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Introduction
Hokkaido is a place that both beckons and baffles, its name conjuring images of snow-
veiled landscapes, wild coastlines, and culinary treasures, while the reality is even
more intricate and surprising. Far removed in temperament and geography from
Tokyo’s neon rush, this northernmost island stands as Japan’s last frontier, a living
canvas where ancient indigenous traditions, pristine nature, and modern life
intermingle. To approach Hokkaido is to open a door to another rhythm of Japan—a
slower, wilder, and in many ways, more revealing one.

For centuries, Hokkaido has been shaped by peoples and forces distinct from the rest
of the archipelago. Its original inhabitants, the Ainu, have carried forward a worldview
that reveres the land’s spirits and sustains a deep, spiritual relationship with nature.
Even as the tides of history brought waves of Japanese settlement and
transformation—clearing forest for farmland, introducing new industries, and weaving
Hokkaido into the national fabric—the enduring legacy of the Ainu and the island’s raw
landscapes have refused to disappear. Today, throughout Hokkaido, vestiges of the
old ways linger in the warp and weft of daily life, in craft, language, and communal
celebrations.

Yet Hokkaido is not merely a place apart; it is also a site of constant encounter,
renewal, and adaptation. The challenges of climate, the awe of the first snowstorm,
the bounty of fields and sea—these shape the mettle and imagination of those who
make their lives here. Whether in Sapporo’s humming markets and art spaces, the
tranquil rural villages where seasons dictate daily rhythms, or the wild national parks
patrolled by deer and brown bears, Hokkaido reveals itself as a mosaic of stories. Each
valley, dish, and celebration is an invitation to look deeper, to trace the hidden
harmonies between people and place.

For the traveler and the curious armchair explorer alike, Hokkaido offers both myth
and materiality. Its festivals run the gamut from raucous winter spectacles of snow
and light to quiet harvest rituals. In cuisine, the marriage of land and sea yields flavors
found nowhere else in Japan—sweet uni layered on rice, the robust tang of farm-fresh
dairy, and the warming embrace of local sake. From the lavender hillsides of Furano to
the frozen seas of Okhotsk, each landscape seems charged with possibility and
memory.

To understand Hokkaido in the present is also to reckon with its future: balancing the
demands of conservation with those of agriculture, tourism, and industry; reconciling
the stories of marginalized communities with the desire for reinvention and pride; and
learning how a region on the periphery might lead in protecting and reimagining the
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natural and cultural wealth of a nation often focused elsewhere. The island’s evolving
relationship with climate, wildlife, tradition, and its own diversifying identity is nothing
if not instructive for readers looking to see more than a postcard image—a living
landscape in flux.

Hidden Harmonies of Hokkaido is an invitation: to journey through history’s layers, to
listen to voices too often left unheard, to savor a table set by both sun and snow, and
to marvel at the raw, untamed beauty that still defines Japan’s northern frontier. In
these pages, you’ll find not just a catalog of attractions, but an evocation of a place
where difference is embraced, complexity honored, and harmony discovered in
unlikely places. The story of Hokkaido matters now, perhaps more than ever, because
it reminds us that true richness lies at the intersections of cultures, the edges of maps,
and the seasons of change.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Hokkaido: Jomon
Legacies and Early Inhabitants
Long before the name "Hokkaido" graced maps, or indeed, before the concept of a
unified "Japan" as we know it today, this vast northern island was a land of profound
natural beauty and human ingenuity. For millennia, its story unfolded separately from
that of Honshu, shaped by distinct migrations, environments, and ways of life. To truly
understand Hokkaido's unique identity, we must peel back the layers of history,
journeying to a time when its first inhabitants roamed its untouched forests and fished
its abundant waters.

Archaeological evidence suggests that humans have inhabited the Japanese
archipelago for at least 30,000 years, with the earliest traces in Hokkaido dating back
to about 30,000 years ago, during the Paleolithic age. These early populations adapted
to a changing environment as the last glacial maximum began to recede. As the
climate warmed, large animals like mammoths disappeared, and smaller to medium-
sized creatures such as deer and boar became more prevalent, prompting people to
adjust their hunting strategies.

This era gave way to the remarkable Jomon period, a hunter-gatherer culture that
flourished across the Japanese islands from approximately 14,000 BC to 300 BC. In
Hokkaido, the Jomon lifestyle persisted for several centuries longer than in Honshu,
extending until around 500 CE. The name "Jomon" itself, meaning "cord pattern,"
refers to the distinctive markings on their pottery, a craft they developed before
engaging in widespread agriculture—an unusual progression compared to many other
prehistoric cultures globally.

Unlike societies that rapidly transitioned to intensive farming, the Jomon people of
Hokkaido achieved a sedentary lifestyle primarily through hunting, fishing, and
gathering, without significantly altering their natural surroundings. Their ingenuity lay
in their ability to harness the seasonal bounty of their environment. Nuts, like acorns
and walnuts, were gathered from the mountains, while salmon and trout teeming in
the rivers provided a reliable food source. The coastal areas offered an abundance of
marine life, as evidenced by large shell mounds found at sites like Kitakogane,
indicating a strong reliance on shellfish.

Jomon settlements often consisted of semi-subterranean pit dwellings, dug up to a
meter into the earth, providing shelter from the elements. These villages were
sustained by a meticulous system of food acquisition, processing, and preservation.
They observed nature closely, understanding the cyclical availability of resources
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across different seasons, and built storage holes to keep food for extended periods.
Their toolkits included bows and arrows for hunting smaller animals and fishing tools
like hooks, demonstrating a sophisticated adaptation to their environment.

Beyond their practical survival, the Jomon people possessed a rich spiritual culture,
deeply intertwined with their natural world. The origins of Ainu spirituality are thought
to lie in these ancient Jomon beliefs in natural spirits. Archaeological sites reveal
elaborate grave goods, such as masks and anthropomorphic figurines, accompanying
burials in ceramic pots, suggesting complex rituals. Stone circles and earth mounds,
which might appear as mere disposal grounds to modern eyes, were likely also sites
for ceremonies and rituals, where intentionally broken tools were left as offerings.

Around 2,000 years ago, a new wave of migration began to impact the Japanese
archipelago. The Yayoi people, believed to have arrived from the Korean peninsula
and other parts of mainland East Asia, brought with them a new way of life centered
around rice agriculture. While this agricultural revolution spread across Honshu,
gradually transforming the existing Jomon culture into the ancestors of the modern
Yamato Japanese, Hokkaido remained distinct.

The cooler climate and rich natural resources of Hokkaido meant that full-scale rice
cultivation did not take hold as it did further south. Instead, the Jomon culture in
Hokkaido continued, evolving into what archaeologists call the "continued Jomon
culture" and later the Satsumon culture. These cultures maintained their hunter-
gatherer roots, though they did experience some interaction with the Yayoi culture of
Honshu, and later the Kofun culture, leading to the introduction of iron tools.

Adding another layer to Hokkaido's early tapestry were the Okhotsk people, who
arrived around 600 CE from the north, likely crossing from Sakhalin. These seafaring
people focused on fishing the northern shores of Hokkaido and hunting sea mammals,
coexisting alongside the evolving Satsumon culture, who primarily hunted in the
island's interior. While the Okhotsk culture eventually disappeared from Hokkaido,
possibly absorbed into the Satsumon or retreating north, their presence further
underscores the diverse influences shaping this northern land.

By the 12th century, as the age of the samurai was dawning in central Japan, the Ainu
culture began to fully establish itself in Hokkaido, absorbing elements from both the
Satsumon and Okhotsk traditions. The Ainu are considered by archaeologists to be
descendants of the Jomon people, maintaining a unique cultural complex that
flourished around the Sea of Okhotsk. They referred to their ancestral homeland as
"Ainu Mosir," meaning "the land of the Ainu," a name that speaks volumes about their
deep connection to the island.

It was not until the 16th century that Japanese settlers, known as Wajin, began to
establish a presence on the southern tip of Hokkaido, in areas like Matsumae. This
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marked the beginning of a long period of interaction, trade, and eventually, increasing
conflict and encroachment. For centuries, the Matsumae clan governed this southern
Japanese enclave, viewing it as a frontier outpost, a colonial extension on a distant
land inhabited by an indigenous majority. They exploited Hokkaido's resources,
sending them back to the mainland, while the Ainu largely maintained their traditional
lives throughout the inland areas.

However, the balance began to shift dramatically with the Meiji Restoration in 1868.
This pivotal moment in Japanese history brought about a rapid modernization and a
drive to unify and expand the nation. In 1869, the entire island, previously known as
Ezo or Ezochi, was formally annexed by Japan and renamed "Hokkaido," meaning
"northern sea route." This act of renaming was a clear signal of the new government's
intention to fully integrate the island into the Japanese state.

The Meiji government established the Hokkaido Colonization Board, or Kaitakushi, in
1869, with the explicit goal of encouraging Japanese settlement and developing the
northern frontier. They viewed Hokkaido as essential for Japan's prosperity and
defense, particularly in light of increasing Russian interest in the region. Thousands of
Japanese, including former samurai who had lost their traditional roles after the Meiji
Revolution, were encouraged to migrate to Hokkaido. They were offered land and
financial assistance, though many faced the immense challenge of adapting to
Hokkaido's severe winters and vast, untamed landscapes.

To aid in this ambitious undertaking, the Meiji government looked to Western
expertise. American advisors, such as Horace Capron, a former U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture, were invited to introduce Western agricultural methods and modern
technologies. While initially met with mixed results due to the unfamiliar environment,
these introductions, including new crops and European livestock breeds, laid the
groundwork for Hokkaido's future as Japan's agricultural breadbasket. The
establishment of institutions like Sapporo Agricultural College, now Hokkaido
University, in 1876, further cemented the commitment to modernizing the island.

The colonization effort was a profound transformation for Hokkaido, both
geographically and demographically. Vast natural forests were cleared for farmland,
and new towns and infrastructure, like Sapporo, were systematically planned and
built. The population of Hokkaido, which stood at approximately 58,000 in 1869,
swelled to over 5 million in just over a century. This period marked a significant shift
from the island's long history as a distinct land inhabited primarily by indigenous
cultures to its integration as an integral part of modern Japan.
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