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MOFA JAPAN DIPLOMATS’ STUDY VISIT TO KANAGAWA
21-22 FEBRUARY 2013

1 Recently, I had the opportunity to participate in a diplomats’
study visit jointly organised by Gaimosho and the Kanagawa Prefecture
Government to the beautiful cities of Kamakura and Hakone.

2 Japan is a country justifiably proud of its scenic beauty,
tradition and culture. The people delight in introducing these to visitors.
My guide in Kamakura is a good example. A volunteer, she made the
effort to undergo a one-year professional training to equip herself for her
mission. Needless to say, she was not just delightful company, but a
fountain of knowledge on all the places we visited.

3 Kamakura, sometimes known as the ancient, de facto capital
of Japan because it was the seat of power of the Kamakura Shogunate in
the 10" century, is rich in history. There we enjoyed the bamboo garden
at the Hokokuji temple, the Great Buddha statue and the spectacular
Hasedera temple. We also got to witness the intricacy and elegance of the
Japanese tea ceremony or Sado. Much more than just tea-drinking, Sado
is the epitome of Japanese dedication to detail and aesthetics. The
preparation is a highly laborious process, and precise steps are followed,
down to the angles objects are placed together. Lunch was enjoyed at a
restaurant famed for its exquisite Shojin cuisine. I and my fellow
diplomats were treated to dishes specially selected for the spouses of the
APEC leader — which included the wife of the Singapore Prime Minister -
during the 2010 APEC meeting in Yokohama.

4 We spent the night at the beautiful KAI Ryokan in Hakone.
Hakone Mayor Nobuo Yamaguchi-san was kind enough to host us to a
reception, and introduce a variety of locally made sake to us. Mayor
Yamaguchi-san told me that Hakone receives almost 20 million visitors
each year. Yet considering Hakone's beauty and famed onsens, its
popularity is hardly a surprise. I myself have made a private visit to
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Hakone before and will do so again. For a beautiful place like this, two
visits are hardly enough.

5 On the following morning, we were taken to Owakudani
where we had the opportunity to witness some volcanic activities and,
equally importantly, consume the renowned “black eggs”. It is said that
the consumption of one black egg at Owakudani would extend one’s life
for 7 years! From Owakudani, we were able to catch a glimpse of the
magnificent Mount Fuji. We later visited the Lalique Museum to see its
fabulous collection of works by Rene Lalique. It was interesting to see
how Lalique had managed to capture Japanese inspired imagery into
many of his designs. The lunch venue was a most pleasant surprise. It
was a carriage of the original Orient Express located right in the Lalique
museum. We returned to Tokyo that evening after visiting our final
destination of the tour, the Kanagawa Prefectural Museum of Natural
History.

6 I am firmly of the view that as diplomats, it is an integral
part of our job to gain an in-depth understanding of our host country, and
this is not possible unless one takes the time to visit different parts of it.
This trip to Kanagawa has been an excellent experience for me and the
other participating diplomats, to get to know Japan better. I would like to
convey my profound gratitude to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and to
the Kanagawa Prefecture authorities for organising this pleasant and
educational trip, and, my schedule permitting, 1 look forward to
participating in such study visits in the future.
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