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Feature: Okayama’s Castles and Ruins

Okayama Prefecture is home to many
castles and castle ruins. Among the
castles with castle towers, | imagine
many of you have visited Okayama
Castle, built by Ukita Hideie, or BitchQ
Matsuyama Castle, designated as an
Important Cultural Property of Japan as
the country’s only “mountain castle with
a surviving castle tower.” This castle is
also famous because of its “cat lord” and,

’ dependlng on {he season, for being enveloped in a sea of

clouds making it the “Castle in the Sky”. Aside from these,
most of the castles and castle ruins in Okayama consist
only of remaining stone walls and moats, but their number
is said to be around 600.

In Japanese history, the period spanning approximately
150 years from the mid-15th century (1467) is known as
the “Warring States Period.” During this era, conflicts
erupted throughout Japan, and a phenomenon known as
“gekokujo” (the rise of the lower classes) occurred, in
which those of lower status or rank overthrew their
superiors and seized their positions. Known as “Sengoku
daimyo,” these warlords ruled their territories through
military might. To survive this era, samurai had to be
constantly prepared for enemy attacks, and their
residences gradually evolved into castles. Here are a few
examples from the many castles and castle ruins found in
Okayama.

1) Natsukawa Castle and Niwase Castle

About a 10-minute walk west from JR Niwase Station, in
a residential neighborhood, lie the ruins of two castles. Of
these two castles, it appears that Natsukawa Castle was
built first during the Sengoku period. The Sengoku daimyo
Mimura lechika built a full-scale castle here to defend
against attacks by Ukita Naoie. It was later conquered by
the Mori clan, then destroyed by Toyotomi Hideyoshi
during the water siege of Bitchi Takamatsu Castle, and
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the castle lords changed one after another. Today, the
ruins have been turned into a small park. The remaining
natural stone walls retain a glimpse of the castle’s former
appearance.

I A five-minute walk east from Natsukawa Castle, nestled
| in a quiet residential neighborhood, lie the ruins of Niwase

Castle. The Togawa clan, who distinguished themselves

i at the Battle of Sekigahara, lived here temporarily and
& established a castle town. Remnants include the relatively

large moat surrounding the site, stone walls along its
banks, and Sugayama Shrine, built within the castle ruins.
Around July, the “Oga Lotus”—a pink variety of ancient
lotus dating back 2,000 years—blooms beautifully here.
2) Tsuneyama Castle

Just south of JR Uno Line’s Tsuneyama Station lies Mount
Tsuneyama, with an elevation of 307 meters. The
honmaru (the castle’s central compound) was built at the
summit, and several castle structures—including
buildings and gates—were arranged around it, suggesting
that it was a relatively large mountain castle.

Tsuneyama Castle is known as the castle where the
“Tsuneyama Women’s Army” fought during the Warring
States period. In 1575, Tsuneyama Castle was besieged
by the massive armies of the Mori and Kobayakawa clans
and was on the verge of falling. When the enemy closed
in on the Ninomaru, just before the Honmaru, the castle
lord’'s wife, “Tsuru-hime,” and her 34 maidservants
launched a final battle but were cut down one after
another. “This is the end,” Tsuru-hime resolved, retreating
to the castle where she took her own life. The remaining
maidservants also took their own lives one by one, and
the castle lord committed seppuku, leading to the castle’s
fall.

In 1937, 40 gravestones and memorials were erected in
memory of the castle lord’s family and the female warriors.
Today, approximately 500 cherry trees have been planted
on this historic battlefield, and it is a popular spot for
cherry blossom viewing.
3) Kanagawa Castle,
Okayama City

The Matsuda clan, feudal lords of the Sengoku period,
ruled this area, and their descendants settled here and
built the castle over generations. However, around that
time, it was conquered by Ukita Naoie, who was
expanding his influence in Bizen. It is one of the largest
mountain castles in Bizen. Foundation stones and the
remains of wells can still be seen in various locations.

4) Kameyama Castle (Numa Castle), Numa, Higashi
Ward, Okayama City

Ukita Naoie lived at Kameyama Castle for over a decade
until he moved to Ishiyama Castle (Okayama Castle). It
was surrounded by marshes, which served as natural
moats. It is believed that his son, Ukita Hideie, was born
at this castle. Later, Naoie came to wield significant power
in Bizen Province. Today, only the earthen ramparts
(embankments built to prevent enemy intrusion) remain.
In addition, many tourists visit sites such as the ruins of
Tsuyama Castle (Kakuzan Park)—one of Japan’s 100
Famous Castles, where the Bitchu Yagura, now a famous
cherry blossom spot, has been restored—the ruins of
Bitchu Takamatsu Castle, which were featured in Akura
No. 152, and Oni no Shiro, an ancient mountain castle in
Soja City. If you're interested in castles, be sure to go on
a castle tour.

Mitsu-Kanagawa, Kita Ward,
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People Series: Ukita Naoie and Ukita Hideie
Father and Son who laid the foundations of Okayama

Recently, “banner flags” like the one shown on the left
have been appearing throughout Okayama City. Depicted

"7 here are the father and son, Ukita Naoie and Hideie. In

this issue, we'll introduce these two figures.

It is said that Naoie was born in 1529 at Toishi Castle
(Setouchi City), where his grandfather served as lord.
However, when Naoie was six years old, the castle was

" attacked and his grandfather died. Naoie was driven from

the castle but went on to serve the Urakami clan and

. became the lord of Otogo Castle (Higashi Ward,

Okayama City). From this point on, Naoie achieved great
success. He reclaimed his grandfather’s territories,
became the lord of Kameyama Castle, and expanded his
influence. Hideie was born there in 1572.

Naoie won battles in various regions and, around 1572,
seized Ishiyama Castle (Okayama Castle) in Okayama,
where he carried out major renovations. He then expelled
the Urakami clan, whom he had served, unified Bizen
Province, and became a daimyo ruling over a domain of
approximately 500,000 koku. Around that time, Oda
Nobunaga began advancing into the Chugoku region.
Although he initially opposed the Oda faction, he later
aligned himself with them through Hashiba Hideyoshi
(later Toyotomi Hideyoshi) and fought as a general in their
service. However, he died of iliness in 1582. Even during
the Warring States period, Naoie rose from nothing to
become a daimyo with huge lands through his own efforts
and laid the foundation for the castle town of Okayama.
When Naoie died, his son Hideie was 11 years old.
Because he was still a child, Hideie’s mother and the
retinue of vassals united to protect the Ukita clan. During
Hashiba Hideyoshi's siege of Bitchi Takamatsu Castle
(the “water siege”), the Ukita clan’s vassals played a
prominent role. Hideie found favor with Hideyoshi; upon
coming of age, he was granted the character “Hide” from
Hideyoshi’'s name and took the name Hideie, and he also
married Hideyoshi’'s adopted daughter, Go-hime. As a
military commander on the Toyotomi side, he participated
in numerous battles and supported Hideyoshi’s unification
of the country. He also served as commander-in-chief
during the two invasions of Korea.

Around 1590, he relocated the main keep to the site of
present-day Okayama Castle, and in 1597, he completed
the castle’s main tower. He then gathered merchants and
artisans to expand the town of Okayama and laid out
streets such as Omote-machi.

In 1598, Hideyoshi passed away. Hideie, who enjoyed
Hideyoshi’'s deep trust, served as one of the Five Elders
who governed the Toyotomi regime and supported
Hideyoshi’'s son, Hideyori. In 1600, with the Battle of
Sekigahara he never forgot the debt of gratitude he owed
to Hideyoshi and Hideie was the only one among the Five
Elders to fight as Vice-Commander-in-Chief of the
Western Army; however, he was unable to defeat the
Eastern Army led by Tokugawa leyasu.

Although Hideie’s life was spared, he was exiled to
Hachijo Island in 1608, where he remained until his death
in 1655 at the age of 84. He lived longer than any other
daimyod who fought at Sekigahara.
His grave is on Hachijo Island.
Hideie was never able to be
reunited with his wife, Go-hime.
Today, on Hachijo Island, seated
statues of Go-hime and Hideie
face the direction of Okayama and
stand side by side in harmony.
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Around Okayama: Okayama Station to Castle

“Burari” means taking a casual stroll without a specific
destination or plan, simply going wherever your heart
leads you. So, let’s take a leisurely stroll from Okayama
Station to Okayama Castle.

Currently, construction is underway to extend the
streetcar tracks into the station plaza in front of Okayama
Station, so please exercise a little caution. Riding the
streetcar is fine, but if the weather is nice, let’s walk.

With Okayama Station behind you, walk east along
Momotaro-dori Avenue, and you’'ll come to a footbridge.
The “Nishikawa” River flows beneath it.

As you continue on, you’ll reach the large Yanagawa
Intersection, where the streetcar tracks split into two
directions: straight ahead and to the right. There’s a lot of
traffic here, so be careful when crossing this intersection.
If you go straight instead of turning right with the tram,
you'll arrive in front of the Symphony Hall, a landmark of
Okayama City. This is also the entrance to Omotecho
Shopping Street. There are three ways to proceed: D
Go straight, walk slightly uphill along the road, and follow
the Asahigawa River, admiring Okayama Castle on your
right and Korakuen Garden—surrounded by lush trees—
on your left. @ Stroll leisurely through Omotecho
Shopping Street, window-shopping at the stores.Thanks
to the arcade, you can walk without worrying about the
sun or rain. @ Turn left and head toward the Orient
Museum and the Prefectural Museum of Art. Today, let’s
skip the shopping street and walk along the streetcar
tracks as they turn right.

On your left is the Bank of Japan’s Okayama Branch. This

By bank is Japan’s only central bank and is a bit different
i from ordinary banks. It plays major roles as the “issuing
8 bank,” the “bank of banks,” and the “government’s bank.”
@ Therefore, ordinary people and businesses cannot use its
3 services.

If you keep walking past it, you'll arrive in front of the
Chugoku Bank headquarters. If you turn right at this
intersection, cross the crosswalk, and walk west, you can
head toward Okayama Station, but today we’ll turn left
and head east. The avenue lined with dogwood trees is
called Prefectural Office Street, and it's a one-way street
for cars heading east. As you stroll along, you'll see the
Okayama Prefectural Government Building on your right
and the Prefectural Library on your left.

Continuing further brings you to Aioi Bridge, which spans
the Asahigawa River. Take a short break on the bridge—
you’ll see Okayama Castle to your left. After watching the
Asahigawa River flow leisurely and crossing the bridge,
you’ll find an embankment lined with cherry trees during
cherry blossom season. There’s a running trail along the
riverbank of the Asahigawa River.

You can walk along the embankment lined with cherry
trees to reach Korakuen Garden, but the traffic makes it
unsuitable for a leisurely stroll.

Turn back at Aioi Bridge, turn right at the police box, and
continue on to reach today’s destination: Okayama
Castle. Climbing the stairs and slopes to the large plaza
where the main keep stands while admiring the stone
walls is a bit of a challenge. However, once you pay the
admission fee, climb up to the main keep, and gaze out
over Korakuen Garden and the city of Okayama, the
fatigue from your stroll will vanish in an instant.
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Taking a leisurely stroll through downtown Okayama is a
delightful experience. Why not explore this city, which
changes its character with the seasons, here and there?
You're sure to discover a whole new side of Okayama.

Living Information: What Day is Today?

Following Issue No. 152, here are some special days in
October, November, and December. There’s plenty to
look forward to during these three months.

Christmas Eve and Christmas Day (December 24 and 25)
are probably what everyone looks forward to the most. |
wonder what kind of presents you’ll receive this
Christmas?

New Year's Eve (December 31) At temples across the
country, the “New Year’s Eve Bell” is rung 108 times. We
reflect on the past year and welcome the new one.
Okayama Education Day (November 1): In 2001,
Okayama Prefecture was the first in the country to
establish this day with the aim of “deepening residents’
understanding of education and promoting education
through the united efforts of schools, families, and the
community.” The week from November 1 to 7 is
designated as “Okayama Education Week,” during which
open house events, classroom observations, and other
activities are held throughout the prefecture.

Since the number “11” can be read as “ii” (meaning
“good”) in Japanese, there are many “Good [Something]
Days” in November. Good Couples Day (November 22) is
a commemorative day for couples to express gratitude to
one another and deepen their bond. Other examples
include “Good Teeth Day” (November 8) and “Good Meat
Day” and “Good Clothes Day” (November 29).

Eye Health Day (October 10) is a day to remind people to
“take care of their eyes.” Why October 107? It was chosen
because when you turn the number 10 on its side, it
resembles the shape of a person’s eyes and eyebrows.
Japan is a country with many national holidays. There
have been three in just the past three months.

Sports Day (the second Monday in October): October 10,
the date of the opening ceremony of the 1964 Tokyo
Olympics, was originally designated as “Health and
Sports Day,” a national holiday. In 2000, it was moved to
the second Monday in October, and in 2020, it was
renamed to its current name.

Culture Day (November 3) was established in 1948. It
commemorates the promulgation of the Constitution of
Japan. It is a day to “cherish freedom and peace and
promote culture.” A ceremony is held during which His
Majesty the Emperor confers the Order of Culture on
individuals who have contributed to the development of
culture. Many museums and art galleries across the
country offer free admission on this day.

Labor Thanksgiving Day (November 23) was established
in 1948 as “a day to value work and to celebrate and give
thanks for production.” It originated from the Niiname-sai,
an ancient Japanese ritual celebrating a bountiful harvest
of grains (a plentiful yield of rice, vegetables, and other
crops).
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Simple Cooking: Easy Okonomiyaki

Okonomiyaki is made by mixing your choice of
ingredients—such as meat, seafood, noodles, and
vegetables—into a batter of flour dissolved in water, then
cooking it on a griddle. It's typically eaten with
okonomiyaki sauce or mayonnaise. It's one of Japan’s
most iconic comfort foods, with variations like the
Hiroshima-style and Kansai-style, and there are many
restaurants that specialize in okonomiyaki.

Let's give okonomiyaki a try this time. Since it's a simple
dish, we’ll use a simple recipe. This is also okonomiyaki

« | Ingredients

1 bag (200 g) of shredded cabbage (cabbage sold pre-
shredded)
Potato starch: 2 tablespoons

Recipe

1. Open the bag of shredded cabbage, add 2
tablespoons of potato starch on top, and shake the
bag to mix in the starch.

2. Once the potato starch is mixed into the cabbage,
gently knead the bag about 10 times. (Be careful not
to use too much force, or the bag may tear.)

3. Heat a little oil in a frying pan, then add the cabbage
mixture directly from the bag. Shape it into a round
patty to fit the pan.

4. Cover with a lid and cook over medium-low heat (just
enough for the flame to touch the pan) for about 5
minutes. Flip it over and cook the other side. Once
both sides are cooked, it's ready.

5. Transfer it to a plate and top with your favorite sauce,
mayonnaise, ponzu, or other condiments.

Cooking time may vary depending on the size of your pan;
| used a 26 cm pan. If you'’re using a smaller pan, it’s best
to cook in two batches. Heat settings also vary depending
on your cookware, so adjust as you go while watching the
pan.

B Using these basic ingredients as a foundation, you can

add eggs, cheese, kamaboko, chikuwa, imitation crab
sticks, shrimp, and more to create a variety of different
okonomiyaki. If you add shrimp, be sure to cook them
thoroughly. Place them on top so that they end up on the
bottom when you flip the okonomiyaki—this ensures they
cook all the way through.
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Living in Japan for 37 years (First part)

It was 1989, | landed in Kansai Airport while coming to
Japan as an international student under Japanese
Monbusho’s invitation to pursue my higher education. The
Airport apparently floating on the sea and then my first
ever Sinkansen ride to Nagoya were thrilling experiences
for me seeing the high technology in communication and
the exquisite modernization of the two major cities that |
set my foot in. Here, | want to write about how | felt about
Japan, the Japanese people, and other foreigners when |
first came here 37 years ago.

We were 26 foreign students from different parts of the
world, and we were all placed in the Gengo center
(Language center) of Nagoya University to learn
Japanese for six months, and we all lived in the same
dormitory during that time. That was the wildest variety of
my first lovely multicultural and multiethnic experience for
the first time just after coming to Japan. The first
realization in such association was that we all missed our
countries and near and dear ones back there, and that led
to a very good bonding and friendship among the foreign
students to recompense for the loneliness we had when
we were away from our countries.

We had Japanese classes five days a week. After class,
we would gather every evening in the large hall-room of
the dorm and spend time together. Sometimes we cooked
and ate together, and we also often had badminton
matches. There were times when we went out to eat
together too. They were all fun and amusing, we all found
out a happy foreign student association while dealing
everyday with learning a new language and coping with
the food and culture in a foreign country.

We had the weekends to have more fun, and there we
received warm welcome and friendship from the
Japanese society existing in the Nagoya city at that time!
They used to come to our dorm mainly during Saturday,
they would help with clothes, utensils and other essentials
for a very cheap price, and most importantly, they would
mingle with us, make friendship and take us to different
programs and parties! The senior international students
who had arrived before us, also took much initiative to
help us, guide us in Japanese language and mingle with
us for hours so that we had a nice, comfortable and easy
life there. We, 26 foreign students in that batch, got used
to the life and study in Japan much quicker than
anticipated because of such friendly and lively
atmosphere offered by the Japanese society and the
other foreign students.

There was a special task in the studies of learning the
Japanese language, we had to go out into the city and
interview people on the streets when they had the time to
spare with us. This was for checking our Japanese in the
daily life communicating with regular Japanese people,
instead of conversing only with the Japanese teacher who
used English whenever necessary. We had to report that
to our Japanese teacher regarding the Japanese
communication skill we had gained after learning in the
class. We did not have any cell phone 37 years ago, so
we were given tape recorder to record our Japanese
conversation.
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Just 3 months after coming to Japan, we were in the
unknown Japanese streets talking to strangers and
recording the conversation completely in Japanese. We
interviewed Japanese men and women, they all could
understand that it was a part of our Japanese course, and
| could say for myself, to my pleasant surprise, | didn’t find
even one in some 10 people that | interviewed on the
street to refuse to talk saying that they were busy.
Amicably, all of them gave their time which was some
15minutes or so, and all were with smiling and friendly
faces. We had the set questions to ask, and then
continued the conversation normally after they
responded. When we shared our experiences later in the
Japanese class among each other, we found ourselves to
have the same impression about the Japanese people.
They were all very friendly, helpful and were very eager to
talk to foreigners who were completely unknown to them.
These experiences have helped me living in Japan for a
long time.

Next, | would like to write regarding how | felt about my
life in Japan afterward.

Akura Volunteers

Published 4 times in a year in English, Chinese, Korean,
Spanish, Portuguese and Vietnamese.

Harumi Kishimoto, Keiko Katayama, Hideshi Mori,
Toshiko Shimoyama, Ha Kyou, Akie Sakata,
Zaheed Mahmood

Facebook Page

The Okayama City International Friendship Association
has set up an official Facebook page where you can find
news and event information in multiple languages. Please
use the 2D barcode to take a look.
https://www.facebook.com/Kokusaika.OkayamaCity/

Contact Details

International Exchange Lounge (YOké6 KéryG Salon) in
Nishigawa Ai Plaza 4F:

10-16 Saiwai-cho, Kita-ku, Okayama City, 700-0903. Tel.
086-234-5882

International Affairs Division, Okayama City Hall:

1-1-1 Daiku, Kita-ku, Okayama City, 700-8544

Tel. 086-803-1112
https://www.city.okayama.jp/0000012949.htmi

Back issues from Reiwa 5th year are posted on our website.



https://www.facebook.com/Kokusaika.OkayamaCity/




