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Introduction

Beneath the delicate haze of cherry blossoms, where petals drift like lost memories
across ancient rooftops and mist-shrouded fields, lies a Japan that many travelers
never find—a Japan woven from the rhythms of rural life, timeworn crafts, and
enduring customs vanishing under the tide of progress. This book, Beneath the
Sakura: Discovering Japan’s Forgotten Rural Traditions, is both a record and a journey,
seeking out the heart of Japan in the corners where it quietly beats strongest.

For centuries, the Japanese countryside—inaka—nurtured the culture and values that
shaped the nation’s soul. It was here, in snowbound hamlets, lush valleys, and coastal
fishing villages, that communities learned to thrive in harmony with the land, building
up a treasure of knowledge, skills, and beliefs passed from generation to generation.
Yet, as cities grew into sprawling centers of innovation and allure, the countryside
began to empty, its villages aging and its customs fraying at the edges. What once
was ordinary in these rural enclaves has become precious—and precarious.

This book is born of a conviction: that the true richness of Japan’s heritage cannot be
grasped from the dazzling lights of Tokyo or the storied lanes of Kyoto alone. It can
only be fully understood by walking muddy footpaths between terraced rice fields,
sharing tea with a master indigo dyer while the hearth crackles, or listening to elders
recount tales where foxes and spirits still seem close at hand. My journey—sometimes
with boots on the ground, at other times guided by the words and images of those
who call rural Japan home—takes readers deep into these lesser-seen worlds.

Each chapter explores a thread in the intricate fabric of countryside tradition. We’ll
witness the ancient choreography of rice planting and the meticulous art of washi
papermaking. We'll discover how the landscape informs everything: where villages
cluster between mountains and rivers, how local cuisine springs from fields and
forests, and why festivals unfold with generations of practiced hands and communal
hope. Along the way, we’ll encounter villagers, artisans, shrine keepers, and
entrepreneurs fighting to preserve their customs—sometimes adapting, sometimes
resisting, always with a sense of place and pride suffused in their work.

Yet this is not merely a nostalgic chronicle of what is slipping away. The book casts a
sensitive but hopeful gaze, documenting vibrant efforts to revive and renew: young
people returning to ancestral homes, communities reimagining empty farmhouses,
craftspeople empowering apprentices, and new currents of tourism that honor rather
than exploit village life. In rural Japan, tradition is not static; it bends, sometimes
painfully, but sometimes with unexpected resilience, towards new forms of continuity.
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Beneath the Sakura invites you, the reader, to traverse these landscapes—Iliteral and
cultural—not just as an observer, but as a participant in the vital act of memory and
preservation. By illuminating the stories and customs that city skylines cannot contain,
may this journey kindle a sense of wonder, urgency, and respect for the enduring spirit
of rural Japan. Before the last petal falls, these voices and traditions deserve to be
heard, cherished, and, with care, carried forward.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Living Map: Tracing Japan’s Rural
Regions

To truly understand Japan's hidden rural heart, one must first appreciate its varied
geography. This archipelago, stretching over 2,000 kilometers from north to south, is
predominantly mountainous, with roughly three-quarters of the land covered by peaks
and ranges. This rugged terrain has profoundly shaped the country's development,
pushing its population into relatively small, fragmented plains, often nestled amidst
hills or along coastlines. The result is a nation of distinct regions, each with its own
climate, history, and the unique rural traditions that grew from adapting to specific
environments.

Our journey begins by tracing the broad strokes of Japan's major islands and regions,
setting the stage for the intimate stories to come. While Honshu is the largest and
most populous island, home to major metropolises like Tokyo and Osaka, it also
cradles vast stretches of countryside. Then there are Hokkaido to the north, and
Shikoku and Kyushu to the south, each offering unique rural narratives.

Let's start with the northern frontier: Hokkaido. This vast island, representing nearly
22% of Japan's land area, stands apart. Its climate is subarctic, meaning long, cold
winters with heavy snowfall and relatively mild summers. Unlike much of Japan,
Hokkaido's agricultural landscape is characterized by its large-scale farms and dairy
operations, more akin to those found in parts of Europe. While not as deeply steeped

in ancient traditions as some older regions, Hokkaido’s rural areas have their own
charm, often focusing on sustainable development and attracting people seeking wide-
open spaces and cooler weather. Its development, particularly in agriculture and
fisheries, plays a significant role in the nation's food supply.

Moving south to Honshu, the main island, we encounter a diverse range of rural
experiences. The Tohoku region, occupying the northeastern part of Honshu, is known
for its rugged natural beauty, dramatic landscapes, and often harsh, snow-filled
winters. Despite its proximity to Tokyo, Tohoku feels a world away, offering a cool,
scenic escape, especially from July to October. This region is characterized by majestic
mountains, historic hot springs, and vibrant festivals that reflect a strong connection
to its natural environment. Traditional life here is deeply interwoven with the seasons,
from the misty mountains and lush forests of Aomori to the snow monsters of Zao. The
Tohoku countryside is abundant with fresh seafood, wild plants, and fruits,
contributing to a unique local cuisine in each area.

Further south on Honshu lies the Kanto region, which, despite containing the massive
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urban sprawl of Tokyo, Yokohama, and Chiba, still harbors numerous rural areas and
hidden gems. Venture beyond the city centers, and you'll find peaceful lakes,
sprawling tea fields, and charming mountain villages. Places like Oshino Village in
Yamanashi, with its thatched-roof houses and spring-fed ponds at the base of Mt. Fuji,
offer tranquil scenery and a taste of authentic countryside life. The Kanto region also
boasts areas like Chichibu in Saitama, known for scenic valleys and historic shrines,
and Nikko in Tochigi, with its UNESCO shrines and waterfalls. These rural pockets
provide an easy escape from the capital, showcasing a slower side of Japan.

Central Honshu is home to the Chubu region, a geographical heartland that spans ten
prefectures and features the majestic Japanese Alps. This region offers a rich tapestry
of traditional industries and architecture. From the iconic gassho-zukuri thatched-roof
houses of Shirakawa-go in Gifu, a UNESCO World Heritage site, to the preserved post
towns along the Nakasendo trail like Tsumago and Narai-juku in Nagano, Chubu is
steeped in history. The climate here varies, with heavy snowfall on the Sea of Japan
side and warmer conditions conducive to citrus and green tea production on the
Pacific coast. This region also showcases diverse crafts, from sword forging in Seki to
handmade washi paper in Gokayama.

Moving southwest, we arrive at the Kansai region, long considered the historical and
cultural heart of Japan. While it includes major cities like Kyoto, Osaka, and Nara,
Kansai also lays claim to some of the most traditional rural areas, where "OIld Japan"
can still be found. Imagine scenes of rich green rice fields, bamboo copses, and old
farmhouses nestled under majestic mountains. Miyama Village in Kyoto, with its
beautifully preserved traditional thatched-roof houses (kayabuki no sato), is a prime
example of Kansai's rural charm. The region's distinct cultural identity, often
contrasting with Kanto, is rooted in its long history as the seat of ancient capitals.
From ancient temples and shrines to unique culinary traditions, Kansai’'s countryside
offers a profound glimpse into Japan’s cultural heritage.

Further west on Honshu is the Chugoku region, forming the western tip of the main
island. This region is commonly divided into two distinct parts: the more industrialized
Sanyo region along the Seto Inland Sea, and the much more rural Sanin region along
the Sea of Japan. While Hiroshima serves as a major industrial center, much of the
Chugoku region is sparsely populated and agricultural. Its geography is characterized
by rolling hills and limited plains, with mountains dividing the region east to west. The
Sea of Japan side experiences heavy snow in winter, while the Setouchi Sea side is
warmer year-round. Historically, the Chugoku region has faced significant rural
depopulation, particularly in its mountainous zones.

Separated from Honshu by the Seto Inland Sea lies Shikoku, the smallest of Japan's
four main islands and often considered the most rural. It's a unique region rich in
culture and natural beauty, known for its dramatic scenery, towering mountains,
winding roads, and hidden valleys. Much of the island focuses on agriculture and
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fishing, and its relative isolation historically has helped preserve some of Japan's
oldest cultural characteristics, including the architecture of its many temples. Shikoku
is famous for its 88-temple pilgrimage route, attracting spiritual seekers and offering a
deep dive into traditional Japanese life. The lya Valley in Tokushima, with its remote
mountain gorges and vine bridges, and the pristine Shimanto River in Kochi, are prime
examples of Shikoku's untouched rural charm.

Finally, to the southwest, we reach Kyushu, the third-largest of Japan's main islands.
While it has major cities like Fukuoka and Kitakyushu, much of Kyushu's population is
concentrated along its northwest, with many areas experiencing significant population
decline. The island is characterized by its volcanic landscapes, hot spring towns, and
lush green valleys. Historically, Kyushu's proximity to China and South Korea made it a
gateway for cultural and religious influences, shaping its unique heritage. Despite
population challenges, Kyushu offers diverse rural experiences, from the sub-tropical
climate of Okinawa to areas rich in agricultural traditions.

Across these diverse regions, a common thread emerges: the profound impact of
geography and climate on the lives of rural communities. Mountains and seas dictate
everything from farming practices to local folklore, shaping the very rhythm of daily
life. The challenges of depopulation and an aging society are felt in varying degrees
across these regions, but so too is the resilient spirit of communities striving to
maintain their unique identities in the face of change. Each village, each valley, each
coastal hamlet contributes to the vibrant, living map of rural Japan, a landscape far
more complex and captivating than any city skyline could ever suggest.
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