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Kazawa Onsen

Kazawa Onsen is a naturally carbonated hot spring containing magnesium and sodium
bicarbonate. Most onsen in Gunma Prefecture are simple hot springs that contain only
trace minerals or are sulfate or chloride hot springs. Water flows from the source at 47.5
degrees Celsius and cools on its way to the surface, so there is no need to heat or cool
the water before using it to fill the baths. The carbonated water is believed to aid
circulation, stimulate the peripheral nervous system, and benefit the skin.

The Kazawa springs have long been known as a source of healing. One myth of the
onsen’s discovery dates to 650 and tells of villagers climbing up the mountains to
investigate rising white smoke. There, Yakushi Nyorai, the Buddha of healing and
medicine, manifested before them and hot water gushed forth from the ground. Another
legend attributes the name “Kazawa” (meaning “deer stream”) to a story of a wounded
deer healed by the onsen’s waters.

Minamoto no Yoritomo (1147-1199), founder of the Kamakura shogunate (1185—
1333), ordered the construction of a hut at the hot spring while he was hunting in the
area in 1193, but the first documented bathhouse was not established until 1562.
Kazawa Onsen enjoyed great popularity throughout the Edo period (1603—1868), when
it became a bustling town of inns and day-use facilities. By 1918, it had five public
baths and welcomed around 5,000 visitors annually.

Disaster struck that same year. A great fire destroyed the town, with only Koyokan
Inn left standing. Koyokan survives to this day, but the rest of the onsen facilities were
rebuilt in a larger, flatter area. The first three inns of the new Kazawa Onsen opened the
following year, in 1919.

The 100-Kannon Trail
Although the springs are located in Gunma Prefecture, they were historically popular
with the residents of Tomi, a city across the border in Nagano Prefecture. The 12-
kilometer road from Tomi to the old Kazawa Onsen is lined with 100 Kannon statues,
evenly spaced 1 cho (approximately 109 meters) apart.

Kannon, also known as Avalokiteshvara in Sanskrit, is the bodhisattva of
compassion, responsible for delivering sentient beings from suffering. The statues
depict six incarnations of Kannon, each responsible for saving beings in one of

Buddhism’s six realms of existence. Most of the statues were created over a ten-year



period between 1864 and 1873. They are attributed to a single stonemason, Nakayama
Kiun, but his daughter is said to have helped complete many of the statues after he fell
ill in 1869.

While Kannon statues commonly line the routes to temples, it is unusual for them to
mark the path to a hot spring. They were placed here to allow visitors on the road to the
onsen to pray for safety on their journey. Of particular note are the first, fiftieth,
eightieth, and one-hundredth statues. These statues are larger than the others and depict
Nyoirin Kannon, Horse-Headed Kannon, Sho Kannon, and Thousand-Armed Kannon,

respectively.
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Conservation of Japanese Azaleas in Yunomaru Highland

In the grasslands of Yunomaru Highland, human activity has created environments for
many flora and fauna, including rare and endangered species. As people become more
aware of the effects of climate change, it is easy to assume that all human activity leads
to habitat loss and damage, but the full story is more complicated.

Yunomaru Highland was originally forested. Amid a boom in pastoral agriculture at
the start of the twentieth century, much of the forest was felled to open up the land,
where 300 horses, cattle, and sheep were then pastured. The gentle slopes were well
suited to grazing livestock. However, Japanese azaleas (rengetsutsuji), like other
members of the rhododendron family, are poisonous. The animals avoided eating the
azaleas and instead ate other, competitor plants.

This led to the formation of widespread azalea groves that bloom reddish orange
every year between mid-June and early July. Japanese azaleas have two to eight petals
instead of the usual five and their vermilion color becomes more striking with altitude.
The summit of Mt. Yunomaru (2,101 m) is the highest altitude at which the flowers can
be found in central Japan, which brings additional attention to these groves as a
sightseeing spot. At their most numerous, more than 900,000 bushes are thought to have
been found across Yunomaru Highland. In 1956, the Japanese azalea was designated a
protected species due to its number and distribution, the color of its flowers, and its
relationship to the Yunomaru ecosystem.

Commercial grazing in the Yunomaru area went into decline beginning in 1975. The
absence of grazing cattle allowed taller shrubs and trees to regrow, bringing about
gradual reforestation. As the azaleas competed for sunlight in the rising forest, their
number fell by 78 percent to roughly 200,000 plants.

Recognizing that the loss of the grasslands would lead to the disappearance of the
protected azaleas, residents formed a volunteer association to help preserve them.
Today, a team of around 30 volunteers, assisted by 30 cattle retained solely for
conservation purposes, plays a vital role in preserving 272 hectares of grassland. The
volunteers work to clear the area of larch, crab apple, and other tall plants, and the cattle
graze on the rest. Azalea numbers are now closely monitored as part of an ongoing
university study, and today more than 600,000 bushes can be found throughout
Yunomaru Highland.
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Formation of the Eboshi Volcanic Group

The Eboshi Volcanic Group is a 22-kilometer-long chain of 19 inactive volcanoes near
the border between Gunma and Nagano Prefectures. The geological legacy of this
terrain includes hot springs and natural gas vents (fumaroles), rare flowers, and areas of
rich black soil.

The Eboshi Volcanic Group lies on a lowland rift known as the Fossa Magna, which
is Latin for “great crevasse.” The rift stretches from the Sea of Japan to the Pacific
Ocean, and it was here that two different portions of the island of Honshu joined
together. The movement of tectonic plates released magma from the Earth’s mantle,
which created seafloor volcanoes throughout the Fossa Magna region. Further tectonic
activity, together with eruptions from these volcanoes, eventually raised the underwater
trench to mountainous land well above sea level.

Volcanic activity began in the Eboshi Volcanic Group area sometime between 1
million and 800,000 years ago. Mt. Eboshi, one of the oldest and westernmost
volcanoes in the chain, was formed between 450,000 and 240,000 years ago. Because
the sites of eruptions gradually shifted eastward, the volcanoes in this chain are
progressively younger the farther east they are located. The youngest volcanoes, Mt.
Higashikagonoto and Mt. Nishikagonoto, are thought to have formed less than 100,000
years ago. The magma pocket that formed the Eboshi Volcanic Group has since
continued eastward to form the Asama Volcanic Group, which is still active.

The volcanoes in the Eboshi Volcanic Group are a mixture of stratovolcanoes and
lava domes, and there is considerable diversity in their appearances. Stratovolcanoes,
such as Mt. Eboshi and Mt. Mizunoto, feature steep, conical shapes formed through
repeated eruptions of hot, quickly flowing lava. Lava domes, such as Mt. Yunomaru, are
formed from a single, slow eruption of cooler, more viscous lava. Erosion has further
shaped these volcanoes, causing sections to wear down and collapse. This has exposed

different layers of igneous rock that resulted from the ways the mountains were formed.

The Benefits of Volcanic Soil

The Eboshi Volcanic Group area has rare alpine flowers seldom found elsewhere,
including an abundance of speedwell (gunbaizuru) and lupine clover (shajikuso). The
area also supports plants such as Japanese azalea (rengetsutsuji) and Japanese larch

(karamatsu), Japan’s only coniferous plant to shed its leaves each year.



The land here is also characterized by its black soil. The soft, airy soil is formed from
volcanic ash and is rich in organic material, but its properties do not allow crops to
absorb phosphorus from it. Most people considered this soil unfit for agriculture until
the twentieth century, when the component the plants were missing (phosphorus) was
identified and supplied with phosphate fertilizer, unlocking the black soil’s potential.
The slightly acidic soil is rich in minerals that, along with the area’s cooler

temperatures, make it well suited to growing crops, such as potatoes, corn, and cabbage.

BIEFXILEORKDIIS

EEFANLEHE, BB REREFFBEOBIRIA(CHD, 22 FOX—NUINDOTERS 19 OARN LN
SERMENTOWTORRERORATAEHF, (BRFL)  BUWMEL . SENRERLTOMISREDIEF
HEEZBL T,

BIEFNILEHE, ST TIREREIB 12BIKT 2TA4vH YT L THISN 2R OME (A1
BLTWS, COMEFAARBNS KIFFTHUTED, AMNOERSD 2 DOEPDNIITDIRHD
2o TL—hOBENCLD., HEROY> NUMSYIIAREEN. JAYH YT F—HICBERN IR
ENfz. EBIC CONILDEN EMFYZEENC KD, BEDBFHRILHN (OBtke XS LEIZ LS
NEPERRUTZ,

NILSESNE, BIEFNILAHBIET 100 HHRINS 80 HFRIOMICIEF T, CONILBFDEREF
(CAIBL. /REEVNILOVEDTHIEMET LU, 45 FERINS 24 HERIOBICR KRN, &
NOBSZFRIR A2 (CRNAEFSEIUITIZ8D. CONILBFDON LG, RATUZERZ RS NIZEAHERL L,
BROFTULVWANILTHZERE /SILEmE/EE. 10 AERICEMENEEZISNTVS BIETF
NINBFRZ R UL B ED(E. ZOBECEN > TREIL. IRTEDEB R OK BN LB 2 RZARL
Iz

SIEFNLBFONILEHRENLEEE R—LDRETHD . ZARMECEAIMREZEHRL TS, 5
MEF LUK EBILREDRKE NI, ERTRNORWEENMEEESIER L TSNS M
HAZZL TWD. BOAULDLINEE R— Al MENSCBIZWEENPKDE—ERIFEHL T
BENTWD REIERCKD. XILO—EBFHIDESNARET 22T NILORZEGEIZETEHCIZN
RaDERIENELTS.

XEHIROERE

SIEFNLBHURIC S, T2y SIYIRE MTEHFEDRASNBVELLE ILIEYIH'E
E(CBELTWS. CORIEIC(E. L2TYYSPAA—OBFEZEE T EEHEMTHINIYY
REDIEMEBREL TS, Fo. OISO, BELTEONTLSILERHHO—DOTHD. N
RO ZBRSNIZEDESI GBSO RVWTIEIEHCEATVSN, 2DME RN %

RUNTZTENTER, 20 HHACICBBFT. COTIRFRZECIESRVEZ ZSN TV, HEVDIC



ARBUTWERRS (V) DYFESN. VDESAERININZASNBLS(CHHT, 2 0EMAFEIEINS
3z, COFEEEMEDTIREIZRIIINEE T, COMIFOTIEMENWCEBIEFELT. SvhHME.
ROEODS . FeRYREDVEYIDOFIZ(TEL TLVS,



| | 015-004 |
SBS #4 [SILEIMIOFEHFH]
&R 410/500 7K

The Melody Line and the “Yukiyama Sanka” Folk Song
Vehicles driving downhill past the old Kazawa Onsen at around 40 kilometers per hour
are likely to be filled with a familiar tune: “Oh My Darling, Clementine.”

This is the Melody Line, a “musical road” installed in 2010 on Prefectural Road 94.
Musical roads use grooves on the road surface to produce sound when driven on at an
appropriate speed. As of 2024, there are 38 musical roads across Japan, each with a
unique song.

It may come as a surprise to hear the tune of an American folk ballad in the Japanese
highlands. The melody itself predates the lyrics of “Oh My Darling, Clementine,” and is
of unknown origin, but is believed to have its roots in an old Spanish ballad. The tune is
well-known in Japan thanks to scientist and Antarctic explorer Nishibori Eizaburd
(1903-1989).

Nishibori was a student at Kyoto Imperial University when he learned the melody of
“Oh My Darling, Clementine” from his English professor. He was also in the university
mountaineering club, and after an excursion in February 1927, he and three friends
found themselves snowed in at Koyokan Inn at the old Kazawa Onsen. With input from
his friends, Nishibori wrote Japanese lyrics for the tune, creating ““Yukiyama Sanka”
(Snow Mountain Anthem), a song about climbing snowy mountains. Despite its
composer being unknown at the time, the song gained popularity both among student
climbers of the mountaineering club and among people living in the Kazawa Onsen
area.

Many years later, the Dark Ducks quartet propelled the song to nationwide fame. In
1950, Kisd Tetsu, one of the quartet’s members, went on a ski trip in the Shiga
Highlands in Nagano Prefecture. He learned of “Yukiyama Sanka” from a bus
conductor who was humming the song. In July 1958, the Dark Ducks featured the song
on their debut album, Picnic Songs, and it was rereleased as a single the following year,
in June 1959. Its place in the wider popular awareness was cemented in December the
same year when the Dark Ducks performed “Yukiyama Sanka” on NHK’s nationally
broadcast New Year’s Eve song contest.

Nishibori returned to Koyokan Inn several times. Around 1965, the innkeeper asked
Nishibori to write down the lyrics to “Yukiyama Sanka,” which are still on display at
the inn today. The following year, a bas-relief of Nishibori’s hand-written lyrics was

installed at the old Kazawa Onsen to commemorate the song’s birthplace.
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