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After we walked around the area, we visited the vice-mayor of Soni Village, Mr.
Tokuda, to ask about the protection of these areas.

Located in the eastern region of Nara Prefecture, Soni village is famous for

Japanese pampas grass at Soni Heights, and cherry blossoms and autumn  Q;: The view of the pampas grass covering the plateau at Soni Highlands was
foliage at Byobuiwa cliff. The village also has the rugged peaks, Yoroi and  jncredible. How do you maintain this beautiful scenery?

Kabuto, and Saijobo valley. In 2009, Soni Village was selected to be a part of  A: |n order to protect the grass, we burn the Soni Highlands every year,

“The Association of The Most Beautiful Villages in Japan”. This organization is
active in protecting and enhancing villages in Japan that have beautiful
scenery and unique cultural traditions and heritage. Currently, 54 villages,
towns, and areas, are listed as members.

On a sunny autumn day in September, we visited Soni Highlands in Soni Village.
The Highlands in the fall is famous for its pampas grass that covers the entire
hill. The area turns in to a vast sea of gold as the pampas grass shine in the
sunlight.

The first thing we noticed as we headed towards the Soni Highlands was the
cosmos flowers that bloomed on the side of the road. They looked well cared
for, which gave me the impression that the entire village was well-kept.
Wondering what the Highlands looked like, | waited eagerly as our car drove
through the this place will look, once the real season starts.

There was also a small pond called Okame-ike further in to the Highlands. The
pond takes an interesting shape of a gourd, and is also related to an old
legend of a beautiful woman named “Okame”. The underground water that
flows in to this pond has been selected as one of the 100 most excellent
natural water resources in Japan, and is used to produce Nara prefecture’s
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between the end of March and beginning of April. This is to exterminate any
pests and shrubs from growing. To control the fire from
spreading beyond the selected zone, we also trim the surrounding grass and
shrubs in September and burn these in October.

Everything used to be done by the village residents, but due to the population
aging, an organization to protect Soni Highlands was created, and now a youth
group to continue on the traditions. Thanks to all the efforts by the previous
generations, the burning of the mountain has been held for over a thousand
years.

Q: It’s really easy for us to go and enjoy the view, but I didn’t know it took so
much effort to maintain the pampas grass.
A: The residents of this village put in a lot of effort to maintain not only the

Highlands, but the scenery around the entire village. For example, “Scenic Soni
Roads Group” is an organization made from volunteers in the community to
plant sunflowers or cosmos flowers along the roads. Residents in other areas
also help with felling trees around Byobuiwa cliff, and growing cherry
blossoms, autumn leaves, and azaleas.

Q: This is my first time in the village, but the beauty of this place impressed
me right away. It’s all thanks to the hard efforts put in by the residents. The
view of the Highlands was beautiful, but all the hours put in by the residents
behind the scenes to protect the nature in this village is even more
impressive than the view.

A: Ever since we were selected to join “The Association of The Most Beautiful
Villages in Japan”, the residents’ views and attitude towards the village’s
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natural scenery have changed, and continue to change. Also to note, the
requirement to join the association is for the village to not only maintain its
natural beauty, but also have cultural traditions. To fulfill the second part of
the requirement, Soni Village has its own “Soni Shishi-mai (Lion dance)”, which
boasts a three hundred year history, and is also registered under Nara
Prefecture’s list of Important Intangible Folk Cultural Properties.

The beauty of Soni Village can be seen in its natural scenery, and also the

people protecting this scenery, as well as maintaining the village’s traditions
for the next generation. The magical view of the pampas grass in the fall, the
stunning mountains, and also the strong will of the village residents to protect
the environment all make up “the most beautiful village”. As long as there are
still people wishing to protect the village, Soni will grow to become even more
beautiful in the future. | would like to thank all the people of Soni Village who
generously shared their stories with us today. From today’s experience, |
cannot think
of a better
title than
“The Most
Beautiful
Village”

for Soni
Village! &
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If the natural beauty of Soni village fulfills the travellers’ heart, the Soni Kogen
Farm Garden satisfies the travellers’ stomach. The Farm Garden sells local
souvenirs, and also features several different buildings: Susuki — a western-
style restaurant which uses fresh, local ingredients; Okome — a bread factory
which uses rice grown in Soni; Mugi — Nara Prefecture’s only local brewery
and beer “Soni Kogen Beer”; Okame no Yu — Soni Village’s natural hot spring. |
interviewed the Director of Soni Village’s Tourism Association, Mr. Morita, to
tell us more about the local food in Soni Village.

Q: What represents Soni Village in terms of food?

A: Soni’s famous for tomatoes, spinach, Yacon roots, and deer meat. The
tomatoes here are known for their sweetness, and people from outside the
village come all the way to buy them. Yacon roots have also become popular
recently. These roots have oligofructose which is known to help people with
diabetes or high blood pressure.

Q: What is the reason behind the success of growing great vegetables in
Soni?

A: Soni is located in the mountains between Nara and Mie prefectures. We
have clean, fresh air and water. Also, there’s a big difference in temperature
between day and night which helps the vegetables grow with the right
amount of sweetness.

After visiting the Farm Garden, we also toured the two adjacent buildings,
Okome and Mugi. At the Mugi building, | had the chance to speak to the beer
production manager.
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Q: What kind of beer is Soni Kogen beer, and what is special about the
brand?

A: Soni Kogen beer is traditional German beer, and is the only craft beer
produced in Nara Prefecture. We don’t use any additives in producing our
beer.

Q: | heard it’s a popular souvenir for visitors. What'’s the secret behind the
beer’s popularity?

A: It's definitely the water. Soni Kogen Beer uses soft water that was selected
in one of the 100 most excellent natural water sources in Japan. This water
was also mentioned in an old Japanese folklore about Okame. Even though it's
craft beer, we are proud of this beer, not for a distinctive flavor, but for its rich
body and smooth taste.

To find a microbrewery in the middle of the mountains and pampas grass
plateau producing and selling its beer across the country was a big surprise,
since in Korea, people have the impression that beer is produced in factories
in the city in large quantities.

Having a great trip means taking the time to enjoy local specialties and testing
your palate. Come explore what Soni has to offer and satisfy your hunger! 4
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. €, we were able to visit a local pottery center called “Soraigama”, and
the teacher and owner of the place, Mrs. Yasuda. What awaited us was a
journey back to childhood where we were able to play with clay in peace and
quiet in the middle of nature at Soni village.

“About Soraigama: What pottery means to Mrs. Yasuda”

Soraigama is a pottery center located at the base of the two mountain peaks,
Kabutodake and Yoroidake, in the midst of nature. It consists of a studio,
gallery, and a guest house. At the gallery, artwork such as pottery for tea and
lamp shades in the shape of an owl is on display.

Mrs. Yasuda started pottery in 1984, and opened Soraigama in Soni village in
2011.

Q: Why did you decide to do pottery in Soni village?

A: | wanted to be able to make pottery in peace, taking the time to look at my
surroundings and focus on my own needs, rather than produce something
while being rushed for time and becoming frustrated.

Q: It looks like there are a lot of tableware pieces. Is there a reason why you
make more of these than other types of pottery?

A: Eating is a huge part of our lives. When you have a meal, you look at the
dishes being used. Rather than having food served disorderly without much
thought, | think it’s important to take the time to think about setting the table,
and observe the dishes used for the meal.

Q: Do you have any foreigners come visit to try pottery?

A: Yes, we do. Even if | can’t speak English fluently, | can use gestures and
simple English words like “push” to communicate with the foreign guests.

“Hands-on pottery experience at the studio”

At the studio behind the gallery, we had the opportunity to make simple
plates, using a coal-fired kiln. Using charcoal for firing is a method used to
make markings and designs on the pottery. To make a plate, you first take the
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soft clay in your hands, and roll it into a long coil. Starting from one end,
you

wrap this long coil in to a spiral. Once you have
flattened and smoothed the spiral out, the pottery |
is ready to be placed in the kiln and fired. The
clay felt the same as the ones we used to play
with as children. We were excited and talkative
at the start, but before we knew it, we were
completely lost in our own thoughts as we
focused on the project in front of our eyes. It was
hard to believe how much fun you could

have, focusing on creating something concrete
from your imagination. Even for beginners, it was
a fun and easy workshop, with some nostalgic

—

memories to childhood days. By now, | hope |
have convinced some of you to go try out pottery!

Although we did not have the time to try using the potter’s wheel, it is
available for any visitors to the workshop to try. For those who choose to do
a pottery workshop here, the guest house is also available for overnight
stays.

Re-live your childhood and go try making pottery in the middle of the
mountains! 4

http://soraigama.com/index.html
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The True Japanese Experience

“Rural Life in Nara”

Located on the easternmost point of Nara Prefecture is a village called
Mitsue. A 30 minute drive southeast from the village of Soni, Mitsue village is
on the border of Nara and Mie. With the Ise Honkaido road running through
the village, many visitors on their way to or from Ise in Mie pass through
Mitsue. Although forests cover about 90% of the entire village and the
population is only at about 2000, living amongst this tiny Japanese community
is an English teacher from New Zealand named Lingy Au. As the only foreigner
in the village, we asked Lingy to speak of his experiences, both good and bad,
living in a rural area teaching English at Mitsue’s elementary and junior high
school.

On the day, we met Lingy and his coworker at the Mitsue town hall. Although
it had only been a year since Lingy moved from New Zealand to this rural
village, he looked as if he fit right in with the community. He and his coworker
greeted us brightly from the entrance, and from there, we moved to the
Cultural Experience Center to try our hands on making konnyaku*, Mitsue’s
local specialty, and also to interview Lingy on his life in Mitsue village.

Q: What was your first impression of Mitsue?

A: When | first got here, it was night time so everything was pitch black and
very eerie. The village is very scenic though, with all the mountains and rivers.
| remember meeting my coworkers for the first time, and they were all very
nice and welcoming.

Q: Foreigners are rare here, aren’t they? Did you have any problems
communicating?

A: When | first came here, | only knew hiragana and the basics like
“konnichiwa”,

but I've memorized katakana now too. Compared to the days when | had to
play charades and act out everything to communicate, my Japanese has
definitely improved and is getting better and better every day. | knew what |
was in for coming here, so the language barrier didn’t frustrate me too much.
Although there are no other foreigners here, I'm doing my best to be positive
about this experience since this is the only time to have this type of

independent lifestyle in Japan. I'm also glad that my supervisor is patient and
understanding. His English has gotten a lot better in the past year!

Q: What are some challenges that you have faced or things that have
surprised you while living in a rural village like Mitsue?

A: Transportation is really inconvenient here. Whenever | want to meet a
friend or go to an event, | have to take the train, but it takes me about an hour
to drive to the nearest train station. If there’s a typhoon, the only road out of
this village closes, which means I’'m stuck here until it re-opens. Also, because
there are no supermarkets or convenience stores in the village, | have to shop
for the week when | go out on the weekend. It’s tough planning for meals a
week at a time. One thing that really shocked me was what happened during
the winter. Because Mitsue is in the middle of the mountains, it’s a lot colder
here than other parts of Nara. One day, | woke up to find my pipes frozen, and
was unable to use the toilet or the shower. My co-worker told me to leave
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the gas-heated water running all day, and by evening, things were back to
normal.

Q: On the other hand, what was the most fun experience you had in the
village?

A: The best experience so far was the summer festival. My co-worker
invited me when | first got here in August, and it was my first Japanese
festival experience. | kept hearing the words like “hanabi” or

“matsuri”**, but because | didn’t speak any Japanese back then, | didn’t
know much about the event until the actual day. | helped set up the booths
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The next time you are traveling to a place like Mitsue, be positive and
challenge yourself to overcome the language barrier and interact with the
local people!

So what was the Cultural Experience Center like?

The Cultural Experience Center was an old, wooden building that used to be
an elementary school before its closure. After having been refurbished and
transformed in to the Cultural Experience Center, one-time lessons such as
Coffee, konnyaku making, soba making classes are held in the building. It is

and the fireworks with my co-worker, tried out different types of festival also used as a rest stop for travellers. The konnyaku that we made were
more delicious than the store-bought konnyaku. Special thanks to all those

who helped us at Mitsue Village! 4

*Konnyaku: Traditional Japanese food with a jelly-like texture made from
Konnyaku roots, also known as Devil’s tongue. It is popular for being low in
calories and high in nutritional values.

**Matsuri: The Japanese word for festival, where people celebrate and pray
to the gods in shrines. In August, it is said that the souls of the ancestors
return home. During this period called “Bon”, summer festivals are held all
across the country.

food, and also was introduced to a lot of people living in the village. It
was a lot of fun and really memorable, since it happened in my first month
of living in Japan.

During the interview, Lingy joked around with his co-worker using a
nickname, and including him in conversations about living in Mitsue in
broken Japanese. Watching Lingy interact with others in the village made us
realize that the language barrier was not stopping him from having the
“true Japanese experience” in this tiny rural village. Even if we understand
and speak Japanese as CIRs, it was clear to us from this trip that anyone
who is willing to learn about a new culture and keep an open mind can
overcome any communication difficulties.
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Nara Prefecture, {Jda DistriCt, Soni and Mitsue Villages

About “Na no Ra”

Hello everyone!

We are the Coordinators for International Relations (CIR) that work for the International Affairs and
Tourism Division at the Nara Prefectural Government. Our job includes improving Nara Prefecture’s
relationships with countries abroad, and also working at local international exchange events and
tourism-related events.

The “Na no Ra” newsletter was created in order to introduce Nara Prefecture’s many attractions and
charms to other foreigners from a foreigner’s point of view. This newsletter contains interviews that
we have conducted personally during our visits to various locations within Nara.

We hope this newsletter will raise interest about Nara among other fellow foreigners, and also reveal
to the Japanese readers how foreigners view Nara.

About the First Issue

For the first issue, we visited two villages surrounded by beautiful nature: Soni and Mitsue. Although
there are many other similar places, the beauty of the village created by its residents and the scenic
nature makes Soni village unique in its own way. The rural lifestyle of a foreigner in Mitsue village is
also a story that will be interesting for both Japanese and non-Japanese readers.

We'd like to thank both Soni village and Mitsue village for their cooperation during our interviews. 4
Coordinators for International Relations, Nara Prefectural Government
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About the Publisher:
“Na no Ra” - International Affairs and Tourism Division, Nara Prefectural Government

For any comments or questions about the newsletter, please contact the following office:
International Affairs and Tourism Division, Nara Prefectural Government
30 Noborioji-cho, Nara City, Nara, 630-8501, Japan
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