
A participant in several helpx work exchanges in the wider Asian region since the year 2011, I had a

positive feeling about the Boukai guest house in Shirahama, Japan from my initial contact with

Yoshi, the establishment’s manager and resident fisherman. Days before my intended arrival I was

provided to the letter directions on how to travel to the town from up north, as well as clear-cut

guidance on which bus to take once I reached Shirahama’s railway station.

From the Mabuyu stop it was a short stroll to Boukai, which I recognised by dint of the blue

rooftop my host had alerted me to look out for.  Opening one of the sliding glass doors at  the

entrance I put down my things and turned toward a woman seated at the reception desk. This was

Nonchan, the guest house’s okami, or landlady, and the wife of the manager. I introduced myself as

their expected helper, to which she responded by warmly taking both my hands in hers in greeting

and welcome.

“My husband will  be soon,” she said,  bidding me relax in the meantime on one of the

comfortable chairs in the reception area.

# 

“Do you get many helpers from English speaking countries?”

It was an hour or so since my arrival. Yoshi, Nonchan and I were partaking of lunch at a

restaurant. My host had phoned the venue beforehand to check that they would be able to prepare a

dish that tailored one hundred percent to my vegetarian preference, a predilection not easily catered

to in a country peopled by meat and fish lovers.

“No,” Yoshi answered. “Most are from China … Taiwan. Some from Europe.”

This came as no surprise. I had encountered many from these parts on prior work exchange

projects. One of the reasons the couple were keen to have me aboard for a month was for the boost

I, a native speaker, might give their English. Both had lived in the US, but it was sometime ago.

They hoped to expand their business in the international market and felt that added proficiency in
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English would help to that end, increasing their confidence when dealing with English speaking

clientele. The guest house received some but they were vastly outnumbered by Chinese and locals.

I’d glimpsed it on the bus transit, but was able to gain a more studied look at Shirahama

Beach’s renowned pure white sand and clear blue water on the drive back to Boukai from the

restaurant.  It  was  an  arresting  vista  on  the  sunny  Sunday  afternoon.  A crescent-shaped  beach

approximately 500 metres long, the powdery sand of its broad foreshore was described as ‘white as

snow’ in a well-known poem by the monk Jakunen in the Heian period (794 – 1185). The sand was

created from weathered sandstone, comprised of silica and quartz.

I felt it beneath my heels for the first time when I jogged there a day or two later. But the

crowds on the beach on that Sunday would not be repeated day in day out. Grey skies and rain

squalls were common in July, which coincided with a mid-summer rainy season. Yoshi told me,

however, that if I stayed on into August I would witness a different weather scenario.

“Do I get a day off occasionally?” I asked him in the reception area one morning. “Or would

you like me to help a bit every day.”

“Yes.  You  can  have  day  off  anytime.  Just  tell  me  before.  We  are  sometime  slow  and

sometimes busy.”

He mentioned that the perennial, at this time of the year, threat of typhoons could induce

some who had made bookings to cancel at the last moment. I thanked him and went on running a

vacuum cleaner over the reception area and stairs. Nonchan was busy checking out guests. Often

she stepped outside with those departing and graciously saw them on their way.

# 

The periodic dismal weather notwithstanding, the beauty of this little town in Wakayama prefecture

slowly revealed itself. For a place with a permanent population of less than 22,000 there was a

remarkable  breadth  of  attractions.  The  centrepiece  may  have  been  the  white  sand  beach,  but

Shirahama was also celebrated for its  onsen (hot springs). Several were close to the beach and
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freely accessible. The onsen at the guest house was one of the three oldest in Japan. Sandanbeki

cliff  and  Senjojiki  cliff  were  within  walking  distance  of  Ginza  Street,  the  narrow  main  road

coursing through town, which was lined with bars, restaurants, lodgings and convenience stores.

The main supermarket in town stayed open 24 / 7.

As eye-catching in its own right as the towering cliffs of Sandanbeki and Senjojiki was

Engetsu Islet.  Wind and rain over time had bored a cavity through its  middle,  allowing for an

unsurpassed photo opportunity at sunset at certain times of the year. The wildlife park Adventure

World had first opened to the public in 1978, its main claim to fame a giant panda exhibit.

My first venture into the green space on the outskirts of town brought me to Banshoyama

Park, a short walk from the centre. Its observation points afforded 360 degree views, among them

unusual sightings of Engetsu and Toshima Islands and Shirahama town. Tide pools eroded by waves

were also visible. Within the park stood a museum honouring the biologist, naturalist, ethnologist

and author Wakayama born Minakata Kumagusu.

As I would soon discover, there was more than one route to Heisogen Park, close by the

airport on the other side of town. The most interesting began at Fisherman’s Wharf, a couple of

hundred metres beyond the Mabuyu bus stop. A steady incline past Japanese style houses marked

the way to San-jinja Shrine, 470 metres away. This same trail was used every November 1 st and 2nd,

the dates of the local festival. The trail continued another mile past the shrine, ending near the

entrance to Heisogen Park.

Entering the grounds with Yoshi, we set out on the 2-kilometre circular path running around

the perimeter. He pointed out that it was a riot of colour and hence particularly beautiful in the

autumn and spring months, the latter coinciding with the time of the cherry blossoms. We were

mostly  undisturbed  on  the  hot  afternoon.  Interspersed  among  the  natural  vegetation  were

watchtowers and other  wooden structures whose function I  could only guess at.  The park also

featured a lake and a spa museum. 
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From the observation point near the trail exit, Ku Channel in the west, Yoshino Kumano

National Park in the south, and the foothills of the Kumano Three Thousand Six Hundred Peaks

stood out in all their blue-green glory. In the foreground, enveloped in the surrounding sea and

greenery, sat the town of Shirahama and its beach.

# 

Not quite two weeks into the work exchange, descending the staircase in the main building early

one morning, I missed one of the notoriously narrow steps and crashed headlong. A broken nose and

breakages in my left hand and around my right eye socket was the upshot. Yoshi and I spent most of

the rest of that long day doing the rounds of not one but two hospitals. My hand and assorted

lacerations were attended to at Shirahama’s small hospital. But I needed to go a larger facility in

nearby Tanabe to have my nose and eye treated.

Up to this point in time my duties had been varied. They had run the gamut from assisting

the cleaning crew, led by the affable Echan, ‘de-rusting’ and later painting the iron stairwell leading

to one of the other accommodation blocks,  helping out in the kitchen during the early evening

dinner period (most of Boukai’s guests partook of the meals on offer), preparing the occasional

vegetarian option for Yoshi, Nonchan and other volunteers, to helping make presentable the guest

house owned tennis court, a few minutes walk from Boukai.

Hamstrung as I now was, Yoshi decided to put my writing credentials to use. My left arm

was in a sling, but I could type ably enough with just the one hand, my natural right hand. I set to

work polishing the English in the listings for Boukai on airbnb and elsewhere. I also wrote blurb

about the guest house and the illustrious sights in and around the town.

On follow-up visits to the two hospitals, I had many chances to help Yoshi with his English,

much of which had been forgotten since his student days in Hawaii, nigh on thirty years ago. He

was  a  keen  returning  student  and  sought  clarity  as  to  the  meaning  of  any  word  I  uttered  in
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conversation he was unsure about. He would repeat them after me multiple times until I okayed his

pronunciation.

The omotenashi, heartfelt care and hospitality, the family-run establishment prided itself on,

already noticeable, went up a notch as I convalesced. For several days it was hard work picking

myself up from and lowering myself down to the tatami mat floor in my room. But I wanted for

nothing. Echan dropped in a few times to look me over and more than one of the ladies among the

local contingent sympathised with my lot. The language barrier was no great impediment, as it had

never been. At least once a day a meal was brought to me, Yoshi having prevailed upon others, often

one of the other volunteers, to see to my needs in that regard.

# 

Yoshi and Nonchan relished having friends and relatives over for meals, when Boukai was not

overrun with paying guests. At one such event, for which I prepared a vegetarian pasta and salad, I

met  Yoshi’s  cousin,  the  town  mayor  Makoto  Itani.  It  became  clear  that  he  was  as  proud  of

Shirahama and what it had to offer visitors as the born and bred Yoshi. He looked forward to it

becoming  a  better  known  tourist  destination.  A direct  flight  from  Vladivostock  in  Russia  to

Shirahama was one realistic possibility. He was in his seventh year as mayor and planned to stand

for the position again at the next election.

During our journeys back and forth to the hospitals Yoshi sometimes spoke of endearing

Japanese foibles, one being their tendency to stick with the popular, in their choice of restaurants for

instance. Rather than take a chance on places largely bereft of diners, they preferred to join the

crowds, though this singular dedication might bring with it protracted waits for service and / or a

vacant table.

“Self-disciplined lot, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I noticed that from the way the people drive in Okinawa.”
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In the last week of July we were again in the car when Yoshi leaned forward in the driver’s

seat.  

“This  will  be  the  last  rain,”  he  opined,  after  a  close  inspection  of  the  drizzly  skies.

“Tomorrow fine.”

“Praise the Lord.” Though I  was somewhat  sceptical  he was confident the real  summer

would arrive on cue. Furthermore, that it would stay mostly fine and hot for the entire month of

August, resulting in enormous crowds on the beach.

“And that’s it, is it? What happens September 1st?”

“School and work. No Japanese will swim at the beach after end of August.”

I laughed. “What about foreigners? Or is forbidden for them too?”

“Okay for foreigners.”

I mused. “At least I now know Japanese girls sometimes swap their kimonos for bikinis. Till

I came here I had my doubts.”

Yoshi’s  weather  estimate  proved  spot-on.  The  rain  and  murk  vanished  overnight,  to  be

replaced by pristine summer conditions. The crowds at the beach swelled accordingly. For what

little remained to me of my placement there was no let up in the sun and heat.

#

The afternoon of my departure Nonchan tapped on my door. She had to go out on an errand and

wanted to farewell me before she left. I gave her the lightest of embraces rather than a bear hug.

Loving and happy by nature as I knew she was, I thought it prudent to make allowance for what I

had learnt about Japanese reserve. She then took both my hands in hers – all but the fingers and

thumb of my improving left hand were now trussed in a forearm cast – as she had done one month

ago. Locking eyes with her, I articulated my thanks, adding how much I had enjoyed my stay at

Boukai.

Omotenashi!
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