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Lake Akan is as stunning as it was four
years ago when | last met her. In Summer 2012,
| revisited Lake Akan for my field study on fisheries
development and nature conservation. A few Ainu
people | interviewed years ago had passed away.
Mount Oakan, Mount Meakan, Mount Akanfuji and
Mount Hakutou blissfully embrace the glassy Lake
Akan under the blue sky and white clouds. Time
has not taken toll on nature.
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My first rendezvous with Lake Akan dates back to Summer 2001. | was there to investigate the
cultural influences brought to different Ainu communities under the Ainu New Law enacted in 1997.
After visiting Noboribetsu, Shiraoi, Nibutani and some other famous aboriginal Ainu communities in
southern Hokkaido, | went further into Kushiro of East Hokkaido, trying to interview a few Ainus living
beside Lake Akan about their livelihood and changes of the society. | vividly remember how | first
acquainted with some local Ainus in a café. | did not speak my Japanese well, so after exchanging
a few sentences, they knew | wasn’t Japanese. Without doubt, they asked where | was from. | told

them that | have studied in Japan, but returned to work in Hong Kong for some years. Unexpectedly,
they pulled out joyfully a few photographs - the “Bear Worship Ceremony” dance performance they
did in Hong Kong during the 1984 Hong Kong Festival of Asian Arts, and the temporary stage set up
in Victoria Park. What a coincidence that | left Hong Kong for my studies in Tokyo in 1984 exactly.
Our encounter in 2001 made a fair compensation for what | missed in 1984. For what | believe to be
destiny, | visited Lake Akan repeatedly in the following years - | have become friends with this family.
Putting the fieldworks aside, | think | am deeply in love with the beauty of Lake Akan.
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But first, let me show you the geographic locations of the Akan National Park and the Kushiro
Marsh. The 904.81 km? Akan National Park was established in 1934, containing 3 fresh water lakes:
the outlandish Mashu-ko (Lake Mashu), the Kussharo-ko (Lake Kussharo) famous of black sand bath,
and the unshakable Akan-ko (Lake Akan). Mashu-ko is mountain bound without any connecting streams
or settlement. It can only be viewed fro higher hills but quite impossible to approach. Kussharo-ko
and the neighbouring town Teshikaga are mutually dependent, and this area is generally known as
the pastures of East Hokkaido. The hot sand baths and campsites beside Kussharo-ko bring jovialty
to this peaceful lake in summer. Akan-ko is well-known to tourists as a hot spring resort. With good
transportation links it invites both Japanese and foreign visitors.

From Sapporo (the largest city in southern Hokkaido) to Akan-ko, one must travel through the
cities of Kushiro and Kitami and then take the local bus. Akan-ko is in eastern Hokkaido and north of the
Kushiro Marsh. In the Ainu language, “Akan” means immovable, implying its geographical stability albeit
active volcanic activities. Akan-ko (with an area of 13 km? and depth of 38m) nestles between Mount
Oakan (“male mountain”, 1317m) and Mount Meakan (the female counterpart, 1503m). The settlement
around Akan-ko bustles with commercial activities upon the geographical landscape here. Since 1920s,
Akan-ko has been a famous tourist attraction for its natural beauty, hot springs, and a Natural Heritage
declared by the government in 1921 - the Marimo algae.
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This summer | strolled along the street as usual. | noticed
that “If You Are The One”, a Chinese film directed by Feng
Xiaogang starring Ge You and Shu Qi, has become the new
incentive drawing crowds of Chinese visitors to the Akan
lakeshore. Evidences include the photo of Shu Qi shopping on
the door of a woodcarving shop, stills shown outside the Izakaya
(Japanese-style pub) featured in the film as the “Four Sisters
lzakaya” and the karaoke, and film posters everywhere...
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For readers who have watched the film, Akan-ko is
described as a heavenly and perfect hideout. Anyone here can
let go troubles of the mortal world and bathe passionately in
love, just like the married man played by Alex Fong and Liang
Xiaoxiao played by Shu Qi intoxicating in an affair appearing
unethical. Yet reality is cruel. Although loving the man, Xiaoxiao
slowly finds that she cannot compromise with such a relationship
and the love she had paid. Then she meets Qin Fen, a single
Chinese man returning from abroad. Xiaoxiao asks Fen for a trip
back to Akan-ko, where her secret love with the married man
begins. She hopes that it may help her to end her frustration,
but turns out beaten by the perfect illusion in her mind which
nearly kills her. She almost loses her life in Akan-ko.
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Life and death was not depicted only by

Xiaoxiao in the film. The funeral of Japanese
gangsters and the “Four Sisters Izakaya” are also
inspiring. 30 years have passed, but the four sisters
never sigh over it. Their optimism won friendship
and solid bondage with each other. The solemn

funeral of the gang member has also
reflected how the Japanese respect life,
and that “everyone can be Buddha”.
Pathetically, all these experiences of the
others have failed to inspire Xiaoxiao. In
this trip to Hokkaido she throws herself
into the blind abyss for the injury she
cannot bear.
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| am not doing a critique on this film. Instead, | am adding footnotes to the beautiful
Akan-ko that | am deeply in love with. In my eyes, the beauty of Akan-ko should not be
interpreted as fate or evasion as seen in the film - it should be the chant of life of steadfastness,
hopefulness and empathy.
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Under the glassy lake surface, there is another secret
garden at the bottom of the lake. Moss ball (Aegagropila
linnaei), a mysterious filamentous green algae, appear as
numberless green balls on the lakebed. They are only found
in a few freshwater lakes in northern hemisphere. They are
called “Marimo” in Japanese, and are designated by the
government as a Special Natural Monument. Caressed
by the stable currents of a calm lakebed, Marimo is the
emerald of Akan-ko. Other gems in the jewel box include
rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss, or Nijimasugani in
Japanese), a fish introduced from North America in 1870s;
the signal crayfish (Pacitastacus leniusculus, or Uchida
zanigari) bred in Mashu-ko since 1920s; lacustrine sockeye
salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka; or Himemasu in Japanese)
native to Akan-ko; common carps; smelts (Wakasagi) and
the critically endangered Hucho perry (Ito). Every species
has its story here and each is a tribute to life. Together they

build the unique and accommodating ecosystem of Akan-ko.
Even the counter-balance of Marimo and signal crayfish is
carefully monitored by the environmental organizations and
fisheries cooperatives for sustainable growth.
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Signal crayfish was introduced from the USA to Mashu-ko in Hokkaido in 1926, and
was raised in massive numbers to become an important fishery product. Since 1920s,
Marimos were constantly harvested from the lake bottom and sold as souvenirs, and
nearly became extinct in 1940s. To save the precious algae, the Japanese government
asked anyone who possessed Marimos to return them to Akan-ko. To commemorate this
occasion, the Ainu people held a ritual to celebrate “the return to the nature”, reinstating
their cosmology and respect to Mother Nature. The festival had then been held annually for
more than fifty years, and becomes a key cultural inheritance of Ainus in Hokkaido. That
Marimo Festival become an Ainu tradition is a result of local nature conservation efforts
and scrupulous development.
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In the beginning of last century, the community of Akan-ko
depended largely on hot-spring tourism and the forestry industry
pioneered by Maeda Masana in 1906. The relationship between
the Maeda business and the Akan Ainus had been crucial to the
development of the area. The vivacious tourism we see today should
be credited to Maeda Mitsuko, the third successor of the Maeda
family, who gave Ainu people the free use of land. In 1951, only
four households were reported to be living in the indigenous Ainu
settlement (called “Ainu Kotan”, of which “Kotan” means “village” in
their language). Most Ainus are seasonal skill workers or artisans,
living elsewhere but not around the lake. They wished to live by the
lake for a stable livelihood to concentrate on their work. Hence, in
1953, some of them entreated to Maeda Mitsuko to settle there. An
agreement was finally reached in 1959, which allowed the Ainu people
to live and work in the present Ainu Kotan without paying the Maeda

family or the actual landlord.
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Are the lakeside residents of Akan-ko indigenous Ainu? In fact there are both Japanese and Ainu,

whose fathers and grandfathers moved here from elsewhere. The Japanese here are largely for tourism
opportunities, working at hotels, souvenir shops, restaurants and transport services. The Ainu people
who live by Akan-ko today belong neither to one single distinctive clan, nor do they share common
local traditions, specific ways of life and socio-historical relations with the landscape. In other words,
the so-called Akan Ainu is only a newly emerged self-identification. Akan-ko becomes a renowned
tourist attraction for both natural beauty and Ainu indigenous cultures. Here | have met Japanese
attracted by the scenery and settled here for more than 10 years, and visitors for outdoor activities
such as hiking and fishing. Other than shops and hotels for the tourists, there are around 30 shops in
the Ainu Kotan selling souvenirs and Ainu food. There is also an Ainu Theatre performing Ainu music
and dance. Most visitors are domestic tourists, and international comers are mostly Taiwanese and
mainland Chinese. Tourism revenue is a vital capital here.

Rk RRERE—RIGHBNNESIE R - HBREBSHNEIRIRENE
HOABINE > IRE) > EHEBRER (GE) ANIDRAEBE  MELEXNES ¢

My love letter to Akan-ko ends with a wish. | believe this wish is shared by many who have fond
memories of Akan-ko. Her beauty does not stand for indulgence and despair featured in the film, but
optimism and empathy. ><©
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“If You Are The One” is a 2008 Chinese New Year blockbuster directed by Feng Xiaogang. The comedy
was very well received in mainland China, breaking the box office record with RMB$340 million. It is also a
Chinese production filmed outside China, which is an oddity in recent years of the Chinese film making circle.
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