
Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori circled the globe in early May to
meet with his counterparts in the Group of Eight (G-8) nations,
which will be holding their annual summit meeting this July in
Okinawa. Mr. Mori, having replaced the late Keizo Obuchi, who
passed away May 14, wanted to lay the groundwork for the 

upcoming meeting of the leading industrial countries. He met in
Washington with President Clinton on May 5, and the two leaders plan
to meet again in Tokyo on the eve of the July 21-23 Kyushu-Okinawa
summit. At that time they are expected to discuss the Japan-U.S. 
security alliance and other bilateral issues. Prime Minister Mori has
also announced that he will call for general elections for the Lower
House of the Diet, where his Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and its
coalition allies hold a majority, to be held on June 25. The official 
weeklong campaign will begin June 13. New elections must be held 
by October, and the Prime Minister’s decision comes at a time when
Japan’s fragile recovery is growing stronger, and economic numbers due
out June 10 are expected to show renewed growth in the first quarter of
the year. The Prime Minister praised Mr. Obuchi, a longtime colleague
and friend, for his activist policies at home and abroad, and noted he
was a man “who loved Japan so much.” Condolences poured in from
leaders around the globe. President Clinton said he was “deeply 
saddened” by the loss of a “strong and vibrant leader,” and praised his
“dedicated and principled public service.” The official  funeral will be
held June 8, upon the return to Japan of Emperor Akihito and Empress
Michiko who are on an official trip to Europe.              

(see page 2)
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President Clinton laughs with Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori, May 5, 
as they walk through the Rose Garden of the White House prior to
their meeting. (AP Photo/Susan Walsh)
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•  PRIME MINISTER MORI’S TRIP.
In advance of the Group of Eight (G-8) 
summit to be held in Okinawa July 21-23,
new Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori traveled
around the world to meet with his counterparts

from April 28 to May 5. His first stop was in Russia
where he met with newly-elected President Vladimir
Putin, who accepted an invitation to visit Japan later
this year. In Rome he met Italian Prime Minister
Giuliano Amato, in Paris he met with President
Jacques Chirac and in Berlin he met Chancellor
Gerhard Schroder. On May 3 he traveled to London
to see Prime Minister Tony Blair, before going to
Ottawa to meet with Prime Minister Jean Chretien.
Finally he met with President Clinton in the White
House on May 5. The late Prime Minister Obuchi
had crafted an ambitious agenda for the Kyushu-
Okinawa summit, to review some of the pressing
issues to be faced in the new century, and Prime
Minister Mori touched bases with the leaders to
assure the summit’s success.
•  CHINA RELATIONS DISCUSSED.
Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan of China visited Tokyo
in early May for extensive talks with his counterpart
Minister for Foreign Affairs Yohei Kono. He also
paid a courtesy call on Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori.
The two Foreign Ministers discussed high-level
exchanges and the visit to Tokyo of Premier Zhu
Rongji in the middle of October, economic and trade
relations, Japanese Official Development Assistance
(ODA) to China, the Kyushu-Okinawa summit, 
security issues and the Korean Peninsula. Over the
last 20 years Japan has provided some $23 billion in
economic assistance to China. The Zhu visit will be
the first by a Chinese Prime Minister since 1994.
•  ROYAL VISIT TO MONGOLIA.
Their Imperial Highnesses Prince and Princess
Akishino have been invited to visit Mongolia, and
are expected to make the trip sometime between the
last part of June and early July. The visit, the first of
its kind by members of the Imperial Family, will take
place on the occasion of the Japan-Mongolia
Millennium Festival of Friendship and Culture.
During their stay in Mongolia, the Imperial couple
will participate in the opening of the festival, and
meet and attend a dinner with President Natsagiyn
Bagabandi. Also on their itinerary will be a visit to a
cultural facility in Ulan Bator, a tour to the Gobi
Desert region and other regional areas.
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•  KONO TO SOUTHEAST ASIA.
Minister for Foreign Affairs Yohei Kono visited the
Republic of Singapore, the Republic of Indonesia,
and East Timor from April 28 to May 2. In Singapore
and Indonesia the Minister exchanged views on 
bilateral relations and the regional situation and
explained Japan’s views on the upcoming G-8 
summit, and its goal to reflect Asia’s perspectives at
the meetings. In East Timor, Kono, the first Japanese
Cabinet minister to visit there, reiterated Japan’s
commitment to continue supporting East Timor’s

NEWS DIGEST
PRIME MINISTER MORI’S

REMARKS ON 
MR. OBUCHI’S DEATH

Former Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi passed
away a short while ago. He assumed heavy
responsibilities as a prime minister and 
resolutely tackled important internal and 
external issues including the revitalization of the
Japanese economy. His efforts were gradually
bearing fruit, as the Japanese economy showed
some signs of spontaneous recovery. Mr. Obuchi
conducted active diplomacy and did his utmost
for world peace and stability. During my recent
visits to the G-8 countries, the leaders of each
country expressed their high regard for Mr.
Obuchi’s strong commitment to world peace and
the Kyushu-Okinawa G-8 Summit. Mr. Obuchi
made the decision on the Summit with a vision
for the future and held a strong personal 
commitment. It is indeed a great pity, therefore,
that he died without being able to see for 
himself the success of the Summit. We intend to
carry on his cherished desire and do our utmost
to make the Summit a success. 

Mr. Obuchi also gave deep thought to
the present situation of Japan and the direction
it should take in the 21st century. Expressing
concern about the situation of today’s society,
Mr. Obuchi gathered opinions from all sides
including experts to indicate the ideal image of
Japan in the 21st century for the building of a
wealthy country with virtue. He also actively
promoted studies on educational reform and the
structural reform of the social security system. 

Mr. Obuchi, who listened to the 
opinions of many without criticizing, left a deep
impression on me. I cannot suppress my sorrow
at the passing of this leader who loved Japan so
much. Together with the people of Japan, I 
hereby express my heartfelt sorrow.



independence and nation-building efforts. He toured
the city of Dili to gain insights on ways Japan can
offer future assistance. Meanwhile, the Minister of
International Trade and Industry was in Singapore
May 5 for talks on a proposed Japan-Singapore Free
Trade Agreement.
•  NEW AID PACKAGES.
At the meeting of the 16-nation South Pacific Forum
in Miyazaki, Japan on April 22, the Prime Minister
unveiled a $4 million aid package designed to 
promote information technology in the region, 
including setting up web sites, to purchase equipment
for education, medical services and environmental
protection and to address issues such as AIDS and
other infectious diseases, refugees, narcotics and
cross-border crime. Also, on May 11 Japan
announced it will grant Cambodia a total of $15.54
million for the removal of land mines, improving its
medical facilities and national highway construction.
•  ASIAN CURRENCY INITIATIVES.
Meeting in Chiang Mai, Thailand, Finance Ministers
from Japan, China, South Korea and the 10-member
Association of Southeast Nations agreed to defend
each other’s currencies in the event of another financial
crisis such as the one in 1997-98. The Ministers were
meeting on the sidelines of the annual meeting of the
Asian Development Bank (ADB). Japan’s Finance
Minister Kiichi Miyazawa said Japan is prepared to
contribute about $90 million to set up a fund to 
support the ADB’s fight against poverty.
•  PALESTINIAN AUTHORITY.
Dr. Nabil Sha’ath, Minister of Planning and
International Cooperation of the  Palestinian 
Interim Self-Government Authority, visited Japan May
17-19. Dr. Sha’ath held a Japan-Palestinian
Ministerial Political Consultation meeting with Foreign
Minister Kono and held meetings of the Japan-
Palestinian Joint Committee. The two sides exchanged
views on measures to strengthen the bilateral relations
in six committees:  Political;  economic  cooperation;
finance; industry and trade; private investment; and
education and culture. Palestinian President Yasser
Arafat visited Japan last October.
•  PIRACY CONFERENCE.
Maritime authorities from 15 countries, meeting in
Tokyo April 27 at a conference on combatting piracy,
were told by the International Maritime Bureau that
pirate attacks worldwide surged 40 percent in 1999.
The conference was overshadowed by the kidnapping
of 21 people in late April, including 10 foreign
tourists on Malaysia’s Sipadan Island by Filipino
guerrillas and bandits. Prime Minister Mori told the
conference that piracy has become an urgent issue for
Japan, as large Japanese freighters traveling in
Southeast Asian waters have been the targets. 
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•  PC SCALES SKYROCKET.
From a relatively slow start, Japan is 
suddenly speeding toward becoming one of
the world’s most Internet-savvy countries.
The Japan Electronic Industry Development

Association (JEIDA) announced in early May that
personal computer sales in Japan jumped 32 percent
to a record 9.94 million units, in the last business
year. The increase comes even as the economy has
been sluggish. 

Experts predict sales to jump another 20 
percent this year. PC sales for the January- March
quarter totaled 3.14 million, the first time sales
topped 3 million in any quarter, and up 30 percent
from a year earlier. High prices and high access fees
have kept the number of household PCs down to
around 28 percent at the end of 1999, compared 
with just over 50 percent in the U.S.
•  MOBILE PHONE EMISSIONS.
Japan will impose new limits on mobile phone
radiowave emissions, as concern mounts about the
health risks from radiation during phone use. Japan 
is one of the world’s largest mobile phone markets.
The number of users has soared to 57.95 million as 
of April 30, an increase of almost 2 percent over the
previous month. 

Almost half of Japanese adults own one and
the number is expected to rise to 70 million. The
Ministry of Posts and Telecommunication’s move is 
to be imposed by next year, and will comply with
international radiation safety recommendations.
•  NEW NIKKEI.
The influential financial newspaper Nihon Keizai
Shimbun, which created the Nikkei stock average, is
following Wall Street’s lead and reconfiguring its
index. On April 24, it replaced 30 so-called “old
economy” firms of the 225 stocks that make up the
index, with so-called “new economy” firms in
telecommunications and high-tech makers of robots,
and computers. The first major change in 9 years will
be followed by annual reviews based on trading values
and price fluctuations over the previous five years.
•  TOYS R US IPO DEBUT.
Toys R Us Japan Lt. received a warm welcome from
investors when it traded for the first time April 25 on
Japan’s over-the-counter market, with shares climbing
25 percent over the initial public offering. The Japan
unit is forecasting $15 billion in sales this year with
its number of stores in Japan climbing from 93 at the
end of March to 100 by next January, as the company
says it expects retail sales to pick up.
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KICKING THE HABIT
Some smokers, though aware of tobacco’s harmful
effects, just cannot bring themselves to quit. However,
with “no smoking” rules becoming increasingly
prevalent in workplaces, transit stations and  
hospitals, and even at home, there are fewer and
fewer places where smokers can light up. But now 
the Japanese government is stepping in with a 
program to help smokers quit. The Stop-Smoking
Support Program, which starts in fiscal 2000, aims to
offer advice on how to effectively break the habit.  

Smoking is on the decline in Japan, since
information on the dangers of tobacco has spread.
Another factor is the increasingly hostile social 
climate. Since 1988, when no-smoking cabs
appeared, prohibitions against smoking have spread
to trains, airlines, public facilities, and offices. 

This anti-smoking attitude is also taking root
in households. Smokers often find themselves exiled
to the balcony or patio, where their cigarettes cast a 
forlorn glow. This new breed of “fireflies,” as they are
called, has become a fixture of the Japanese landscape. 

A survey conducted by the Ministry of Health
and Welfare in spring 1999 shows that Japan still has
a high percentage of smokers; 52.8 percent of men
and 13.4 percent of women. However, 26.7 percent of
these smokers say they would like to quit, and 37.5
percent would like to cut down. 

Now the Ministry of Health and Welfare has
decided to take action. It cites smoking as a risk 
factor for many cancers, including lung and stomach
cancer as well as heart disease. According to the 
Ministry’s 1995 estimates, illnesses related to cigarette
smoking cause 95,000 fatalities in Japan each year. 

Recognizing smoking’s danger, it is moving to
raise public awareness of the risks. Meanwhile, it has
determined that smokers need government support in
the form of a program grounded in behavioral science
and pharmacology and, accordingly, plans to form a
panel of experts in these fields by summer 2000 to
put together a program at the earliest possible date.
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JAPANESE SINGLES 
AT HOME
People are having fewer and fewer children. In
1998 the average number of children born to a

woman over her lifetime dropped to 1.38, the lowest
figure ever recorded. Since the children of the first
generation of baby boomers are themselves now
reaching child-bearing age, experts are keeping an
eye on demographic changes with keen interest. 

People are also marrying later. Japan has one
of the highest percentages of single people in the
world. As of 1995, 92.6 percent of Japanese men and
86.4 percent of women aged 20-24 were still single,
while those figures for 25-29 were 66.9 percent for
men and 48 percent for women. By comparison, the 
figures for the latter age group were just 17.3 and 4.1
percent in China (1987), and 45.2 and 31.1 percent
in the U.S. (1990).

With Japan’s real estate shortage and high
prices, a growing number of these singles are staying
under their parents’ roofs. These so-called “parasite
singles” depend on their parents for most of their
basic needs. In 1995 a majority of single men and
women aged 20-24 still lived with their parents, and
even in the 25-29 age group, about 40 percent of men
and 35 percent of women still lived at home. Among
unmarried people aged 20-34, only 40 percent of men
and 20 percent of women lived alone. 

The parents of this generation worked 
during Japan’s rapid-growth era and are relatively
well off. Many own their own homes. They can thus
afford to pamper their kids and see no need to
drive them from the nest. Because of this, the 
“parasites” see nothing wrong living with their 
parents and eating the meals prepared for them;
they even leave the laundry and housecleaning to
their mothers while they use what they earn to 
travel abroad and buy designer clothes. 

Grown singles living with their parents 
claim they are following tradition. In the past 
looking after children until they married was normal.
And, there are practical obstacles to living alone. In
cities, rent can reach $1,400, while an average young
working women earns a monthly salary of $1,900.
The parents belong to a generation in which almost
all women are full-time housewives, and mothers are
glad to provide a nice lifestyle for their children,
allowing them to choose the job they want and buy 
a high standard of living by saving money on rent.

J
TRENDS IN JAPAN

A “GOLDEN” GOLDEN WEEK
The series of holidays spread over a nine-day
period in early May have always been a time to
travel. Now the Japan Travel Bureau estimates
that with the strong yen, this year was the
biggest ever, with 21 million people traveling
inside the country and 583,000 overseas — an
all-time record. Europe was the most popular
destination, followed by Korea and the U.S.
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The thought of bicycle touring Japan first
entered my mind as I whiled away a Sunday
morning in August, 1987 at Lake Biwa’s Zeze
Park in Japan’s Shiga Prefecture. At the time,
I was teaching English in Shiga as part of the 

Michigan-Shiga Sister State Teacher Exchange
Program.

As I relaxed lakeside on that lazy Sunday
morning, I realized how happy I was that I’d shipped
my bicycle from the States and was using it to 
commute to my teaching position, to run errands, and
to explore the local countryside. In my rides around
Shiga, I had encountered bicycling grandmothers,
grandfathers, housewives, salarymen, and students. 
It seemed like everyone in Japan rode a bicycle—
Japan was perfect for a bicycle tour.

However, eleven years passed before I again
gave serious thought to bicycling Japan. In 1998, 
I’d retired from teaching and finally had the time 
to plan such an adventure. I wrote to Japanese friends
for advice, gleaned information off the internet, and
read everything I could find on long distance 
bicycling in Japan. In August, 1998, I was ready to
go. Northwest Airlines and ANA shared in carrying
me and my bicycle from Washington D.C. to Sapporo
on Japan’s northernmost main island of Hokkaido,
where I started my ride on August 23, 1998.

My plan was to ride the coastal perimeter of
Hokkaido, then bicycle the length of Honshu,
Shikoku, and Kyushu as far as Cape Sata, the 
southernmost point of Japan’s four main islands.
From Sapporo, I bicycled Hokkaido’s  Sea 
of Japan coastline to Wakkanai, visited Rebun
Island, and paid homage to Cape Soya, the 
northernmost point of Japan. I continued along the
coastal roads of the Sea of Okhotsk as far as
Shiretoko National Park, where I turned south to
Kushiro on Hokkaido’s Pacific side. From Kushiro, I
explored Cape Erimo, the windiest spot in Japan.
After weathering a typhoon near Urakawa-cho, I
completed Hokkaido by catching a Muroran ferry to
Aomori on Honshu, Japan’s largest main island.

On Hokkaido, I’d camped, but on Honshu 
I enjoyed staying in minshuku, inexpensive family
run inns. Usually unsure of where I’d be at the end
of a day’s ride, I never bothered to make advance 

reservations. On September 26, 1998, I entered
Nezugaseki, a tiny fishing village on the Sea of
Japan, on the borderline of Yamagata and Niigata
Prefectures in northwestern Honshu. My cyclometer
read 86 miles, which was my longest daily mileage
total so far in thirty-five days on the road. Exhausted
after eight hours in the saddle, I had arrived in
Nezugaseki without a place to stay. It was dusk when
I started knocking on minshuku  doors in
Nezugaseki. Everything was either filled or closed 
for the season. I wandered back streets, spinning in
circles, even knocking on an inn’s door a second
time, forgetting that I’d been there earlier. I worried
that no rooms at the inns meant a night on the streets
for me, a gaijin guttersnipe.

From a side street, a small bowed woman
appeared and proceeded slowly up to me. I told her
of my unsuccessful room search. Together we
returned to the places that had turned me away; she
wanted to be sure that they were truly filled.Darkness
had fallen, but a light switched on in her eyes. She
told me to follow her and limped away haltingly with
her cane. Walking my loaded bicycle, I trudged
behind her to an ancient wooden house. She shouted
into the open foyer, which brought an older couple
out from the backrooms, with whom she conversed 
in rapid-fire Japanese. I caught only the part where
my bent over good Samaritan suggested that the
innkeepers give me a discount because I was 
bicycling Japan and did not have a lot of money.
I spent the night in that wonderfully creaking and
smelling of age-old wood, 200 year-old ryokan, a
classic Japanese inn. A hot bath soaked away aching
muscles; I was served the best Japanese meal of my
life; the breeze from the unscreened windows cooled
me through the humid night; and crickets in the 
garden below my room’s window sang me to sleep.

After a breakfast of steamy rice, ruby red cakes
of fish roe, an omelet, and green tea, I paid the bill,
which, thanks to the intercession of my aged friend,
was 1000 yen less than the normal rate. Just before I
left the ryokan, the innkeeper informed me that my
benefactress was a proud grandmother, who had a
grandson attending an American university. As I reset
my cyclometer to zero and got on my bicycle to 
continue towards my ultimate goal of Cape Sata, I 
wondered whose grandmother would be next to save me.

• Donald Schlief, a retired teacher, 
represented the State of Michigan as an
exchange teacher of English in Shiga
Prefecture, Japan in 1987. In the autumn 
of 1998, Don realized his dream of bicycling
Japan. His journey took sixty days and 
totaled 2322 miles.

T

BY 
DONALD SCHLIEF
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Voters in Osaka Prefecture, the second most
populous prefecture after Tokyo, elected
Japan’s first woman governor in a poll held
on February 6, 2000. Although the voter
turnout was a lowest-ever 44.58 percent, due

partly to rainy weather, Fusae Ota won a sweeping
victory with 1.38 million votes, 360,000 more than
the runner-up, Makoto Ajisaka.  

Ota, 48, was backed not only by the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) but also by the
Liberal Party, New Komeito, the Democratic Party of
Japan, and the Reformers Network Party. There are
currently nine female vice-governors in Japan’s 47
prefectures, but Ota is the first woman ever to
become a governor. 

Ota announced her candidacy only 10 days
before the campaigning period for the election 
started. Although she had 25 years of experience as
a career official in the Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry, and a stint as vice-governor of
Okayama Prefecture, she was nevertheless relatively
unknown in Osaka. Natives of Osaka tend to value
the local community, so there was criticism that Ota
was “parachuting” down from a government agency.

At first Ota’s campaign staff recommended
that she go with the image of the “Osaka lady next
door.” But Ota had grown up moving from one town
to another, because her father had been an employee
of the national railway, and she also took pride in her
career as a bureaucrat. 

Eventually Ota came to believe that the 
people of Osaka should be able to accept a nonlocal
if it was somebody who had looked at Osaka from
various parts of Japan and with a cosmopolitan 
perspective, and who could internationalize Osaka
and promote interaction with the global community.
So Ota decided to emphasize her achievements as a
central government official and as a vice-governor.
She also turned around the “parachute candidate”
criticism in her favor, highlighting her strong 
connections with the central government, including 
then Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi. This strategy
appears to have been one reason for Ota’s success.

Actually Ota is her maiden name. Since her
marriage she has been listed in the family register 
as Fusae Saito, but she has continued to use her
maiden name because “it’s more convenient for my
work.” In Japan most women still change their name
upon marriage, making it significant that Japan’s first

V

FIRST FEMALE 
GOVERNOR ELECTED

female governor is using her maiden name.
When Ota took over the gubernatorial post

the Osaka prefectural government was still in 
disarray, not yet having recovered from a scandal
involving Governor “Knock” Yokoyama (a former
comedian whose real name is Isamu Yamada), Ota’s
predecessor, which led to his sudden resignation.
And even before this, the prefecture had been in 
dire financial straits. Ota therefore faces a mountain
of issues in her new post. 

Aside from policy issues, Ota also has other
items on her agenda because she is a female.
Customarily at the awards ceremony of the grand
sumo tournament held annually in Osaka, the 
governor enters the ring to present the champion with
the gubernatorial prize. Ota told the Nihon Sumo
Kyokai (Japan Sumo Association) of her hope to do
the same at the tournament held in March 2000. The
association turned down her request 
saying that “women are traditionally not allowed in
the sumo ring.”  

The governor backed down peacefully this
time, but she has not given up hope. “I won’t force
my way into the ring,” she commented, “but I would
like the sumo association to consider positively the
issue in the future.” Not only the Osaka people but
the whole nation will be watching closely to see how
the Japan Sumo Association, which puts great
emphasis on tradition, grapples with this one. 

On an additional note, on April 16, 2000
Japan’s second woman governor took office in
Kumamoto Prefecture. In an election following her
predecessor’s sudden death, Yoshiko Shiotani, 
previously vice-governor, was elected with backing
from the LDP and New Komeito.

ANOTHER CRESTED IBIS
Another crested ibis chick has emerged from its
shell, the second domestically bred bird since
Chinese President Jiang Zemin presented a pair
of the rare birds to Japan two years ago. The
graceful bird, a favorite subject of Japanese
painters, was once plentiful in Japan, until rapid
development and fertilizers destroyed
its habitat. Researchers at the Sado Crested Ibis
Conservation Center on remote Sado Island, 180
miles northwest of Tokyo say there is one more
fertile egg continuing to show signs of hatching.
The first bird successfully reproduced in Japan
was hatched at the center last April.
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Those of us who first began seeing
Kurosawa Akira’s movies in the ‘50s and
‘60s will always connect him with Mifune
Toshiro. Born of Japanese parents in China,
Mifune was in his 20s when Kurosawa

starred him in “Stray Dog,” released in 1949. Even
then, Mifune displayed a powerful screen presence
and an ability to magnetize and hold the attention
of audiences. In this detective story, he drew con-
siderable attention and interest from audiences.  

Kurosawa’s next movie was “Rashomon,”
the movie that put both men on the international
map, but which was not especially popular with
Japanese audiences. This was an 11th century
story that depended on multiple flashbacks of 
contradictory accounts of what happened to three
people on one hot summer afternoon. In 1951,
Rashomon won the Grand Prix award, as well as
“Best Foreign Film” at the Academy Awards. It
also inspired a Hollywood remake of the story
called, “The Outrage,” starring Paul Newman.

Mifune played many a masterless samurai
during his years with Kurosawa. These were 
characters from the period when Japan was 
transitioning away from constant wars fought among
innumerable warlords who hired their own samurai
armies. As the country moved toward greater 
centralization and eventual peace, the lives of the
samurai were thrown into disarray as they increasingly
began to lose their “masters,” the warlords.  

Samurai were highly trained military men
who occupied a respected position in Japanese 
feudal society. They could not survive, however, in 
a Japan at peace, because although they had high
social rank they had no way to make a living. They
could not farm which was considered beneath their
rank. For the same reason they could not become
merchants. Traditionally, samurai were very proud
and were expected not to do anything that was
beneath their dignity. It was supposedly typical for a
samurai of that era to stroll down a street, using a
toothpick to clean his teeth as if he’d just finished an
immense and very satisfying meal— when the truth
was that those teeth had not chewed food in days. 

Mifune seemed born to play such parts. His
typical samurai character had a sword that could
decimate small armies, a natural quality of 
leadership, and an unwillingness to take himself

or his rank all that seriously — a quality that 
audiences found refreshing. His character did not
like fools, pompous bureaucrats, or bad guys. 
But he would always save a person in danger.  

In these movies, bad guys were clearly bad,
and good guys were clearly good. If this sounds a
lot like the traditional American cowboy genre, it
should. Audiences of those days on both sides of
the Pacific very much wanted to escape through
films to a place where everything is either black or
white with no confusing shades of gray.  

One of the qualities that set Mifune’s 
masterless samurai apart was the actor’s facility
with both dramatic and comedic parts. Although
he was not the first to create samurai characters
who were both invincible and funny, he was the
one that international audiences remembered.  

“The Seven Samurai” (1954), again with
Mifune, solidified Kurosawa’s international
reputation. Kurosawa was very creative with his
samurai sagas. “The Seven Samurai” was the most 
expensive film made in Japan up to that point. The
weather was terrible during much of the year-long
shoot, which both helped to delay some scenes and
helped to increase the dramatic impact of others
(such as a blinding rainstorm in which the 
villagers join the seven samurai in clearing the
town of bad elements). In America it won “Best
Foreign Film” at the Academy Awards. “The
Magnificent Seven,” the U.S. takeoff with Yul Brynner
and Steve McQueen was also very successful. 

Three years later, Kurosawa shot “Throne 
of Blood” with Mifune. He had Mifune wear a 
protective vest while archers shot real arrows at him —
a factor that may have added to Mifune’s high-energy
performance which George Lucas said inspired
“Star Wars.” If you are a serious Kurosawa fan,
you will remember that the story has a young
noblewoman in distress, and a strong character
who is determined to save her (Mifune).  

• Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer in
Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years living in
Japan. Next month she will write about how
“Kurosawa Tackles Shakespeare.”

KUROSAWA AKIRA’S
MIFUNE TOSHIRO

YEARS

T
The Kurosawa Akira classic, “The Seven Samurai,” starring Mifune Toshiro
(seen on the left holding a sword on his shoulder). (courtesy of Janus Films)
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Located at the southern tip of the Japanese
archipelago, Okinawa has long been 
considered to be a cultural crossroads, taking
advantage of its unique position near the
center of the Asia-Pacific region. The venue

of the Kyushu-Okinawa annual summit meeting of
the Group of Eight (G-8) industrial nations this July,
the island is a popular tourist destination.

Throughout its history, Okinawa maintained
close links with mainland Japan, China, and other
Southeast Asian nations while developing its own
original culture and traditions. Refined over more
than 400 years of cultural interaction, Okinawa’s
unique and healthy culinary traditions are an 
example of this heritage, and continue to play a large
role in daily living.

A remarkable aspect of today’s Okinawa is
the longevity of its people; Okinawans have some of
the longest average life expectancies in the world,
with 85.08 years for women and 77.22 years for men. 
The islands are also blessed with a relatively large
number of centenarians, or people over 100 years of
age, many of whom continue to lead active lifestyles.
One of the secrets behind such long and healthy
lives is thought to be the unique local cuisine.
Recently, the Japan Information & Culture Center in
Washington D.C. welcomed nutritional biochemist
Dr. Hiroko Sho of the University of the Air Okinawa
Study Center to speak on this subject.

According to Dr. Sho, a diet made up of
predominantly simple, natural ingredients and low
salt intake is a major factor behind Okinawans’
longevity. The strong Chinese influence in Okinawa
has made pork an essential ingredient in many
recipes. Okinawa’s geography has also heavily 
influenced food choices, with fish, soybeans, and
seaweed predominantly used. 

Sweet potatoes were a staple food for many
years because of the limited space for rice fields.
Pork and tofu, two primary protein sources, are eaten
with ample amounts of green and yellow vegetables.
Again because of the Chinese influence, stir-fry is
most common, with salt always used sparingly for a
lighter taste.

One typical Okinawan dish that exemplifies
this is goya chanpuru. Chanpuru is a mix of various
ingredients, most commonly a type of gourd, tofu,
pork, and bean sprouts, lightly fried in oil. The
gourd, used extensively in the local cuisine, is called

goya in Okiniwan dialect, balsam pear in English,
and niga-uri (bitter gourd) in Japanese and is high in
vitamins C and A. This simple yet nutritious dish is
typical of the type of Japanese cuisine that 
promotes longevity.

Dr. Sho also points to a well-developed
health consciousness towards how food is prepared,
and the maintaining of an active lifestyle as other
important secrets to longevity. Using the freshest
ingredients and preparing them in ways so that 
nutrients are retained and fat content reduced is
emphasized in local cuisine.

For example, with the majority of pork 
dishes, the meat is cleaned carefully and cut thin to
avoid fat, as well as often boiled in water so that
excess saturated fat can be skimmed off and removed
as it rises to the surface.

Thanks in part to a year-round warm 
climate, the elderly in Okinawa continue to engage
in productive activities and hobbies throughout their
lives, playing important roles in the island’s family
and community life.

Okinawan culinary traditions developed on
an island abundant in natural beauty. As the July 
G-8 summit approaches, the world will increasingly
see how much this island has to offer, including a
healthful, vibrant cuisine and lifestyle.

OKINAWA’S UNIQUE
TRADITIONS

L
A variety of Okinawan dishes.


