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The Treasure of Lake Shinji—Yamato Shijimi
Oliver Marshall

In the evening, [ leave my house, and walk for ten minutes down
to the lakeshore. Expanding to the left and right of me, nestled between two
cities, lies Lake Shinji. Turning west, I follow the path along the shoreline
until I reach a certain point, and—a dreamlike scene appears before my
very eyes. The sun, dipping behind the mountains, casts a beautiful golden
light on the sky and water. Although I've lived in Matsue City for almost
four years, I never get tired of this view.

However, Lake Shinji isn't only a picturesque backdrop. For
centuries, it has been a vital source of food for the people of the [zumo
region. If you visit early in the morning, you can see fishing boats dotted
around the lake. Through rain or shine, these fishermen strive to provide
the highest-quality marine products, while carefully conserving natural
resources.

Of all the marine life that inhabits Lake Shinji, there are seven
species that are especially famous, known as the “Seven Delicacies of Lake
Shinji"—Japanese seabass, greasyback shrimp, freshwater eel, Japanese
smelt, Japanese icefish, common carp, and basket clam. One of these
delicacies, basket clam, actually makes up over 90% of all the marine
product harvested from Lake Shinji annually.

To learn more about the basket clams (shijimi) of Lake Shinji—
an indispensable part of local food culture—we were guided by Mr. Masaki
Kuwabara of the Lake Shinji Fishing Association. According to Mr.
Kuwabara, there are three species of basket clam in Japan. Among those,
yamato shijimi (Corbicula japonica), which only lives in brackish water, is
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known for being the most delicious. Connected to the Sea of Japan, Lake
Shinji is a brackish lake, and is also blessed with the largest amount of
yamato shijimi in the country.

The Lake Shinji Fishing Association restricts the number of
fishermen who can catch these prized yamamto shijimi to about 270
people. In addition, Mr. Kuwabara explained that to prevent overfishing,
these fishermen must follow various rules such as when and where they
may fish, as well as how many clams they can catch in one day.

For those of us who always view fishing boats from afar, we may
struggle to imagine the sheer physical strength required with such an
occupation. With this in mind, Mr. Kuwabara offered to take us onto his
boat, in order to see the action up close.

At seven o'clock in the morning, my colleagues and I gathered at
a small dock by the Ohashi River in Matsue City. In turns, we boarded Mr.
Kuwabara's boat, and headed out to the lake. Upon nearing one of the
fishing boats, he shouted “good morning!” Standing in the middle of the
boat, a fishermen held a long pole with a stainless steel basket on the end
(called a “joren”). While carefully shifting his body weight, the fisherman
used the pole to scrape the bottom of the lake. “This method of catching
clams is called ‘tegaki’ (hand catching),” explained Mr. Kuwabara. With the
boat's engine switched off, this physically intensive method involves moving
the approximately 10 kg pole back and forth a number of times to collect
the clams. Making sure to not block their operation, we rode around the
lake, speaking to a number of fishermen. They all kindly spoke to us,
despite being hard at work.

Before being brought to market, the clams must be sorted
according to size and quality. Thanks to Mr. Kuwabara, I was also able to
view this sorting process myself.

At the mouth of the Sada River where it connects to Lake Shinji,
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we visited Mr. Motoki Ibara, a fisherman with over 12 years of experience
catching basket clams. Upon entering a bright, airy room facing the river,
Mr. Ibara was already busy sorting. Swiftly picking up a handful of clams
from the pile, he scattered them onto a stone tablet, as if throwing dice. He
then proceeded to pick a few out, discarding them and throwing the rest
into a net. “Sorting clams... by throwing them on a stone?” I wondered.
Without even pausing his work, Mr. Ibara turned to me and explained. “We
listen to the sound the clams make when they hit the stone, to determine if
there are any empty shells to be discarded. By the way, us locals say that
the clams make a ‘gapo’ sound if they are empty.”

I was impressed that a single day’s catch may contain up to
30,000 clams—and yet Mr. Ibara carefully sorts each one by hand.

Lake Shinji is an inseparable part of the lives of the people of
Shimane Prefecture. For this reason, the fishermen of the Lake Shinji
Fishing Association strictly follow rules to protect this precious resource,
while bringing the lake’s delicious gifts to our tables.

Whether in a miso soup or as a topping for pasta, I highly
recommend trying these healthy and succulent Lake Shinji basket clams.
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An Experience of Nature—and an Aquarium with “Gogi”

Lee Jung-Hyun

Matsue City, the capital of Shimane Prefecture, is also known as
the “City of Water"—it sits between Lake Shinji to the west, Nakaumi to the
east, and the Sea of Japan to the north. In addition, Lake Shinji and Nakaumi
are registered wetlands under the Ramsar Convention—not only are they
visited by many waterfowl, but they are also recognized as “important
nurseries for endemic and other species of fish.” In particular, both lakes
form the largest brackish water area in Japan (where sea water mixes with
fresh water), which makes them home to a variety of aquatic wildlife.

Upon hearing that there is an aquarium where you can see these
aquatic creatures, we decided to visit. Called the “Gobius™ Lake Shinji Nature
Museun, it is located in Izumo City on the western shore of Lake Shinji. We
learned that the aquarium’s nickname “Gobius” comes from the Latin word
“gobio,” referring to the gobies and other small fish found in Lake Shinji and
Nakaumi. Here, you can meet 10,000 aquatic animals from the 200 species
that inhabit Shimane. At the entrance, visitors are welcomed by a spectacle
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of migratory fish called ayu (sweetfish), and then the waterside journey of
Shimane begins. From inside the hallway, you can see little outdoor ponds.
Transparent sections of floor also let you peer below at Japanese tortoises
and freshwater fish swimming about.

Proceeding through the hallway, you can meet aquatic creatures
from brackish waters. A special feature of this area is that it contains the
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only tank in the world where you can observe shirauo (Japanese icefish) all
year round. We learned that icefish are very delicate and difficult to raise.
With just the right amount of light shining into the tank, the icefish
shimmered with dazzling colors as they swam about—appearing not as
living creatures, but as works of art.

Next on our journey, before visiting some river wildlife, we came
across a large divided tank simulating the water environments of both Lake
Shinji and Nakaumi. The concentration of salt differs between the two lakes;
Lake Shinji contains one tenth of the salt found in the sea, and Nakaumi
contains one half—therefore, different creatures inhabit each lake. It was
interesting to see this stark difference in one place.

In the “River Creatures Corner,” there was a large tank where
visitors can compare the various fish living upstream, midstream, and
downstream of the river. It was here that I saw the most memorable fish! Its
name is “gogi” (char). In fact, fish are called “mulgogi” or “gogi” in Korean;
saying “let’s go catch gogi” actually means “let’s go fishing.” Although the
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origin is not certain, I have heard that the name “gogi” may come from the
name given by early Korean engineers who traveled from the Korean
peninsula to Japan in ancient times, when tatara iron manufacturing was
flourishing. I felt close to home by hearing this familiar name in Shimane as
well. In addition, there were 6sanshouo (Japanese giant salamanders) on
display—these creatures are protected as “Special National Monuments,”
only live in fresh water, and are said to live for around 100 years. My
curiosity was satisfied as I saw firsthand the size of a creature that I had only
seen in pictures.

Upon leaving the River Creatures Corner, there are water tanks
containing non-native species, the “Learning Counter” where visitors can
listen to talks by the staff (every weekend and public holiday), and the
“Touch Pool” where you can directly touch some of the creatures. We
learned that in the past, the Touch Pool even had batoids (commonly known
as rays). The staff regularly switch out the animals, taking care to monitor
their stress levels. While we were there, a crayfish was waiting to greet
visitors.

Last on our journey, there was a large tank that wrapped right
around the hallway. It felt as if we were actually inside a lake. We stayed for
a while, mesmerized at the sight around us.

Before visiting Gobius, I remembered the locally famous “Seven
Delicacies of Lake Shinji” and the “Seven Delicacies of Nakaumi” (Japanese
opossum shrimp, Japanese sardinella, spotnape ponyfish, flower crab,
yellowfin goby, Fusinus ferrugineus [sea snail], and Korean rockfish), and
simply thought that “there must be plenty of delicious fish on display.”
However, upon learning about the variety of organisms and ecosystems, and
by seeing them up close, I began to feel that they were not only “Seven
Delicacies,” but that they were living creatures. I also saw the reality that
many species are in danger of disappearing. In order to preserve these
creatures and ecosystems for future generations, we must take care of our
natural environment. So I wonder—what can we do now, no matter how
small, to protect our natural world?
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Strawberry Picking
in Yasugi
Khakimova Liliya

It has been two and a half years since I started living in Matsue
City, Shimane Prefecture. I have visited all the cities in the prefecture and
tried various experiences. But I had rarely been to Yasugi City, even though
it is the closest city to Matsue. I had been to the Adachi Museum of Art,
continuously ranked the number one Japanese garden in Japan since 2003,
and Kiyomizu Temple, the only three-storied pagoda in the Sanin
region-but I didn't know much about other places of interest in Yasugi. In
fact, I passed through Yasugi each time I went to Yonago City, and I had the
impression that Yasugi farms must grow a great variety of vegetables.

One day, I heard that there is a strawberry picking farm in
Yasugi, so [ was very intrigued. Originally, there were not many farms
offering strawberry picking in Yasugi, but since demand exceeded supply,
the number of farms offering strawberry picking has increased. Currently,
there are five such farms, and most of them are open from around March.
Detailed information about them can be found in the “Yasugi Strawberry
Picking Guide.”

We went to “Watanabe Tourist Farm,” which is the only one that
opens from January, and learned a lot in an interview with the owner, Mr.
Watanabe. Watanabe Tourist Farm has operated its strawberry picking

business for 18 years, and they have also produced pears, mandarin
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oranges, and grapes for a long time. Since different fruits ripen at different
times, you can taste a variety of fruits for almost a whole year. At Watanabe
Tourist Farm you can enjoy strawberry picking from January to June, grape
picking from August to October, and mandarin orange picking in November
and December.

The strawberry variety at this farm is called “Benihoppe” (‘red
cheeks”), which is grown in a greenhouse at a temperature of 7°C - 28°C. In
winter, the fruit-bearing period is longer. The fruit ripens in 40 days, but
this actually makes the strawberries sweeter.

However, Watanabe Tourist Farm was also affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic-95% of the reservations for strawberry picking in the
spring of 2020 were cancelled. This situation seems to have begun
improving little by little during the grape picking season last August.
Furthermore, since people cannot easily travel afar, the number of recent
customers has even increased.

When [ was a child, my parents made a strawberry patch on the
land in front of our house, so I could eat as many strawberries as I wanted
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every day from June. My mother used to crush raw strawberries, mix them
with sugar, and make a delicious dessert that can only be eaten in the
summer. She also made jam to enjoy the berries in the winter, too.

Since we made delicious desserts using only the strawberries
from our patch, I was sure there must be many strawberry products in
Yasugi, since they put so much effort into growing them. At the roadside
station “Ara Essa,” the “Yasugi Ichigo Ichien Fair” is held from December
15th to May 31st, and the 15th of every month is Strawberry Day.

“Ichigo Ichien” means “Matchmaking Strawberry,” which is a
play on words; it sounds like the Japanese four-character idiom “one time,
one meeting” which describes a cultural concept of treasuring the
unrepeatable nature of a moment.

Every year during the fair, various strawberry products are
displayed at the roadside station “Ara Essa,” and sometimes new products
are also introduced. They even sell a limited amount of expensive varieties
of strawberries that are difficult to find elsewhere.

By the way, I bought this year's new product-strawberry
butter-and it was very good!




Swans of Shimane

Felipe Nascimento

Shinji-ko Green Park is located on the western shore of Lake
Shinji (Shinji-ko), a 10-minute walk from Koyukan-Shineki Station on the
Ichibata Electric Railway line. Simply put, it is a fun place to learn about the
nature of Lake Shinji and the animals that live there. From the entrance to
the bird observatory building, you can walk along the path called "Kinkuro
Road” and enjoy the surrounding environment. On that path towards the
bird observatory, you will find the "Nature Forest" and the "Memorial Forest”
on the right. If you want to take your time, I suggest taking a stroll along the
small path that runs through them. On the left side of the path leading to
towards the bird observatory is the bird sanctuary, which is surrounded by
walls allowing the birds to relax without having to worry about humans. But,
in the wall there are four observation windows at different heights to match
the heights of anyone from children to adults, making it perfect for
observing as a family. Inside, there is a pond and a waterhole so you can
enjoy watching birds drinking water and washing themselves.

Upon entering the bird observatory, you will realize it is divided
into two floors. The first floor is the “Learning Floor” and the second floor is
the “Experience Floor”. The permanent exhibition on the learning floor
features a wall covered with the pictures and names of the typical birds of
Lake Shinji, and includes a monitor located in the middle of the floor that is
always playing videos of these birds in flocks. Visitors can also learn about
the Ramsar Convention, which lakes
Shinji-ko and the Nakaumi are registered
under. The Ramsar Convention is an
international treaty that seeks to protect
wetlands important for waterfowl and
other plants and animals. And, wetlands
that meet certain criteria are registered as
Wetlands of International Importance.
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Felipe Nascimento

The experience floor is the highlight of the facility. The wide glass
windows offer a panoramic view of Lake Shinji, and the spotting scopes
provide a clear view of the wild birds. Life-size silhouettes of birds are painted
on the walls to give you a sense of their size. Furthermore, you can enjoy the
birds not only visually, but also tactilely. There is a wooden bird that
simulates the body temperature of a real bird, and when you hold it in your
hands you will realize how much warmer they are than humans. There is also
a life-sized tundra swan stuffed to simulate the weight of a real one, and you
can lift it up to feel its weight. Despite it being called a “little swan” in
Japanese, the tundra swan is actually a large bird; its wingspan is over two
meters and weighs around five kilograms. Sometimes looking at the numbers
is not enough, so it's fun to check them out in person because sometimes
they can surprise you. Currently that exhibit is on hiatus to prevent the
spread of the coronavirus, but when it is all over and can be displayed again,
it would be nice to visit and experience it again as a way of celebration.

Most of the birds that come to Lake Shinji during the winter are
waterfowl, with the most common being from the swan family. The tundra
swan is the most commonly observed of these birds. Their white bodies and
elongated necks make them look very appealing to the human eye, and
watching them flap their wings through a spotting scope or with the naked
eye is very exciting. Swans are migratory birds, so they lay their eggs in
northern regions such as Siberia in the summer, and in the fall, fly about
5,000 km to Japan. The tundra swans fly to lakes Shinji-ko and Nakaumi in
early to mid-October and stay until early-March, when they fly back. During
their time here, they nest in areas like where the Hii River flows into Lake
Shinji, and feed in the rice paddies around the western shore of the lake. Lake
Shinji Nature Center Gobius, which is also featured in this issue of the
magazine, is next door, so why not take a trip to both? In addition to the Lake
Shinji area, the tundra swans also spend their winter in the Nakaumi area, and
can be seen in the rice paddies of Yasugi City. When strawberries are in

season, why not pair strawberry picking with swan watching in Yasugi City?
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