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A memorable tour to Okishima Island in Lake Biwa
and Lake Farm

One fine Sunday in the middle of November, I visited Okishima Island
in the lake Biwa with friends from KIFA Japanese Language class,
KIFA members and volunteer teachers. It was a bus tour arranged by
KIFA, Kusatsu International Friendship Association. The total number
of participants was about 44 if I was not mistaken. Being a student, it
costs only 2000 yen for the whole trip including transportation charges
and lunch.

The tour was started from the Ritsumeikan University Bus stop at
9 am. The weather was on our side. The sun was so bright and the
temperature was moderate. On the way, a lovely tour coordinator
gave us guidance in Japanese Language. After her guidance, Hoshi
Sensei translated it into English for international students. Besides, all
participants have to wear name badges to make it distinct from other
groups of tourists on the way.

It was around 1015 am when we arrived Horikiri port to take ferry to
Okishima Island. The port view is so beautiful that we couldn’t help
taking photographs while waiting for the ferry. Then the ferry reached
to the port and took us to the Island. I noticed that two men in blue
jackets were together with us on the ferry. At first, I did not know
who they are and why they were with us. But later I came to know
that they were tour guides for us on the island. It was 11 am when the
ferry reached the Island. Once we arrived there, we were divided into
two groups of Japanese people and international students in terms of
language. For our group, Hoshi Sensei translated the explanation of
the tour guide into English.

There were a few visitors on the island. The environment is so quiet
because the local people usually take the rest in the daytime. The tour
guide instructed us to follow two important rules: to be quiet when
he was silent in some areas and to refrain from smoking because it is
difficult to extinguish the fire which can spread easily on the island.
He explained about the interesting stores named in A, B , C etc. which
are built for the local people and if someone is going to live on this
island, he/she can own these stores with free of charge.

Moreover, the history of Okishima Island is very interesting. The
tour guide explained that Okishima Island is the only inhabited island
within Lake Biwa, Japan’s largest freshwater lake. He continued
explaining about the origin of local people who descended from a
group of exiled samurai. During the 12th century, seven samurai
were defeated in battle near Kyoto. They fled with their families to
Okishima and formed their own little village later. Many of their
descendants still remain on the island. They have one of seven
surnames from which the origin of their ancestors can be traced back.
I have already heard before that this island is also famous for many
cats which are also the inhabitants of this island. Being a cat lover, I
looked for the stray cats over here and there but I found only a few of
them sunbathing and hiding inside the bush. Besides, there is a big
shrine on the top of the rocky hill. It was so simple to make a wish at
the shrine. Bow for two times to the God, clap for two times and then
make a wish.

I also noticed that the island is surrounded by many Sakura trees.
Imagine how lovely the island is in Sakura blossoms season. Another
significance of this island is that local people have small gardens
besides their houses and usually offer flowers from their garden to the
shrine.

The local men make their living as fishermen. Women are housewives
who usually spend their time on chores and gardening. I saw the Japan
Post Bank ATM and Post office located on the island. I think it is a
good idea to provide good services for the convenience of the Local
people. Other buildings such as school and disaster shelter can be
found on the island. It took nearly one hour to look around the island.
Wandering here and there, I found only three local people working
outside their houses.

At around 12, lunch boxes and green tea were ready to serve inside the
large building near the port. We had a very delicious lunch there. The
lunch set includes small fish, prawns, fish tempura, assorted vegetable
tempura, sweet potato tempura and black sesame rice. Ocha/green tea
is my favorite and I like to have it while having meals every day. In
our country, we also have the green tea culture. We usually serve the
guests who come to visit our house with green tea. After lunch, we
have been wandering around the island for digestion until 1330 pm.
Then we left island for Lake Farm, the final place of our tour. On
the half way, the bus stopped at a public area where the local ice-
cream is very famous. It was enjoyable to have a big tasty ice-cream
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in cool weather. Around 3 pm. we got to the Kobaiashi farm which is
a family business in Lake Farms. The owner of the farm gave brief
explanation about the farm. The main point is that they use pesticides
correctly for consumers and environment. It is the only way to survive
in the competitive market in the long run. I dare say their business
will be more prosperous in future. As the last activity of the tour, we
had to harvest many kinds of vegetables such as lettuce, sweet potato,
soft potato, onions and taros in group work. Happiness for all was
harvesting vegetables on our own and sharing them with other group
members. I am dead sure that everyone had fun working together
under the guidance of the farm members.

It was getting dark when we returned to the University bus stop.
Thanks to KIFA, the whole trip was smooth, convenient and
memorable. We had a great time making fun with new friends and got
a good chance to getting to know more about interesting people and
places in Japan. Since travelling is one of my favorite hobbies, I have
made up my mind to join any further tour arranged by KIFA during
two year stay in Japan. This memorable tour reminds me of the quote
“To Travel is to Live” —by Hans Christian Andersen.

(GIMEXRFRELMER Iv>~Y—HEF Hnin Yee Aung)

The KIFA bus tour for fall season of 2019 was the “Eco tour in Shiga”
which was open to students and members of KIFA. For this tour, we
would visit Okishima island and Lakes farm for a vegetable harvesting
experience. Although I have lived in Shiga for more than three years, I
had never had a chance to visit Okishima Island located in Lake Biwa.
I was very excited to meet my KIFA teachers and also new people and
enjoy this tour together. To be honest, I had checked the information
online that Okishima was also known as ‘Cat island’ because of many
cats there, so I was even more excited to go! On the day of the tour,
we departed from Ritsumeikan University at 9:10am to Horikiki port.
The tour guide explained about the days schedule. After an hour we
arrived at the port to take the ferry to the island. There is a scheduled
ferry service to the island but the service is not frequent. The ferry ride
takes about 10 minutes and is very safe and enjoyable. On arriving
at the island, I was surprised to see a large bell at the entrance of the
port. Of course I rang the bell to show that we are now entering the
island! We were warmly welcomed by the local guides who showed
us around the tiny island and explained about its history. The group
divided into two groups for English guide/ Japanese guide. I joined the
English team since I was not confident in my Japanese language skill
and wanted to understand more clearly about the history of the place.
The guide requested that we follow two simple rules: to be quiet as we
move around the island, and to avoid smoking. He explained to us that
the fishermen had just returned from their job and would be taking
rest, and also since the roads were very narrow, our voices would carry
easily. For the same reason, if a fire broke out on the island, it would
be quite dangerous as it could spread very quickly. The island even
had its own Firefighting ferry instead of a firetruck!! Keeping this
in mind we moved around the island, and I found out that Okishima
was the only island in Japan located on a lake, with people residing
there. The history of how people of 8 clans came to settle there was
also fascinating. I was shocked to hear that the island also has an
elementary school and about 13 children go there everyday by ferry!
The lakeside is breathtakingly beautiful and I thought to myself that
the children are lucky to study along with nature. After searching a
lot, I finally came across a friendly cat and some which were sleeping
in the bushes. Later we returned to the port and gathered for lunch
which was a delicious bento made using ingredients grown on the
island and seafood from the lake. Finally we departed from the lake to
move towards the Lakes Farm for the harvesting experience. We could
harvest sweet potato, onion lettuce etc. The farmers were so kind and
friendly, and I was really surprised to see how neat and organized
the farm looked. We were divided into teams and the members really
enjoyed picking up vegetables for their teammates! My task was to
pick onions for everyone and I really did my best to look for the best
ones to share with my team. We collected the vegetables in bags to
take home and enjoy. It was a wonderful experience to meet people
and share these experiences with them. I could once again appreciate
the beauty of nature and simple way of living through this tour. I hope
more people can join the tour and experience Japan in the future!

(LBMEEAS EBIFMREELRE RIEdSIZO—X
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