known 
throughout the world as a location of particularly heavy seismic activity, and that activity has created many 
alterations to the earth’s crust.
One of these alterations is found on the Atera fault running from Misaka in Nakatsugawa eighty kilometers 
north-northwest. But it is most pronounced in the Sakashita district of the fault line leading to it becoming one of the 
earliest subjects of Japan’s formidable seismic research. The Atera fault raised many of the mountains in the Atera 
mountainous region starting with Mount Kohide.
Aside from that, the Nakatsugawa-Ena region is riddled with fault lines both big and small. In the south, even apart 
from the Byobuyama fault and Enasan fault are smaller-scale faults that formed such areas as Mount Ena, the Nenoue 
Highlands, the Iwamura basin and others. The Akou fault in the northwest of Ena formed the Mino Highlands.
It’s these seismic activities that generated the surrounding mountains, and between them, creating the Ena basin. 
Within it, summer can bring torrential downpours to small local areas, but it also creates winters that are cold yet 
sparse on snow. These climates and micro-climates gave birth to the local timber industry, and the southern region is 
known for its kanten, a gelatin made from agar. But the effect of the geology did not stop with industry. It is surmised 
that the mountains cut regions off from one another, and that is considered a factor in incubating the unique cultures 
of the area.

GeologyChapter 1.

Terrain and Seismic ActivityChapter 2.
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Geological composition in Nakatsugawa-Ena region



The above-described volcanic rocks such as Nohi 
rhyolite, Naegi granite, ignimbrite, and granodiorite, all 
formed in the Cretaceous Period, then combined with 
erosion caused by the rivers to create grand gorges that 
is one symbol of our region.
In addition, there are abundant, fresh waters that well 
up, sourcing from the surrounding mountains which 
themselves were raised by the fault lines. These waters 
are filtered through geology made possible by the local 
bedrock. Such waters not only create a bountiful 
ecosystem for the fish, but also lead to the beautiful, 
fertile land found around us.

The Gorgeous Natural Vistas 
Created by Geology and Topology 

Chapter 3.
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Ena Gorge
　In the Ena Gorge area, the bedrock, made of such volcanic rocks as Nohi rhyolite and Naegi 
granite, were carved by the torrents of the Kiso River turning this area into a scenic valley. Long 
ago, magma cooled underground and solidified creating giant rocks, but the sediment shrunk 
when it cooled, creating what are called cubic-joints. These cracks were then exposed to the 
erosion of the Kiso River to create the amazing views in the Ena Gorge area. One wall of rock has a 
pattern that reminds one of the images painted onto a folding screen, and that gives it the name, 
“Byobu Rock” (folding-screen rock).
In 1920, just as the tourism industry started its rapid development, a prominent geographer of the 
time, Shigetaka Shiga, was invited to the area to give the location its name. During the same year, 
what is thought to be Japan’s first general-interest magazine, Taiyo, published glowing reviews of 
Ena Gorge that gave an extra boost to tourism.
The construction of Oi Dam from 1921-1924 resulted in the sights of Ena Gorge being what they are now.

Tsukechi Gorge
　Mount Kohide was raised to its heights (1982m) by the Atera fault, and that created the extremely 
swiftly flowing Tsukechi River. The river cut through the hard Nohi rhyolite bedrock to form the 
Tsukechi Gorge.
The Atera mountain range captures rainclouds that dump abundant amounts of rain. It falls on an 
area designated “Jingubirin” ( “shrine woods stockpile forest” where the wood is reserved 
exclusively for use in periodic ceremonies at Ise Shrine, the principle shrine of the Shinto religion), 
thus ensuring that few people can enter, so it became, in effect, a nature preserve. This generates 
the headwaters of the Tsukechi River, but due to its rich emerald color, it?s called Aokawa 
(blue-green river). It then flows down several layers of waterfalls such as the Takadaru Waterfall and 
the Fudotaki Waterfall before finally emptying out into the Kiso River.
These pure waters that were once a method of transport for the high-quality wood of the Urakiso 
district, are now combined with the panoramic Tsukechi Gorge making it a nearby source of joy for 
campers at the waterfront campsites.

Nenoue Highlands
West of Mount Ena are the Nenoue Highlands which were formed under the influence of the 
Byobuyama fault and Kaore fault (a part of the Enasan fault). These highlands are gently undulating 
hills near the top of Hokoyama mountain (969m) at an elevation of about nine hundred meters.
It consists in large part of a Toki Gravel Bed made up mainly of a mix of pebbles and a stratum of 
clay to form the soil. Because the soil includes clay that prevents drainage of water through the 
earth, nature has molded it into wetlands. Here the acidic soils of these wetlands put controls on 
the spread of temperate-climate vegetation, so this is a place that still maintains surviving 
subalpine flora abundant during the ice ages. As a result, one can view plants such as Veratrum 
stamineum and Mikawa Veratrum stamineum that have survived since a time predating the 
Cretaceous Period.
In the Nenoue region, centering on the agricultural reservoirs of Hokonoko Lake and Nenoue Lake, 
the area has been designated as Enasan Prefectural Natural Park. There one can go camping, 
fishing for Japanese smelt, or view the fabulous changing leaves of autumn.

Tsukechi Gorge

Ena Gorge

Nenoue Highlands
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Faults formed the Atera mountainous region in the east, Mount Ena in the south, 
and the Mino Highlands in the west, and these features trap rainclouds to bring 
sufficient rains in the summer. The rain is this filtered through layers of Nohi 
rhyolite and granitic rocks, and it wells up from fracture zones in the faults.
In comparison to water filtered through sedimentary soil, water filtered through 
granite, ignimbrite and granodiorite is relatively higher in potassium and sodium, 
while being much lower in calcium, magnesium, sulfate ion, and other minerals. 
As such the filtration process produces soft water with a low mineral content.
This soft water produces rice with an established reputation for its high quality 
as well as refined sake which reflects unique characteristics. All this combines to 
greatly affect the local food culture.
In addition, within the Naegi granite, found in the Nakatsugawa-Ena region, are 
zircon and monazite rocks that are transformed by trace amounts of radioactive 
materials. This results in tiny amounts of radium, radon and thoron-produced 
radiation spread throughout the area. Hot spring baths with this radiation are 
considered medicinal and are gaining in popularity.
Another point of pride of the region are the various types of spring waters 
available. In one part of the Ena Gorge, there is a chloride spring influenced by 
the underground, fossilized remnants of seawater from the Tokai Sea. In the 
southeast there is Nakatsugawa Onsen hot springs featuring bicarbonate that 
encourages beautiful skin. In the mountains in the north there are the warm, 
carbonated waters of Doaionsen. And that’s just scratching the surface.

Water Quality and Hot Springs at the Foot of Mount EnaChapter 4.
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Mineral Spring in Jingubirin
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The word, Satoyama, calls up in the Japanese mind the image of a natural setting that man 
has tended over the years, but the word was coined in 1758 in the Kiso Timber Report 
recorded by “Kisogozaimokukata” , the managerial of the Owari fiefdom. However, what it 
literally meant from the start is thought to be the line of villages stretching northeast of this 
region that dot the Kiso and Urakiso areas.
Definitions of the concept of Satoyama have been proposed by many researchers, but in 
2001, the Ministry of the Environment settled on a definition that translates as the 
following: “A region of land between urban areas and wilderness where the environment 
has been molded by the efforts of many different people. The region consists of settlements 
surrounded by second-growth forests mixed in with farmland, reservoirs and grasslands.”
With that as a foundation, Shoichi Kotera (2000) divided it up into three classifications: 
“Shape,” “Vegetation,” and “Location.” Over and above that, he also stated the traditional 
functions of Satoyama as, “Resource Supply Function,” “Protection of Biodiversity 
Function,” “Headwater Conservation / Disaster Prevention Functions,” and “Environmental 
Conservation Function.”
The geographic environment brings about the climate. The terrain and geology bring about 
the blessings of nature. And it is the respect for these things and the practical use of them 
that cultivate an inheritance of culture and lifestyle that is the origin and life of the rural 
communities of the Nakatsugawa-Ena regions as “Satoyama.”

The Earth’s Blessings and 
What Makes a “Satoyama”
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As laid out in the document recorded by Kisogozaimokukata (1758), an area in the northwest of the Nakatsugawa-Ena region was set aside, 
including the Atera mountainous district and centering on the coniferous forest called Kisogoboku (Five trees of Kiso, including sawara 
cypress, hinoki cypress, Japanese arborvitae, Japanese umbrella pine, and a species of cypress called Asunaro). These were high-quality timber 
especially useful in construction, which, during the Edo period (1603-1868), were managed and harvested by the Owari-han Tokugawa family, 
a branch of the Shogun Tokugawa family, that ruled the Owari fiefdom (present day south-central Japan centering on Nagoya).
The stretch of land called the Urakiso, a craggy area of precipitous drops in the Atera mountainous region created by the Atera fault, is 
blessed by summer rains caused by clouds trapped by the mountains and cold, dry weather in winter. This has created truly strong 
timber that has been allowed to grow for hundreds of years of natural regeneration, making it a truly unique region.
This high-quality timber has been a main resource used in the construction of some of Japan’s most legendary wooden structures such as 
the main hall of the Houryuuji Temple, Himeji Castle, and the Ginkakuji Temple among others. But over and above that, ever since 1364, 
the cardinal shrine of the Shinto religion, the Ise Grand Shrine, receives a rebuilding once every twenty years. And the grand shrine 
designates the wood of the Kiso and Urakiso districts as “sacred wood,” and uses them in that reconstruction. Therefore, the mountain 
forests where these trees are found are designated as Jingubirin (“shrine woods stockpile forest”).

Shrine Reconstruction and the Onoire-shiki Ceremony
The Ise Grand Shrine is Japan’s highest-ranked shrine, enshrining the guardian deities of the Imperial family as 
well as local gods from all of Japan ever since the middle ages. And for the past six hundred and ninety years, 
at twenty-year intervals, the sacred places of the Grand Shrine undergo rites of renovation called the Shikinen 
Sengu.
Every time this occurs, they hold a ceremony called Mihishirogi-Hoeishiki in two places, the Kiso Valley 
(Agematsu-machi, Nagano Prefecture) and the Urakiso National Forest (Nakastsugawa-shi, Gifu Prefecture). 
Since it is about the harvesting of timber, it is given the nickname, “Onoire-shiki” (Axe Usage Ceremony). In 
this ceremony, traditional lumbering techniques to fell and set aside three large tree trunks on which they use 
a cutting technique called mitsuokiri in which they can control the direction of the tree’s fall.
The reasons are not clear why Ise Grand Shrine holds the renovation every twenty years, but as a result, it has 
been recognized as functioning in the important, beneficial role of passing down traditional lumbering 
techniques and wood-cutting culture, keeping them preserved over the generations.

Kiso Hinoki BirinChapter 1.

In the Nakatsugawa-Ena region, there are many beautiful terraced rice fields that make use of spring water from the 
mountains and slopes created by seismic activity of the faults.
There are a number of terraced rice paddies made to conform to the terrain, and that could be considered symbols of the 
concept of Satoyama. With its beautiful landscape maintained by the hands of the local residents, the Sakaori Rice Terraces 
has been named one of the hundred best terraced rice paddies in Japan. One can also find the Tochikubo Rice Terraces, with 
their stone walls made of Nohi rhyolite, in a small settlement along the Kiso River. Also in the vicinity of the Ochiai-juku post 
town along the ancient Nakasendo highway, are the Ochiai Rice Terraces built along the rising terrain.
The basis of the region’s geography is granite and Nohi rhyolite, and when underground streams filter through them 
it generates a high-potassium, low magnesium water-infused soil optimal for growing crops. Add in the difference in 
temperature from day to night in the Ena-basin area, and you not only get an excellent effect on rice, but on the 
flavors of all foodstuffs. The high-reputation of the area’s rice can be found in historical records.  In 677, rice from 
Shoge, Osashima-cho in Ena was recorded as having been presented to the Imperial Household during a harvest 
religious festival (Niinamesai) at the then capital of Nara. Down through the generations, even today, they hold The 
Ena no Sato Sukimai Minori Matsuri (Home-town Ena Imperial Rice Harvest Festival) where the traditions are passed 
down showing the customs from planting to harvest of growing the rice that was presented to Emperor 
Tenmutennouryou (the tomb of Emperor at the time) and the Yakushiji Temple in Nara.

 Geography, Terraced Rice Fields Through an Abundance of WaterChapter 2.

Sakaori Rice Terraces

Ochiai Rice Terraces

Tochikubo Rice Terraces
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In the Nakatsugawa-Ena region, the views of the tallest mountain in the area, Mount Ena 
(2191m), can vary dramatically depending on the angle by which one views it. And one can 
say that the view from each area can be called a symbol of that area, leaving an indelible 
mark on the earliest childhood memories of the residents’ lives.
Mount Ena is no ordinary mountain. Historically it wasn’t simply an object of worship in 
itself, but it also gave birth to ancient myths. And in modern times, it is both a wellspring of 
the nature that blesses the region as well as a treasure chest of biodiversity.
Mount Ena, and Mount Kasagi (1128m) on the opposite side of the Ena basin are called 
husband-and-wife mountains and maintain a sense of unity that is part of the identity of the 
region.

The Region’s Identity 
in the Shadow of Mount Ena
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A vista of Mount Ena from Naegi Castle Ruins



The first reference to the “Ena” was on small wooden planks used for writing that were excavated from the Asukaike 
ruins (in Nara) and date to the year 677. And in the ancient scroll, Minonokoku Shinoge (750), Ena, then called 
Enagori, was mapped out as an administrative district.
The origin of the name was from “Emishi” (meaning “separated from the land”) which also has a meaning of “rural.” It 
is conjectured that to the people of the Imperial Court of the time, centered in Nara, Ena was a town partway along the 
Tousando road that was seen as the entrance to deep mountain country that lay beyond.
Enagori was made up partly of the present Nakatsugawa-Ena Region, and the people of this region also founded the 
Kisoji road, and thus, the Kiso Valley was also included. All make up the administrative region known as Minou no Kuni.
Now, like Nakasendo, the Tousando road also had inn towns and stations (“eki”). In this area was Oi-Eki and 
Sakamoto-Eki (present day locates in Komanba, Nakatsugawa), of which the administrative center was Oi-Eki.

The History of Ena as a District Chapter 1.

　Much of historical Japan showed that farming 
villages were societies with close relationships 
between the communities and their local deities. 
But especially starting in the 7th century, 
depending on the age and legal governments of 
the time, one method of governing the society of a 
region that was adopted was to classify the shrine 
with political authority.
One of the ancient writings on the laws of the time, 
the Engi-Shiki (905) had shrines officially listed as 
being imbued by the Imperial Court with jurisdiction 
over their area. Each area was assigned a local deity 
and shrine that had control over their area.
And as such, these shrines listed in the Engi-Shiki 
would also be found in Japanese myths, such as 
Mount Ena being enshrined as being the umbilical 
cord for the great Goddess Amaterasu in the 
legends, and its shrine has become an historic 
symbol of the region.

 Ena ShrineChapter 2.

11

Maemiya (the front part of Ena Shrine)

恵那神社前宮
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The Nakatsugawa-Ena region is the entrance to the Kiso Valley, an expanse of steep craggy 
mountains that is considered the center point of the Japanese archipelago. And from 
ancient times when the Tousando road passed through the area, the road’s very existence 
had a profound influence on towns, culture and lives of the people of the region.
This is especially true in the Azuchi-Momoyama period (approx. 1558-1600), when the 
events of history were a plaything for two extremely powerful clans, the Oda Clan in the 
west and the Takeda Clan in the east.
In the Edo Period (1603-1868) the post town of Nakatsugawa-juku was developed with the power 
of the merchants under the lenient governance of the Owari-han, while the smaller districts of 
Iwamura-han and Naegi-han developed their own unique castle-town cultures as well.
In 1902, what had been a foot-road then became a railroad (the Chuo Line) that made its 
way to Nakatsugawa, and with it brought mountain climbers and pilgrims making trips to 
Mount Ontake, so mountain paths to such locations needed to be maintained.
And even now, one can see with one’s own eyes traces of those highways, castles, castle 
towns and mountain paths that the people of their time made.

Tracks through History
Roads, Ruins, and Mountain Paths
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Entry route of Iwamura Castle Ruins



Highways and the waterway of the Kiso River were vital components that 
supported the exchange of goods in the region’s history, and their existence 
brought about the development of both business and culture. In the era before 
trains and cars, when cargo must be carried by foot or horseback, villages and post 
towns acted as relay points, and down through the years this influenced the 
region’s character.
Also, one can peek through history and see how pivotal to their day were places 
like the Chuma-kaido route and Shirasu-touge pass.

Highways Chapter 1.
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Stone-paved path in Nakasendo



Tousando and Misaka-touge Ruins
It is not completely certain when the ancient highway, the Tousando Road, first officially came 
into use. It’s written in the Shoku Nihongi that it was in use prior to the opening of the Kiso no 
Yamamichi (opened in 702) and Kiso no Mich (opened in 713), so at the very least, we know that 
post stations were maintained along it at the very start of the 8th century.
It was well known that the Misaka-touge pass was one of the most difficult points to pass on the 
Tousando road, but in 1921, excavations uncovered ceremonial stone jewelry such as magatama 
(comma-shaped beads), kudatama (straight-shaped beads), natsumedama (egg-shaped beads) 
and usudama (ring-shaped beads), as well as Sue Pottery (unglazed pottery), Haji Pottery (a 
brown, unglazed form of pottery), Ryokuyu Pottery (pottery with a glossy surface due to types of 
clay) and Kaiyu Pottery (pottery made from the ashes of burnt vegetation) among other items. 
These were the historic remains of a location for religious observances that is rare to find in a 
Japanese mountain pass. The ruins are known for being a place where one can check out the 
religious festivals of ages past starting with the Kofun period (250-538) and running through 
ancient times and the Japanese middle ages. It’s also conjectured that it was an important spot for 
the trade of potteries of their ages.

Chumakaido Road and the Town of Akechi
The Chumakaido road ran from Nagoya through the south of the Toki-Tajimi-Mizunami area, where some of the best-quality ceramics originate, and met with the Nanbokukaido road 
at Akechi, and at Kamiyahagi, it intersected with the Iidakaidou road, one of the major thoroughfares of the time that connected up to Iida in what is now Nagano Prefecture.
The town of Akechi, where the Chumakaidou road and Nanbokukaido road intersected, prided itself at being a stronghold for trade in the area. And running through the 
town, the powerful waters of the Akechi river, a tributary of the Yahagi river, lent its strength to power the weaving industry there. Especially in the era prior to Second World 
War, Akechi boasted a booming silk industry as well as other commodities such as firebrick and insulation, making the location develop as a manufacturing town.
The waterwheel turning with the strength of the Akechi river pushed not only the economic engine of local industrial power, but in 1908, the river at Yabuse 
Shitagafuchi became the site of Japan’ s first municipal hydroelectric power plant, which branded Akechi as a place where industry stops neither at day nor night. 
From here came the prized “Akechi silk” .
Later, changes in both industry and transportation led to a decline in Akechi as both a city and a hub of industry, but in reaction to that, Akechi looked to preserve its 
glory days in both building facades and townscape by branding itself Taishomura (Town of Taisho, named after the Taisho era, 1912-1926) and carrying that 
tradition on to the present day.

Hidakaido Road
The Hidakaido road, also called the Hida-michi, among other names, connected places such as Takayama and the Hokuriku region while being administered by the 
national government. In the Edo Period (1603-1868) we know that it was a highway that extended from the Kosatsuba (government proclamations square), then 
ferried people across the Kiso River (at the Kamiji Ferry Crossing) and went up through Gero and on north. It’ s also conjectured that it was one of the Salt Routes 
that transported salt from the Hokuriku region. And it was utilized as a major thoroughfare that connected HIda with Hokuriku and points east.

Nakasendo Road and Post Towns
The Tousando road was in use much earlier than the Nakasendo, and especially in the Edo Period 
(1603-1668), the Nakasendo was especially designated by the government as a main 
thoroughfare that connected the administrative center of Edo (Tokyo) to the Imperial capital of 
Kyoto. With the creation of Nakasendo, the Tousando road’s path through the Kiso Valley 
changed. And the Nakasendo was not only a route for the transfer of goods, but also became an 
official route administered and maintained for allowing feudal lords called Daimyo to move back 
and forth from their home residences to their alternate residences in Edo. As such, the road 
became known as a path in which one can frequently see the grand processions of lords and 
Imperial family marching down it.
An example of how this area plays as a stage in history comes from April 1st, 1636 when the lord 
of the Owari-han, Tokugawa Yoshinao (1600-1650), on his way to a ceremony where the god was 
to be enshrined at the Nikko Tosho-gu shrine, stopped for dinner in Oi-juku, ate some of their 
“Ajimedojo” (a type of loach fish that only inhabits around Nakatsugawa-Ena area), and records 
state he was overjoyed with it. It’s also recorded that on October 29th, 1861, Kazunomiya, the 
daughter of Emperor Ninkou stopped in Nakatsugawa-juku on her way to marry Tokugawa 
Iemochi, the 14th Shogun of the dynasty. Another is in on July 17th, 1862 when there was an 
historic meeting in Nakatsugawa-juku called the Nakatsugawa Kaigi ( “Nakatugawa Conference”
) where such dignitaries as Mouri Yoshichika, the lord of Choushu, Katsura Kogorou, a noble of 
Choushu, and Ito Hirobumi, later to become the Japanese Prime Minister, among others, had a 
meeting that turned them from supporting a marriage between the Shogunate and Imperial 
family to the rallying cry of the Meiji Restoration, “Revere the Emperor, Expel the Barbarians!”
The Post Towns had a number of facilities such as officially appointed inns called “Honjin” in the 
post towns to serve the VIPs and “Waki-Honjin” to serve other powerful people. They also had 
“Masugata” (square shape); a fortification that allowed them to defend against invasion; 
“Kosatsuba” where proclamations from the government are posted; “Tonyaba” where horses and 
porters for the movement of cargo can be employed or provided for and equipment maintained, 
among many other facilities. The streets of the Post Towns would also be lined with “Hatago” ; 
inns for common people; “Kichinyado” ; very cheap lodging with shared kitchen facilities; tea 
houses; and other businesses.
Along the Nakasendo there were checkpoints needed by people from western Japan to make 
their way toward Edo. Also Nakasendo converged with Hidakaido road from Hida and Shimokaido 
road from Nagoya, and as the transportation network built up, mercantilism developed further 
and the merchants began to wield more and more power.
The post towns along the highways became relay points for the establishment of post horses, the 
era’ s circulatory system, and became the system for transporting goods and ideas throughout 
Japan. They were the foundation on which were built the urban centers of the time, at least until 
the dawn of the age of railroad transport.

Stone-paved path in Nakasendo

Magome-juku

Trace of “Honjin” in Oi-juku Nakatsugawa-juku
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The Toyama-shou Manor and the Toyama Clan
As the ancient system of centralized government collapsed, a portion of the Nakatsugawa-Ena region was, in the middle ages, ruled by the 
Toyama Clan’s Shoen (feudal rule by the estates of feudal lords) and continued for approximately three hundred years from the early 13th century 
through the warring states era in the early 16th century.
Early in the 13th century, Minamoto No Yoritomo’s chief vassal, Kato Kagekado, was given rulership over the lands of the Toyama-Shou (shoen, see 
above), and his son, Kato Kagetomo then changed his surname to Toyama, set up his base of operations in Iwamura, and ruled his region from 
there.
After that, the clan had Akechi Castle, Koueji Castle (the early version of Naegi Castle) and others constructed, strengthening their rule over a belt 
within the Nakatsugawa-Ena region. According to the record called the Inryouken-Mokuroku (1488), the clan was thriving so much they split into 
three branches, Naegi Toyama, Akechi Toyama, and Iwamura Toyama. However, when they entered the era of the Ounin War, the Toki Clan 
protecting Mino aligned themselves with the Western Army and Yamana Souzen. But as the Eastern Army marched, including the head of the 
Ogasawara Clan (Ogasawara Ienaga), the Kiso Clan (Kiso Ietoyo) and others, Oi Castle, in present-day Oi-cho in Ena City, fell. After that, the Naegi 
Toyama branch become vassals of Kiso Yoshimoto of the Western Army and participated in the war, making relationships between the various 
Toyama branches quite complicated. On top of that, in the Azuchi-Momoyama Period (1558-1600), caught between military forces of the Takeda 
Clan in the east and the Oda Clan in the west, the Toyama Clan fell into a situation that threatened their very existence.
After entering the Edo Period (1603-1868), the surviving Naegi Toyama branch was left with the smallest fiefdom in Japan that still possessed a 
castle, leaving them with an extremely difficult economy. But they lasted all the way until the final years of the Edo Period.

The ruins that represent the greatest castles of 
the time are Iwamura Castle and Naegi Castle, 
and it’s truly worth seeing them for their choice 
of location and design making use not only of the 
natural topography, but also of local stone 
resources for their rock walls. And without the 
Toyama clan, the story of these castles may never 
have been told.

 Castle Ruins Chapter 2.
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Stone walls in Iwamura Castle



Iwamura Castle Ruins
Iwamura Castle is known as one of the three great mountain castles of Japan. In the beginning of the 13th century, 
Toyama Kagetomo began the reign of the Toyama-shou Manor. After the beginning of the Edo Period (1603-1868), 
members of the Ogyu Matsudaira Clan, a dynasty of daimyos with close links to the ruling Tokugawa family, began an 
era of reigning over the region with Matsudaira Ienori, his son Norinaga, and others down the line.
Since Iwamura Castle and its surroundings were often shrouded in fog, it was called Kiri-ga-Jo (Misty Castle), and it 
stood at the highest in elevation (717m) of all of Japan’s mountain castles. The Inagawa granite used its walls are said 
to have been mined from within the castle’s grounds itself. And the water that flowed over the local slopes and led 
through inner garden of the castle’s residence was also used for drinking water and use in the prevention of fires. 
These are two of many unique features that were included in its construction.
In the Edo Period, the masters of the castle, the Ogyu Matsudaira Clan were chief vassals of Tokugawa Ieyasu (first of 
the Tokugawa Shogun), and in 1601, the Ogyu Matsudaira Clan were assigned as masters of the castle, and thus 
construction began on the fortress and the town below it as we know it today. From 1638 to 1702, it was ruled by the 
Niwa Clan, but later, Matsudaira Norimasa, an attendant to both the third Tokugawa Shogun, Tokugawa Iemitsu and the fourth, Tsunayoshi, was again given the 
fiefdom to administer. So altogether, the Ogyu Matsudaira Clan oversaw the Iwamura-han for approximately two hundred years.
The inheritance that the Ogyu Matsudaira Clan left to Iwamua was enormous. The eighth lord of Iwamura, who followed after the rule of the Niwa clan ended, 
Matsudaira Noritada, put his energy into expanding cultural policies and established a fiefdom school of literary and military arts which is a predecessor to the 
Chishinkan, and this meant that Iwamura-han fiefdom employed a kind of human-resources development program. The result of this was that the small fiefdom of 
Iwamura produced a number of people who were generally considered geniuses of the late Edo-period time. We’ll start with Sato Issai who himself taught a large 
number of brilliant students. Also there was Shimoda Utako (1854-1930), who founded the Jissen Women’s Junior College, a trailblazer in women’s education 
which started in the Meiji Era (1868-1912). Another was Miyoshi Manabu (1862-1939), a botanist who coined the Japanese word, keikan (meaning spectacular 
landscape), spread the concept of natural monuments throughout Japan, and was an ardent protector of rare species.
Iwamura Castle became known as Onna Joushu (Castle’s Woman Commander) bucking the customs of the age. The aunt of Oda Nobunaga became that very 
woman commander (her name is lost to history) of Iwamura Castle after she married Toyama Kagetou who soon died leaving a child far too young to inherit. And 
so she took on the duties of the castle. But soon general Akiyama Torashige of the Takeda Army laid siege to the castle. Nobunaga’s aunt negotiated an end to the 
siege by marrying Akiyama. But later, one of Nobunaga’s armies invaded and retook the castle, and with the execution of Akiyama and Nobunaga’s aunt by 
inverted crucifixion, the Iwamura Toyama Clan went extinct, and the long history of Toyama rule over Iwamura ended.
In 1873, Iwamura castle was dismantled under a castle abolishment law, and was left in the condition one can see now.

Naegi Castle Ruins
In the 13th century, the Toyama Clan built Iwamura Castle, and with their expansion, they constructed Koueji Castle in a spot north of where the ruins of 
Naegi Castle sit today. With the opening of the warring states period in the Tenbun Era (1532-1555), Toyama Masakado had Naegi Castle built on its 
present location, Mount Takamori. 
Just like Iwamura Castle at the time, the forces of the Oda Clan and the Takeda Clan both brought great military pressure to bear, and the Naegi Toyama 
Clan had connections to both sides. The clan took steps to come under the umbrella of the Takeda Clan, but the Mori Clan originally the rulers of 
Kaneyama Castle led an Oda army in an invasion. The ruler of the castle up to that point, Toyama Tomomasa, fled to Hamamatsu that was under the rule 
of Tokugawa Ieyasu. In 1600, Naegi Castle was recovered, and the Toyama Clan ruled Naegi-han throughout the Edo Period (1603-1868) until the 
Shogunate was overthrown in the Meiji Restoration.
The Naegi-han fiefdom was a collection of villages that did not include the Three Villages of Urakiso, which fell within the Orawari-han where high-quality woods were 
collected and transported, nor did it include the region of Nakatsugawa-juku blessed by abundant traffic and trade. And yet the Naegi-han was burdened with the costs 
of serving the processions of Daimyo to and from Edo as well as the military, clergy and high officials of the shogunate, and this led to it being an impoverished fiefdom 
always teetering on the verge of bankruptcy. And yet strict ordinances regarding spending also dogged Naegi-han.
Afterwards, during the Meiji Restoration, followers of the writings of Hirata Atsutane, who was the founder of the Hirata National School (a pro-Shinto 
school of thought), started a radical anti-Buddhist political movement to make Shintoism the national religion and separate it from Buddhism. One of 
Hirata’s disciples, Aoyama Kagemichi was a high retainer at Naeki Castle, and his son, Aoyama Naomichi, engaged in forced conscription of the people of 
the region, forcing them to destroy nearly all the Buddhist temples and statues of the former fiefdom.
To add to that, the order to dismantle or destroy all castles was handed down, and all the useful building materials and arms and armor were sold off. The 
Karoku Hokan order was put in place drastically cutting the income of Samurai families. During the shogunate, Samurai families received what was called a 
“Stipend of Rice,” but with the new government, they instituted extreme measures that cut off the Samurai families from the stipend that paid not only for 
their lifestyles but that of their retainers and workers. The lord of the fiefdom, Toyama Tomoyoshi lost his entire livelihood.
The castle was built on the peak of Mount Takamori, and presented a view of the most of the fiefdom. The rock walls that supported and protected the 
castle stood out as rare highlights amid the natural terrain of the area, and it is counted as one of the most beautiful views of the Kiso riverside country, 
called the Red-walled Castle. But those red walls are also said to be a symbol of the castle’s economic difficulties since they didn’t have the money to paint 
them with the white plaster so common among Japanese castles.
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Mount Ena (2191m)
Created from the activity of the Byobuyama fault, Enasan fault, and Atera fault, Mount Ena, the only free-standing mountain peak at the 
southern tip of the Central Alps (the Kiso Mountain Range), is famous among mountaineering enthusiasts and has been featured in works 
such as Mountaineering and Exploration in the Japanese Alps (published in 1896) by the English Reverend Walter Weston, who popularized 
mountaineering in Japan, and Kyuya Fukada’s Nihon Hyakumeizan (100 Famous Japanese Mountains) (published in 1964).
After a rail station was built in Nakatsugawa in 1902, Mount Ena developed a reputation as a mountain one should climb at least once in one’s 
prime. Its popularity reached the point that a mountain climbing guide booth was established in front of the station.
The route that Weston climbed was the rugged Maemiya route that traced back through Nakatsugawa, passing from Maemiya Ena Shrine to 
the shrine at the eastern peak. In 1959, the safer, easier Kuroisawa route was opened. Fukada took the Misaka route through Misaka Pass, after 
staying at the Bangakuso lodge operated jointly by the cities of Nakatsugawa and Achi village, Nagano. There is also one other route to enjoy: 
the Hirogawara route rounds out the four routes.
In addition to the stunning views it offers of the Central Alps and Ena basin, Mount Ena also boasts a treasure trove of subalpine-zone flora. In 
the Taisho period, the Kaore Youth Association published a Enasan Jousan Annai (Mount Ena Climbing Guide) that highlighted eight 
picturesque sights of Mount Ena: the Maemiya toad lily, the view of the pines from the lookout point, the unusually-shaped rocks of 
Gyoujagoe, the ancient trees of Kuu-Haccho, the fall foliage viewed from the summit, the sunrise over Mount Fuji, the sun setting over the 
Pacific Ocean, and the light shining on the Tenryū River.

The Old Mountain Pass Roads and Mount Ontake (3067m)
The mountain pass, which begins in the north part of the Nakatsugawa-Ena region, skips over 
the Atera mountainous region, and connects to the Nakasendo (at the Kiso section of the road) 
in Otaki Village, Kiso, was once used for traveling to Hidakaidou road and parts east. Beginning 
in the Edo period, it was also used as a sacred path by pilgrims to Mount Ontake. In 1862, 33 
Kanon statues were placed along the Kiso Mountain Pass as guideposts for religious believers.
In the Muromachi period (1338-1573), Mitsuki, a vassal of Anegakōji Naritsugu, who 
governed the Hida region, took the Kiso Mountain Pass and Shirasu Pass from Kashimo on 
his way to slay Kiso Yoshimoto, who had been expanding his power in the Kiso region. 
Immediately after that, Yoshimoto’s vassal Furuhata Hōki took the Mayumi Pass to lay an 
ambush for Mitsuki, who was taking the Kiso section of the Nakasendo back to Hida. At 
Maruyama in the Miyajima area of the Tsukechi Gorge, Furuhata’s forces executed a pincer 
attack, slaying all 477 of Mitsuki’s men and suffering 187 fatalities of their own. 
Connecting the Kiso Mountain Pass, the Shirasu Pass, and the Mayumi Pass is a relay point 
in the mountains called “Doai.” Up until the mid-twentieth century, it was used for lodging 
by Urakiso forestry workers and pilgrims to Mount Ontake.
In the mid-20th century, an alkaline carbonated hot spring was discovered in the area. One 
small inn continues to quietly operate there without electricity.

These paths were originally constructed for transportation through this mountainous region.
Later, as means of transportation changed with the times, their role shifted as well. Sightseeing and religious purposes 
are now their main uses. They are currently protected by those who love the mountains.

Mountains and Mountain PathsChapter 3.
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''Doai' - Intersection of mountain passes
 toward Mount Ontake

A vista of Mount Ena / Credit: Nagataki
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Three important points of the interconnected mix of Nakatsugawa-Ena region’s geography, 
nature’s blessings, faith, lifestyle and culture are community building, transportation 
system/economy, and human interaction. But in the background of those three larger 
points is the culture and arts picked up from outside the area, then rooted in and adapted to 
the area’s culture.
The symbols of that for this area are amateur Kabuki performances called “Jikabuki,” and 
the traditional puppet theater called “Ningyo Joururi Shibai” ( “Bunraku”). Artists walking 
along Japan’s ancient highways would bring their art to the post towns and villages, then 
they would erect stages on the grounds of temples and shrines, giving unique flavor to their 
performances. In this exchange, the locals would be filled with passion for those artforms.
There was quite a bit of distance from the cities such as Nagoya, and as the entrance way to 
the Kisoji section of the Nakasendo highway, all this intermingling created what amounted 
to an urban setting in the basin at the foothills of Mount Ena. And they say that resulted in 
the incubation and development of a unique culture.
Also, the stunning natural environment gave a sense of beauty to those living within it, and 
this fascinated the travelers becoming the trigger that tied together this cultural exchange 
and development.

Native Culture and Arts
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Tono Jikabuki are community theaters inherited by residents of the Tono section of Gifu prefecture, including the 
Nakatsugawa-Ena region.
The number of Jikabuki theater groups nationwide is two hundred, and among them, Gifu prefecture boasts thirty, so if you add in the 
ones in neighboring Aichi prefecture, they number forty-seven, accounting for nearly a quarter of all the nation’s troops in the area 
within a short distance from the Nakatsugawa-Ena region. The Tono section of the prefecture numbers seventeen (of which 
Nakatsugawa-Ena counts for twelve), making this region the largest gathering of Jikabuki troops in the nation.
Jikabuki found its origins in Kabuki Odori, an artform started by performance artist Izumono’ okuni in seventeenth century 
Kyoto. She made a dance based on the flamboyant behavior and strange clothing styles of the kabukimono, the survivors 
of the seigun, the western army who lost at the battle of Sekigahara. Afterwards, as it changed and evolved, the theatrical 
artform spread across the nation.
The Tono section also got caught up in the wave, and in 1683, at the Iwayakanon Gokaicho festival in Shuku-mura (present 
day part of Kamado-cho in Mizunami-shi), a high-ranking Kabuki actor called Sagamidayu among others came from 
Nagoya to take part in a kaishibai (a performance by an outside theatrical group commissioned to perform), and that is 
where it started. Afterwards the townsfolk themselves began staging their own performances, and the culture of Jikabuki 
was established.
The oldest record of the Higashino Jikabuki amateur performances shows one in Gero (present-day Gero-shi) during the festival at the 
Kuzuhachimangu shrine in 1706. There was one later in Tono in 1731, and another one was recorded in the town festival in Naegi-han in 1809.
In these places, Jikabuki was passed on and went through a process of development. Then small buildings were constructed on temple 
and shrine grounds of rural towns for Jikabuki called “Nousonbutai” (rural community theater). These were then popularized with 
performances timed to coincide with the climactic final day of local festivals and the like, and dedicated to the local deities.
Also, Jikabuki performances were held frequently in the post towns along the Nakasendo road. These would not be 
attended simply by post-town locals, but also by residents of neighboring villages, travelers, and even the Daikan official of 
Kiso-Fukushima of the Owari-han feudal territory enjoyed the performances.
Jikabuki was tolerated as a performing art among the Owari Tokugawa family, and they allowed development and culture 
to be handed down. But in their 1717 treatise, Hyakushou Gojoumoku (Rules for the Farming Caste), they admonish 
farmers to be careful that it did not interfere with running the family farms.
But in the smaller fiefdoms of Naegi-han and Iwamura-han, there were periods when the performances were banned, but 
even so, they say there are records of punishments being handed out to those who put on performances anyway. That’s a 
tribute to the area’s passion for these stage shows.
Late in the Meiji period (1868-1912), buildings for Jikabuki were springing up in nearly every village and post town triggered from 
construction of the Shinmeiza theater in 1887 (present-day in Sakashita), yet even more chances for development might have happened. 
But an unavoidable suspension in the progress hit the area in the form of the hard times brought on by the Second World War as well as 
the wave of diversification in entertainment following the war’s aftermath.
However, as the Showa era (1926-1989) drew to its close, the passions of the people of the region to preserve the artform 
arose once again bringing on a revival of the handed-down performance traditions, leaving it to thrive today. 
Among them are the enthusiastic activities of the Tono Kabuki Nakatsugawa Preservation Society; which bid any interested 
people at the Shanghai World’s Fair to proceed to the Japanese Exhibit Hall; and through Jikabuki, they introduced Gifu 
Prefecture to the world. It became an opportunity to showcase the culture and tourist locations of Gifu to all the countries 
of the world with an overseas performance.

Tono JikabukiChapter 1.

Tokiwaza Meijiza Ebisuza Gomoza
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Bunraku, a type of puppet theater which is one of the traditional 
Japanese performance arts, has been handed down through the 
generations in the Nakatsugawa-Ena area. Bunraku, also called by the 
name of its forerunner, Ningyo Joururi Shibai, includes a puppeteer, 
puppet, narrator who chants the story, props, a traditional story, biwa 
(Japanese lute), a Joururi dramatic recitation performance that may 
include such things as fans, and a shamisen, a musical instrument of 
the Muromachi period (1333-1573).
The origins of the art are unclear, but one theory suggests it came 
from foreigners who were washed up onto Japanese shores. The 
government approved of performances in a limited way during the 
Edo period (1603-1868), but it was after the appearance of 
Chikamatsu Monzaemon during the Kyoho era (1716-1736) that 
puppetry techniques truly went through rapid advancement.
The way Ningyo Joururi Shibai was spread in the Edo period was in 
much the same for Jikabuki. Travelling puppetry troops would 
cross along the highways to other regions bringing their artform 
with them. In the case of Ningyo Joururi, a troop with a famous puppeteer came from Awaji and put on performances at local 
festivals in the form of commissioned kaishibai shows.
The record shows that in 1682, a puppeteer from Awaji on a provincial tour brought the artform to the Gozu Tenno 
shrine in Tsukechi, and with the encouragement of a local wealthy farmer named the sixth Taguchi Chuzaemon 
Yoshihiro, they started a unique puppet performance of the traditional Japanese dance, Sanbasou. This was the origin 
of one form of Bunraku in our region, Tsukechi-cho Okinamai.
Also, there are written records of other performances left behind such as the one in Agi-mura at the Sainokami 
Festival in 1698, and another commissioned kaishibai performance was held in 1772 in Iizuma.
As for amateur performances, clues are handed down via oral tradition that tell of one Nakamura Denju who was an 
acclaimed puppeteer during the dawn of the Tenmei era (1781-1788). If you want written evidence, you have to turn 
to the diary wrote by Miyaji Toushiro, headman of Iizuma village, from the fifth year of the Kansei era (1774), and 
also there is a record of a performance in Tegano-mura two years later.
These days, the local area has inherited the Tsukechi-cho Okinamai, Ena Bunraku and Oi Bunraku.

Bunraku (Ningyo Joururi Shibai)Chapter 2.

In the Nakatsugawa-Ena area, there have been writers and artist who visited and fell under the spell of the region’s 
natural surroundings, while on the other hand, there were also writers and artists who were born in the region and 
afterwards spread their proverbial wings.
Perhaps the oldest recorded author who lived for a time in the area was Yoshida Kenkou who is best known for his 
Essays (known as ‘Tsurezuregusa’ ) on idleness. Yoshida Kenkou, following the passing on of the retired Emperor 
Gouda, mainly found his hermitage in the vicinity of Kowashimizu, but when the chief official of the Enagori took other 
officials along, they saw him hunting in the nearby area, and afterwards, Yoshida moved away. This is recorded on a 
kuyouhi (a monument engraved with a person’s regrets from life to help that person ascend to the next world) from the 
Edo period (1603-1868) erected by the sixth Shichiemon (Shimada Unume) of the Shimada family of Misaka.
In the early Meiji period (1868-1912), a young writer was born in Magome, and at nine years old, he moved to the 
capital. This was Shimazaki Toson (1872-1943) who lived in Paris during the World War One where he came up with 
an idea for a novel. After he returned to Japan, he wrote Yoakemae (Before the Dawn), a story that tells the tale of 
Magome and his late father, a scholar of the Hirata style of Japanese social studies, during the years at the end of the 
Shogunate and during Meiji Restoration. With Magome as the setting, it draws a stark image of that turbulent age. It 
was published amid the restrictions on free speech in the years leading up to the Second World War, and within the 
novel, he used what freedom he could get to convey the speech and lifestyle of the people living in a post town of 
that era, and as such, it’s an important work that gives one a peek into a bygone age.
Apart from Shimazaki Toson, the area boasts of many artists, educators and researchers who lived starting in the time 
of the end of the Shogunate stretching all the way into the Showa era (1926-1989) from this area such as Yamamoto 
Hosui (1850-1906), Kumagai Morikazu (1880-1977), and Maeda Seison (1885-1977) among others.  

Literature and Fine ArtsChapter 3.
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In addition to the regional cuisine that arose from the abundance of local ingredients 
available, the region’s strategic position, crossed by routes such as the Nakasendo, allowed 
for a wealth of cultural exchange in food as in other areas, such as folk songs. This 
facilitated the incorporation of new elements in the cuisine used to entertain travelers, 
occasionally including such famous personages as the Imperial family and Daimyo.
In this mountainous region, not only the wild plants are eaten, but also freshwater fish, 
local wildlife, insects, and the like. 
The region boasts a rich historical food culture featuring local saké and miso different from 
those of the old provinces of Owari, Mikawa, Shinano, and so on, as well as a variety of food 
customs that differ from village to village.
In recent years, one could say that the area has been blessed by a passionate revival of 
regional cuisine, with a focus among chefs on preserving the unique cultural context and 
using local ingredients.

Regional Cuisine
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The abundance of ingredients plays a large role in regional cuisine. However, it must also be the case that the need to 
compensate for a scarcity of other ingredients can also lead to the development of a unique cuisine.
The local practice of eating insects and wild birds arose because of the need for protein amid a scarcity of salt-water 
fish and shellfish.
The leaves of the Hoonoki (Japanese Bigleaf Magnolia tree), which proliferates in the area, have both a beautiful 
fragrance and sterilizing qualities useful for preservation, and so are used as the wrapping for a regional sushi dish 
known as hooba-zushi (magnolia leaf sushi).
Some local ingredients have come to be known as regional specialties, and have been bred for both better taste and 
improved adaptation to the climate.

Ingredients Chapter 1.
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Chestnuts and Tea
Harvested starting in early fall, chestnuts are a classic autumn staple in the region, and an assortment of dishes and 
sweets featuring them can be found on dining tables in the area.
Because the lack of irrigation in the low uplands makes agriculture and other such pursuits difficult, chestnuts have 
been eagerly embraced as an alternative there.
Though the trees are native to the region, they are frequently being improved through careful cultivation, pruning, 
and selective breeding. Of note, the miniature version was created based on local research and has spread to all of 
Japan.
The local high-quality chestnuts are also sold to traditional Japanese sweets shops both inside and outside the 

region and have become a brand name.
Chestnuts are generally harvested from late August through mid-October. The main varieties are Tanzawa and Tsukuba, but others such as Ena, Ma 
no Oomine, Kinka, late-blooming Ginyose, and Ishizuchi are cultivated as well. As are an assortment of additional varieties such as Rihei, which is large 
and sweet, and Porotan, which is easy to peel.
Tea cultivation has been similarly embraced in the low uplands. It began with local varieties and expanded to include many more. Also, “nebucha,” 
made from the steamed and roasted Kawaraketsumei (Chamaecrista nomame) species of pea plant, has been well-known in the region for many 
years. It even appeared in Shimazaki Touson’s Yoakemae (Before the Dawn).

Traditional Vegetables
A variety of traditional vegetables remain in the Nakatsugawa-Ena region.
Ajime peppers, which take their name from their resemblance to the Ajimedojou loach (a freshwater fish that is a 
local delicacy), are spicier and more flavorful than ordinary chili peppers. They are primarily grown in Fukuoka, in 
the northern part of Nakatsugawa. 
Other traditional local vegetables include Jerusalem artichokes, nishigata-imo (West-side taro), scorzonera, red 
udo, and Seto bamboo shoots. They bring uniqueness to the regional cuisine.

Kanten (Agar Gelatin)
Iwamura, in the high-elevated southern area of the Nakatsugawa-Ena region, experiences dramatic temperature 
changes between day and night. In 1931, its inhabitants took advantage of that climate to begin producing 
high-quality hosokanten (agar gelatin in string form). In 1961, Yamaoka followed suit. Under a unified brand, the 
region became a supplier of this important ingredient in top-quality traditional Japanese sweets.
One could even say that the sight of hosokanten drying in the sun has become a staple of poetic winter scenery in Yamaoka. 
In addition to the agar-producing Yamaoka, there is also Akechi, known for producing fire-bricks, and Iwamura, a 
key collection site for the Kamiyahagi timber industry. In 1934, the Akechi Railway opened a line between Akechi 
and Ena Station, which connected the aforementioned towns and played a role in transporting goods. (Prior to 
that, the Iwamura-Ena rail line had been run since 1903 by the first private railway company in Japan.) It’s a 
passenger line these days, and also features popular special campaigns such as the “Kanten Train,” where one 
can sightsee while eating dishes featuring kanten.

Fish (Mountain-Stream Fish)
The crystal-clear water that runs through the valleys serves as a breeding ground for mountain-stream fish. In 
addition to char, amago (landlocked red-spotted masu salmon), and sweetfish, one can also find satsukimasu 
salmon (sea-run red-spotted masu salmon), eel, and the rare Ajimedojou loach (Niwaëlla delicata), all highly 
valued as ingredients.
In areas without streams, fish such as carp can be cultivated and eaten. Up until recently, some farming 
communities achieved near self-sufficiency by raising both carp and other farm animals.

Wild Plants and Mushrooms
Wild plants growing in the mountains and fields, as well as mushrooms, have been highly valued here as 
ingredients the area was naturally blessed with.
Starting in early spring, one can enjoy bracken, knotweed, and butterbur in March; koshiabura, ostrich ferns, and 
angelica tree shoots in April; and shredded umbrella (alder-leafed whitebeam) in May, among others. 
Mushrooms, on the other hand, are harvested in the fall: gonsuke in July, ikuchi in August, matsutake and 
shibamochi in September, and sarumai, which is harvested exclusively in Tsukechi in October.
Local residents and chefs make use of these seasonal ingredients to create tantalizing dishes, sharing the 
blessing and joy.

Hebo and Insect-Eating
Hebo refers to both the larval and adult forms of Vespula flaviceps, a species of wasp well-known as a regional 
food in Nakatsugawa-Ena region. The name is said to come from the “Hebo” mentioned in the Edo-period 
(1603-1868) tome Honzō kōmoku keimō (Instructions on the Main Points of Botany), so we can conclude that it 
has existed as a regional delicacy since at least that era.
Wasp hunters harvest the small, young wasp nests and relocate them for cultivation, but due to the popularity 
and value of hebo, there have been times when over-hunting endangered the local ecosystem.
However, thanks to the research of high-school teacher Nishio Ryohei and others, as well as the efforts of expert 
wasp cultivators in Kushihara, Ena, there was a swell of interest in studying hebo breeding and environmental 
improvement. In 1994, a contest was established in Kushihara with the goal of promoting culture and 
environmental succession, where wasp hunters can exchange tips and information.
In addition to wasps, other insects such as giant hornets and grasshoppers have been consumed in the region 
for their valuable protein content.
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'Porotan' - variety of chestnuts



The regional food culture arose from the local environment, and has developed based on 
the region’s history.
A confectionary culture has also taken deep root in the area, employing locally-available 
ingredients to bring joy to the locals’ daily life as well as to entertain visitors, drawing on 
cultural imports from the roads passing through the region as well. This culture is so 
refined that the area has become famous for its confections.

 Regional Cuisine and Confectionary Culture2.Chapter

Gohei-mochi
Gohei-mochi is a simple regional dish eaten from the 
Nakatsugawa-Ena region to the northeastern region of Mikawa 
Province. Cooked rice is lightly mashed, pressed into either a ball or 
an oval shape, placed on a wooden skewer, coated in sauce, and then 
grilled.
The sauce is made by blending walnuts, sesame seeds, or the like 
with a fermented component like soy sauce or miso. Though red 
miso is used in Mikawa, soy sauce is popular here. Its more mild, 
mellow flavor allows the flavor of the nuts or seeds to shine through.
During hebo harvesting season, the wasps are used in the sauce to 
create a popular seasonal variant.
The shape arises because the cities of Ena and Nakatsugawa are 
located along the Nakasendo, and the ball shape proliferates in those 
city centers. On the other hand, the more oval shape is more 
common in the northern and southern mountainous areas. Part of 
the charm of gohei-mochi may lie in the fact that one can sample 
different shapes and flavors in different regions and households.
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Chestnut Confections
The famous chestnut confections appearing in early autumn each year are emblematic of the confectionery 
culture of Nakatsugawa and the Ena region.
For kurikinton (chestnuts mixed with mashed sweet potatoes), steamed chestnuts are ground into powder and cooked 
with a bit of sugar, then either molded into peaks for a simple yet elegant autumn treat, or covered in kudzu dough, 
coated in dried persimmons, among other preparation methods. There are many varieties to choose from. 
Kuriko-mochi (mochi coated in chestnut powder) is another local favorite autumn confection.
As the Chinese confection “kara-kudamono” was the origin of Japanese confections, the source of this local 
confectionary culture was the development of regional specialties that could be enjoyed at home on an everyday 
basis, such as sweets made from readily-available chestnuts, or karasumi.

Hooba-Zushi (Magnolia Leaf Sushi)
Hooba-Zushi is made by placing sushi rice on large magnolia leaves and topping it with mushrooms, mountain vegetables, fish, hebo, or the like, 
then rolling it up in the leaves. It is made throughout Kiso and southeastern Gifu Prefecture, primarily in the Nakatsugawa-Ena region.
Unlike narezushi, it’s not fermented, so it has a light taste that perfectly complements the fresh scent of the magnolia leaves, making for a superb combination.

Karasumi

Karasumi
Karasumi usually refers to a delicacy of salted 
dried mullet roe, but in this region, it is a 
steamed confection made of rice flour shaped to 
look like Mount Fuji. This local treat is said to 
date back to the Meiji era (1868-1912).
It’s common to add extra ingredients such as 
mugwort, cherry blossoms, and chestnuts to the 
dough of this simple rice-flour confection, so 
there are many types, including seasonal 
variants, to choose from.
Because it’s made from steamed rice flour, it has 
a tendency to harden the day after cooking due 
to the starch. But the locals still enjoy it̶they 
simply soften it again by heating it up.
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Ajimedouji Loach Cuisine

The Ajimedouji loach is unique to the region. It was first officially documented by Dr. Niwa Hisashi, a researcher in Fukuoka, in 1937. (In 
1963, it was officially given the scientific name Niwaëlla delicata thanks to the advocacy of Romanian biologist Dr. Teodor Nalbant.) 
“Ajime,” written with the characters for “tasty” and “woman,” means “delicious,” hence the Latin species name “delicata.”
In the Edo period (1603-1868), Ajimedouji loach fished from the Agi river was already a delicacy at the Oi-juku station of the Nakasendo. 
In 1636, Tokugawa Yoshinao, the ruler of the Owari-han, was traveling east along the Nakasendo on his way to a ceremony celebrating 
the completion of the Yōmeimon gate of the Nikkō Tōshō-gū shrine. At the Oi-juku station, he ate a “scrawny-looking loach” and 
proclaimed it to be, “Satisfying, a topic of much conversation among those gathered, and a great credit to the host,” as recounted in the 
Nakasen-Mokuroku.
When a dam was constructed in Oi, it altered the water quality, making this Oi-juku delicacy difficult to obtain. However, one can still see 
Ajime loaches swimming in mountain streams such as the Tsukechi River.

Bird Hunters and Fowl Cuisine
Traditional autumn fare in Nakatsugawa and the Ena region once included fowl: primarily dusky thrush, but also brambling, cardueline 
finch, Japanese thrush, and others that migrated to the area. The birds were captured in netting laid along paths by bird hunters.
Because protein was scarce in mountain villages, fowl was prized for its nutrients and even pickled in malted rice for later consumption.
However, in our modern times, protein is more readily available even in the mountains, and so hunting was outlawed here in 1947 in order 
to preserve the ecosystem. All that remains now is the legend of what was once a local delicacy. The fowl cuisine has been lost to time.

Honzen-ryōri
Honzen-ryōri was a form of meal presentation that began in the Muromachi period (1336-1573), in warrior households. It entailed serving 
one soup and three dishes on a tray table (ichiju sansai). It flourished in the Edo period.
Because an assortment of important personages took the Nakasendo through the area, it is said that honzen-style meals, based on a set 
menu, were offered to entertain them. Also, because confections and spirits could be included in honzen-ryōri, this might have 
contributed to the development of the regional confectionary culture as well.
After the Edo period ended, and stations were closed along the Nakasendo, honzen-ryōri fell out of use as well. However, traces of it still 
remain in Japanese food culture, and some restaurants and confectioners in the area are currently attempting to revive it with 
honzen-ryōri-inspired menus.

The Nakatsugawa-Ena region used to have other regional dishes that have been lost to time, as the regional cuisine 
morphed with shifting eras and environmental changes.

 Lost CuisineChapter 3.
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Mountains and prominent rocks could be considered a key attraction of the region.
The wellsprings and forests of the mountains not only grant distinctiveness to the area, they 
are also a great way to enjoy and learn about nature.
Rocks are an important component connecting the region. The bedrock is host to soil, 
water, and hot springs, supporting agriculture and brewing that have given rise to the 
regional culinary culture. It also undergirds the scenery of gorges, waterfalls, and other such 
features characteristic to the area. And it has been put to use in construction, for example, 
making stone walls for castles and rice fields, and paving stones for roads.
To truly comprehend the charm of this region, one must experience the blessings offered by 
the land itself.

Experiencing Nature
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We offer nature guides to assist visitors in enjoying the charms of the region while treating nature with care, 
following in the footsteps of our predecessors who, for example, forged beautiful paths up Mount Ena.
These professional guides established the Knock Outdoor Nature Guide Council in 2016. Knock Outdoor advocates 
for the conservation and preservation of natural spaces for people to enjoy, and provides a place for the study and 
exchange of ideas on the subject.

Nature GuidesChapter 1.

Guides For Youth
Experiencing and understanding the charm of the natural world may be essential for all of humanity. This is especially true for young 
people, who are in the process of learning all sorts of things about the world around them in order to grow and mature. This is a crucial 
opportunity for them to interact with the natural world and expand their understanding of how it impacts their lives.
Our expert guides can provide them with suggestions for how to learn about nature in a safe, fun way.

Kayaking
Ena Valley was formed over the course of many years through the erosion of Nohi rhyolite.
Crevices (cubic joints) opened in the sides as the rocks cooled, forming a stunning web 
spreading throughout the valley.
One way to enjoy this lovely sight is by tour boat. We also recommend kayaking, which can 
be safely enjoyed with the help of one of our experienced instructors.

Climbing
Mount Kasagi, formed when the Akou fault pushed a band of Nohi rhyolite bedrock 
upward, has become sacred ground for climbers due to the Buddhist imagery carved into 
the rocks there.
We have experienced instructors available to help you climb as well.

Learning About a Diversity of Flora
The diversity of vegetation in the Nakatsugawa-Ena region is one of the region’s key points.
Situated in central Japan, its location allows for a mix of subtropical vegetation in the 
south, southern evergreen trees and cool temperate vegetation in the north, and northern 
conifers. The flora also differs depending on the elevation, such as the subalpine zone, 
montane zone, and basal zone centering around Mount Ena. Additionally, one can see 
variation in what sorts of ancient vegetation grew over time based on changes in the soil.
We offer walking tours with experts who can introduce a variety of native flora to you so 
you can learn about their charm.
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Wild grass in Tsukechi Gorge

Kayak (Ena Gorge)

Rock-climbing (Mount Kasagi)



Camping
Nature has created valleys, beautiful fresh water, and forests that make for lovely 
scenery for camping. This region offers an abundance of excellent spots to safely 
camp and enjoy nature up-close.

Highways such as the Nakasendo, as well as castles and mountain passes, 
are ideal for walking. The Nakasendo is a particularly popular choice.
A project has begun to restore ancient highways and mountain passes, so 
hopefully people will be able to enjoy walking through even more areas of 
the region in the future.
There is a coordinator to assist nature lovers in finding experiences such as 
instructor-guided Nordic walking in the Nenoue Highlands and guided 
cycling tours that start in the region.

 Walking and CyclingChapter 2.

Regional cuisine can be enjoyed at restaurants and inns, and ingredients can be brought back home to cook with, of 
course. But one of the charms of this area is that it also offers the opportunity to visit sites of production and 
experience the process in person.
Visitors can try their hand at harvesting chestnuts, tea, tomatoes, blueberries, strawberries, and all sorts of other 
fruits, or even join the farmers in the rice fields. They can get up-close with the land and its people and experience 
local life and culinary culture on an intimate level.

 Visiting Sites of ProductionChapter 3.
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Trecking in Kiso Hinoki Birin

Rice-planting experience in Sakaori Rice Terraces
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Nakatsugawa-Ena Story Book
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Natural features and Spirit: The Draw of Nakatsugawa-Ena.

The Nakatsugawa-Ena Story Book reflects upon the creation of the land you see before you: its geology and 
topography; climate and other geographical features; the ecosystem and the plant life that is generated by it; 
the many generations of forbearers who were influenced by all of the above conditions, and the people living 
here today, their livelihoods, food, culture and customs. It is an attempt to delineate the unique aspects of 
this region, see its charms, and arrange it to bring a bit of context.
For example, there are in general, five distinct types of hot springs welling up from the ground in the region. 
There are slightly-irradiated hot springs, chloride hot springs, bicarbonate hot springs, carbonated hot 
springs, and normal hot springs. But since the creation of these are influenced by complicated and subtle 
differences in geographical features and geological strata, that becomes another aspect of the nuanced 
background to this story.
The topology and geography of the Ena basin brought about the stark differences in temperature between 
night and day. Add to that how the fault lines created slopes, and how human work enhanced them with 
stone walls to make terraced rice fields. These are features that are indispensable to the growing of the 
region’s delicious rice. To protect this bounty, a custom arose of praying for rains which continues today. 
Furthermore, during harvest time locals eat goheimochi while offering spirits to the gods made from the local 
rice. As such, for generations the local people have a strong tradition passed down through the generations.
Part of what gave the locals a more fulfilling life can be traced to the bunraku and kabuki performances 
commissioned and brought in from far-off cities to local festivals. Eventually the local people took those 
cratfs and made them their own, adding art and leisure to the region.
The arrangement of this Storybook is based on what we have now; what we once had; and what we are in the 
process of losing. Together these all provide unique characteristics to the region. Through this knowledge, 
may all find a deep reward in your experiences in each location as you visit the region. We wish to help you 
find that knowledge and experience something we significant meaning.
Of course we hope that visitors might find clues in this Storybook to the concepts of fuudo (natural features) 
and seishin (spirit) that are so important to the region; but we also hope that locals can use this as a small aid 
to help them understand their own background, protect their way of life, and make the best use of their 
surroundings.
Quite a few people provided information and fact-checking for this publication, many from within the region, 
and although the space prevents us from listing their names individually, we would like to take the 
opportunity to express our gratitude here.
Even so, we may have failed to do proper justice to the help those people gave us. What with the wealth of 
records and research materials provided, we regret that time and space were insufficient to include more 
content.
Finally, in as much as this is a set of anecdotes compiled from the fuudo and seishin found in the traditions of 
individuals, families and communities of this region, after this, we’d like to collect more stories. Stories that 
delve even deeper, demonstrating more of the charms of the region, and once again arrange them for 
publication. We’d like to document and share stories from our visitors as well. We sincerely hope you look 
forward to reading about them as much as we do.




