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Issue No.152 Jul. 2026
Published by Okayama City

International Friendship Association

Feature: Okayama’s Pro-Baseball Players

Did you watch last year's Major League
Baseball World Series, which determines the
world’s best baseball team? It was a matchup
between the Dodgers and the Blue Jays. The
Dodgers won the championship, and
Japanese players played a major role. At the
victory celebration, teammates cheered
“Okayama, Okayama...” for one player. That
player was Yoshinobu Yamamoto, a native of
Bizen City, Okayama Prefecture. As a pitcher,
he contributed significantly to the team’s
victory and was named the World Series MVP
(Most Valuable Player). While there are many
professional baseball players from Okayama
.. who have excelled, we'll introduce three of
them here: Yoshinobu Yamamoto, Masatsugu
Hiramatsu, and Masahiro Kawai.

1. Yoshinobu Yamamoto (Pitcher)

After graduating from Miyakonojo High
School in Miyazaki Prefecture, he joined the
Orix Buffaloes professional baseball team.
He set records such as throwing no-hitters in
two consecutive years and won numerous
awards. In 2024, he joined the Los Angeles
Dodgers in Major League Baseball and is performing
exceptionally well.

| visited Inbe in Bizen City—the hometown of the
brilliant Yamamoto and a region famous for Bizen-
yaki pottery. The station building at Inbe Station on
the JR Ako Line was more impressive than | had
imagined. At the north exit stood the “Bizen-yaki
Traditional Industry Hall,” where a banner celebrating
Yoshinobu  Yamamoto’s  achievements  was
displayed. Next to it was a gold-painted mailbox.
According to the explanation, it was installed to
commemorate Yamamoto’s Olympic gold medal win.
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| also went to Inbe Sports Park because | heard there
was a manhole cover featuring Yamamoto. As |
walked up a narrow path, | found a banner of
Yamamoto there as well. The manhole cover was in
front of some cute playground equipment. These
manhole covers honor 12 Japanese athletes,
including Shohei Ohtani, who is plays in Major
League Baseball, and are reportedly installed in their
respective hometowns. | thought it might have been
better to install it in a busier area, but apparently, this
is where Yamamoto practiced as an elementary
school student, so it must be a very special place for
him.

2. Masatsugu Hiramatsu (Pitcher)

Many young people may not know his name. He
played as an ace pitcher in professional baseball for
18 years. His weapons were his speed and sharp
shots, and he was the pitcher that even the great
Shigeo Nagashima struggled with the most. However,
I’'m not focusing on his professional career here. It's
because he is the only pitcher from Okayama to have
won a championship at Koshien. Over 60 years ago,
the Okayama Higashi Commercial High School
baseball team won the Spring Koshien Tournament at
Koshien Stadium and returned triumphantly to
Okayama. It was April 4, 1965. Pitcher Hiramatsu set
a new tournament record with 39 consecutive
scoreless innings. It is said that about 80,000 people
gathered at Okayama Station to welcome them,
causing massive chaos. A parade was held two days
later, giving dreams and hope to many young
baseball players. It is a shame that no high school
from Okayama Prefecture has won the championship
since then.

3. Masahiro Kawai (Infield)

A professional baseball player from Fujita, Okayama
City, he excelled as a shortstop. His career total of
533 sacrifice bunts is a world record. | have never
seen Kawai fail to execute a bunt on television. With
a success rate exceeding 90%, he was even called
the “God of the Bunt.” He was also an outstanding
defensive player, winning the Golden Glove Award six
times. | once met him in the faculty room at his alma
mater, Fujita Junior High School; he had an average
build for a professional baseball player and was a
quiet man. That's precisely why | could sense his
tenacious dedication.

Furthermore, to commemorate his world record in
sacrifice bunts, the “Masahiro Kawai Cup Youth
Baseball Exchange Tournament” has been held in
Okayama since 2004. The tournament brings
together local young baseball players to teach them
the fundamentals of defence and batting, as well as
the importance of perseverance and hard work.

In this article, I've introduced three players who have
left a lasting impression on me. | hope that players
from Okayama will continue to shine in various
settings this year as well.

*A sacrifice bunt is a bunt performed by a batter with
the intention of advancing a runner to the next base,
even if it means the batter is put out.
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People Series: Ryoji Nakayama
Protecting the Jewel of the Forest

‘ In this issue, I'd like to introduce Ryoji Nakayama,
- who is dedicated to protecting the Oriental Dollarbird
in Kibi Chuo Town, located next to Okayama City,
almost in the center of Okayama Prefecture.

Have you ever heard of the Oriental Dollarbird? It is a
migratory bird that comes to Japan from Borneo—far

¥’ away from Japan—to lay its eggs. It is designated as

an endangered species (at high risk of extinction in
the near future). While they fly to all parts of Japan,
Kibi Chuo Town has the largest population; in early
May, about 400 pairs of males and females arrive. In
2023, approximately 520 chicks fledged in August.

It is slightly smaller than a pigeon, standing about 30

§ cm tall and weighing about 150g. Its diet consists of

flying insects. While its call is not exactly cute, its
beautiful plumage of vivid blue and green, red beak,
and short red legs are striking, and because of the
way it soars through the sky, it is called the "Jewel of
the Forest.” In Kibi-Chuo Town, 19 birds were first
confirmed in 1988. They prefer open areas with rice
paddies and rivers, as well as low mountains and
trees nearby where parent birds can keep watch; they
prefer human settlements rather than deep in the
mountains. The Oriental Dollarbird’s nesting process
proceeds as follows: In early May, pairs return to the
same nest they used the previous year. — The male
brings food to the female, courts her, and they
mate.— At the end of May, they lay their eggs. — In
June, after laying all the eggs, they incubate them for
an average of about 21 days. — The chicks hatch at
the end of June. — In July, they feed and raise the
chicks. — The chicks fledge after an average of 26
days. — In August, they leave the nest. It seems that
many birds return as adults two years later. That was
a brief explanation of the Oriental Dollarbird.
However, this bird cannot build its own nest. Nor does
it clean its nest. Therefore, since 1990, the town has
been constructing nest boxes, hanging them on utility
poles, and managing them—handling tasks such as
cleaning, repairs, and counting the number of boxes.
Currently, 230 nest boxes are in place.
Born in 1943, M
r. Nakayama was
a police officer
with the Okayam
a Prefectural Poli
ce. This story da
tes back to his ti
me working in tr
affic control. As
society became
more car-depend
ent and traffic vo
lume increased, t
raffic jams freque
ntly occurred at i
ntersections, crea
ting dangerous c
onditions.
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To address this, Mr. Nakayama devised a system to
ensure smooth traffic flow and prevent congestion.
This was the “Left Turn Permitted” sign at
intersections. This system creates a safety zone
called a traffic island within the intersection, allowing
vehicles to turn left even when the light is red. There
are 42 such locations in Okayama Prefecture, the
highest number in the country. In 2004, after retiring
from the police force, Mr. Nakayama returned to Kibi
Chuo Town, where he has been dedicating himself to
the conservation of the Oriental Dollarbird with his
characteristic enthusiasm. He is very skilled with his
hands, creating not only nest boxes but also various
woodwork pieces and Bizen-yaki pottery, all of which
are top-quality. It is truly wonderful that, even past the
age of 80, he remains active and energetic, driven by
his ideas, skill, enthusiasm, and spirit of service.
Why not take a trip to Kibi Chuo Town this summer to
observe the "jewel of the forest," the Oriental
Dollarbird, and see the nest boxes for yourself?
(Please observe the birds only at the six designated
observation points.)

Reference: The Oriental Dollarbird that visits our town
(Kibi Chuo Town)

Around Okayama: Bitchu Takamatsu Castle Park

Take the JR Momotaro Line from Okayama Station
and get off at Bitchu Takamatsu Station. Cross the
railroad crossing from the station and walk north for
about 10 minutes until you see the sign for Takamatsu
Castle Ruins. This is the castle where a historically
significant battle took place that changed the fate of
Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the older brother featured in this
year's NHK Taiga drama The Toyotomi Brothers.
Here is what happened in that battle. About 440 years
ago, Japan was in the Warring States period. During
this period, Oda Nobunaga, who sought to unify the
country, ordered Hashiba Hideyoshi (later Toyotomi
Hideyoshi) to subjugate the Chugoku region.

In May 1582, Hideyoshi, leading a massive army of
30,000 troops, attacked Bitchu Takamatsu Castle,
which was ruled by Shimizu Muneharu. This castle
was surrounded by marshland (low-lying land with
deep mud that was always waterlogged). As a result,
it was a difficult castle to attack, as both horses and
soldiers found it hard to advance. So, on the advice
of his subordinate Kuroda Kanbei, Hideyoshi decided

" to carry out a “water siege.” In just 12 days, they built

a 3-kilometer-long embankment surrounding the

' castle and the marshland. It was right around the
4= rainy season, and when they diverted the swollen
} ¥ waters of the Ashimori River into the area, a vast lake

| formed, leaving the castle cut off.
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On June 2, 1582, Oda Nobunaga was assassinated
by Akechi Mitsuhide at Honno-ji Temple in Kyoto. On
the 3rd, upon learning of this, Hideyoshi persuaded
Shimizu Muneharu, the lord of Takamatsu Castle, to
end the fighting in exchange for his own seppuku
suicide. Muneharu agreed, on the basis that it would
save the lives of his 5,000 subordinates, and on the
4th, he committed seppuku on a boat floating on the
lake, bringing the battle to an end. Afterward,
Hideyoshi breached the embankment and hurried
back to Kyoto early on the morning of the 6th to defeat
Akechi Mitsuhide.

The city of Okayama has developed this site into
“Takamatsu Castle Ruins Park,” a place where
citizens can learn about history while enjoying the
park. The 3.5-hectare park features the site of the
second castle compound and the grave mound of
Shimizu Munetada.

At the Lotus Pond within the park, irises and lotus
flowers bloom profusely in the summer. About 40
years ago, when the marsh was restored, lotus plants
grew naturally there; these are known as Muneharu
Lotus and have made the area a place where visitors
can feel a sense of history.

At the Bitchu Takamatsu Castle Ruins Museum,
which opened in 2023, you can view materials related
to the water siege as well as a Bizen-yaki ceramic
statue of Muneharu.

Takamatsu Castle Ruins Museum
Tel. 086-287-5554
Hours: 10:00 AM — 3:00 PM | Free admission

Closed: Every Monday

Living Information: What Day is Today?

Every day of the year, festivals and commemorative
events are held all over the world. Among them are
traditional festivals and national holidays, as well as
commemorative days that have been established
more recently. There are also days marked by joyful
events, as well as tragic incidents and accidents. With
that in mind, we have decided to introduce “What’s
Today’s Special Day?” in Japan and Okayama.

In the past, the Japanese calendar was based o
n the movements of the moon. Since the year w
as considered to have 360 days, the calendar so
metimes fell out of sync with the seasons. Theref
ore, to align with the sun’s movements, the year
—the time it takes the sun to orbit the Earth—w
as divided into 24 periods (known as the “Twenty
-Four Solar Terms”) from “Risshun” (the beginnin
g of spring; this year on February 4) to “Daikan”
(the coldest day of the year), primarily serving as
a guide for agricultural work. Let's take a look a
t the 24 solar terms and national holidays from t
he calendars for July, August, and September.
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20th Marine Day National holiday, held on the third Monday of July every year. A day to
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Anniversary of the 1945 Hiroshima atomic bombing. We pray for the
abolrtron of nuclear weapons and world peace.
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7th Risshu The day when the frrst srgns of autumn begin to appear
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oth Nagasaki Peace | The day in 1945 when the atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. We
Day pray for peace and raise awareness of peace
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11th Mountain Day National Holrday A day to give thanks and enjoy the mountains.
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15t End of War Day The day the war ended in 1945.
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Tsukiokure Obon Day to comfort the sprrrts of our ancestors and light sending-off fires
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23 Shosho The day When the heat has peaked and it starts to get a Iittle cooler
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September 1st Drsaster Anniversary of the 1923 Great Kanto Earthquake. A day to strengthen
Prevention Day preparedness for drsasters such as typhoons and earthquakes.
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210t Day The 210th day after the start of spring. Crops are vulnerable to damage.
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7t Hakuro Day when nrghttrme temperatures drop and morning dew appears
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y Also known as the Chrysanthemum Festival. People use
chrysanthemums to pray for longevity and good health
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21st Respect for the | National Holiday: A day to honor the elderly, held on the third Monday
Aged Day of September every year
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23rd Autumnal Equinox | National Holiday: A day to honor ancestors and remember the
Day deceased; the middle day of the autumn equinox period
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In addition to these, there are some with fixed dates
each month. For example, the 12th is Bread Day.

WZi 125@/\/@50 ;hi1842$4ﬂ 125 d\/f&’kﬂi This is because bread baking began on April 12,

—‘é"ﬁA&’)f_yb g 15 El ik%%’ﬁ) EI LI ik%;@ﬁa%%ﬁ 1842. And the 15th is Sweets Day. This is because

Lat B . ooe the festival at the shrine dedicated to the god of
>4z N —-
*EF'H:@% <07315 H B, IREZHYET N FNFEDT sweets is held on the 15th. There are many others

like these, but we’ll introduce them separately.
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Simple Cooking:
- Healthy and Fancy Fruit Salads

Okayama is known as a major fruit-producing region.
From June through November, berries, cherries,
plums, figs, white peaches, citrus fruits, and more
appear in stores one after another. Seeing colorful
fruits stimulates saliva production and makes us feel
happy. Psychologically, this is because sweetness
triggers the release of dopamine and serotonin in the
brain.

However, with growing health consciousness these
days, terms like “low-carb” and “calorie restriction” are
frequently featured on TV shows. It seems better for
your health not to eat too many sweet fruits or sweets.
Unlike sugar, the natural sweetness of fruit, when
consumed in moderation, is less likely to cause a
sudden spike in blood sugar and is said to help
stabilize your mood.

Condiments like salad dressings and barbecue
sauces usually contain sugar. The reason for adding
fruit to salads is to use the fruit's natural sweetness
as a substitute for sugar. Furthermore, using colorful
fruits not only enhances the flavor but also makes the
dish visually appealing, adding a stylish touch to your
table.

| recommend enjoying delicious fruit in a healthy and
stylish way. Now, let me introduce two recipes.

1) White Peach and Blueberry Salad

Ingredients: 1 white peach, blueberries, 6 slices of
prosciutto, 5—6 basil leaves, 100g cheese, 1 tsp olive
oil, 1 tsp white dashi, chopped umeboshi (from 1
pickled plum)

Recipe: Cut the white peach into 8 wedges and
remove the pit. Use the blueberries as is.

Arrange the prosciutto slices to resemble a rose. Use
the basil as itis.

The sweetness of the peach, the saltiness of the
prosciutto, the aroma of the basil, and the umami of
the cheese create an unforgettable flavor. August is
the peak season for peaches so it's a good time to
make this. You can enjoy seasonal peaches without
worrying about carbohydrates.

2) Steamed Chicken and Muscat Grape Platter
Recipe: Season the chicken breast with salt, steam
it, and let it cool. Cut one tomato into 8 wedges and
slice the okra into rounds to preserve its natural
hexagonal shape. Use the Muscat grapes with the
skin on. Season 6 basil leaves with sesame dressing
or enjoy them with a light broth and sesame oil. The
acidity of the tomato and the sweetness of the Muscat
grapes complement each other, making the salted
steamed chicken taste light and refreshing.

You can enjoy seasonal fruits in salads throughout
the year. While fruits are rich in vitamin C, this vitamin
is sensitive to heat and is
largely lost when cooked.
Therefore, it's best to eat
fruits raw.

| generally use the skin
as is. In Japan, grapes
and peaches are grown
with protective bags, so
there is no need to worry
about pesticides. Since
the skin is rich in
nutrients, | use it whole.
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Okayama Perspectives:
- Japanese Mnemonics

In Japanese, kanji and numbers often have multiple
readings For example, “JL” (9) can be read as “ku ?
“kyu or “kokono(tsu) and “”_" (2) can be read as “ni,”
“fu,” or “futa(tsu).” Additionally, some characters have
the same pronunciation even though they are written
differently (e.g., “JII” and “{A]” are both read as “kawa”).
Using this feature of the Japanese language, mnemonic
phrases are used to make it easier to remember
anniversaries, dates of past events, and special days.
In the "Life Information: What Day Is Today?" section,
September 9 is listed as “kydkyd-no-hi”. This is
"Emergency Medical Services Day" and is a day to think
about what we can do to save lives by providing prompt
treatment to patients with sudden illnesses or injuries.
Since September 9 features two "9"s that can be read
as "kylkyd" (meaning "emergency"), the mnemonic
"September 9 = Emergency Medical Services Day" was
created to help people remember this date.

Also, back when | was in middle school, | was taught a
mnemonic to remember the planets in order from the
sun (Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn,
Uranus, Neptune (and Pluto)). By taking the first letters
of each, we learned “Sui-Kin-Chi-Ka-Moku-Do-Ten-Kai
(and Mei)” in a rhythmic way. Now, here’s a mnemonic
quiz. (Fill in the blanks with letters or numbers.) @ The
26th & OO Day @ Mimi (Ear) Day ¢ Oth of O
®@ April 18th © OOO Day @February 9th © OO
Day ® OOth of OO Month ¢ li Fuufu (Happy
Couple) Day... Did you get them? There are plenty more
mnemonics out there. You can come up with your own,
too. Are there any in your native language?

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 (YOk& 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.
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