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What a week it was this March! Looking back, it was like an adventure exploring all of the
many ways that Japan is a fascinating tourist destination. And it all started with baseball…

MGM Resorts International Chairman Jim Murren is a lifelong baseball fan, having been a
pitcher in college, and he has long followed baseball, including Japan’s many stars in the
Major League. So it was only natural that MGM would decide to sponsor the 2019 Major
League Baseball (MLB) season two-game opener in Tokyo – with the Seattle Mariners
playing the Oakland Athletics. There were also games with Japanese teams, the Yomiuri
Giants and the Nippon Ham Fighters. I was amazed at the excitement in Japan for the
MGM MLB Opening Series games, especially the opportunity to see super stars Ichiro
Suzuki and Yusei Kikuchi. The crowd also got to see Jim throw the ceremonial pitch, and
true to his training, it was a strike!

However, the greatest privilege was to be in Tokyo Dome on March 21 to watch as the
great Ichiro, who is universally respected both for his character and his athletic ability,
completed his career as a player. An unforgettable moment. I felt special pride that we, as
the main sponsor, were able to help bring that historic moment to Japanese fans. Given
Jim’s and MGM’s love of baseball and sports in general, I think you can count on further
projects to bring our two countries together through sports. Stay tuned!

From baseball, which has a history going back to the 1800s, Jim and I traveled to Sakai
City to meet the master craftsmen of Kongo Gumi, which by many accounts is the longest
continuously operating company in the world, now part of Takamatsu Construction. The
company traces its origins to 578 by edict of Prince Shotoku – long before baseball was
invented! -- building temples and shrines ever since. Kongo Gumi President Tone kindly
gave us an overview of the extraordinary work of his firm, then Master Kiuchi guided us
through the workshop where much of the key work of building temples and shrines takes
place. Master Kiuchi is one of only about 100 craftsmen in Japan who have achieved this
qualification. The precision with which these sacred structures are made with traditional
tools and without exact blueprints, and without a nail or a weld, truly a craft that can only
be passed from generation to generation by mentoring. For me, it made a powerful
impression on me that much of the woodwork, while looking identical, actually have
small deviations in them to create the right visual effect and structural stability, and all of
those deviations are hand-crafted. We will have to come back to Sakai soon, since it is the
historical home of the great tea master, Sen no Rikyu, whom I have studied since college.

To learn more about Japanese architecture, Jim and I headed next to Kobe, to visit
the Takenaka Carpentry Tools Museum. This fantastic museum, created by Takenaka
Construction, presents in detail the tools and time-honored processes for building
temples and shrines, with very thoughtful exhibits. I was amazed to see wood shaven
so finely it looked like thin muslin cotton. I was also awed to read about the lives of
legendary master craftsmen. Jim, who studied Art History and Urban Planning in college,
was so fascinated it was hard to get him to leave for the next appointment! We would love
to have many international tourists interested in Japanese architecture make the Takenaka
Carpentry Tools Museum a must-see destination. And after touring the museum they can
enjoy delicious Kobe beef in beautiful Kobe on the Inland Sea…

And finally, we made a journey into the mountains of Wakayama several hours from Osaka
to Mt. Koya, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and a place visited by millions of visitors,
half of whom are coming from overseas. Jim invited his good friend Kisho Mwkaiyama,
the distinguished contemporary artist who just completed his artist-in-residence at our
Bellagio Resort in Las Vegas, because Mwkaiyama-san in fact grew up on Mt. Koya. His
insights about this center of Shingon Buddhism, and stories from his childhood, made our
stay there even more moving. For Jim and me, the honor of spending time with the Chief
Priest of Mt. Koya, His Excellency Soeda, at his home temple, and to hear from him about
his faith, is something we will always cherish. We learned more about the extraordinary
Kukai, known also by his Buddhist name of Kobo Daishi, and his spiritual journey to China
and his bringing esoteric Buddhism to this remote mountain, where it has flourished
since the Ninth Century. The night we stayed there at Sojiin, a temple that also houses
a Japanese inn, it snowed, making the landscape even more beautiful. We meditated
twice under the guidance of experienced priests, and we were impressed with how
expertly they guided foreign visitors like ourselves. Jim loved the vegan meals provided
at Sojiin, which fit the atmosphere of the place perfectly. Koya Mayor Hirano told us that
in this town of only 3000, 1000 residents are priests, and the number of daily overnight
tourists is also 3000 – an extraordinary number of visitors to host, which Mt. Koya does
with great hospitality and sensitivity to the many visitors from all over the world, especially
the United States and Europe. It is a model of the importance of capturing Japanese
omotenashi to give international visitors a deeper sense of this country’s rich culture and
heritage.

On our last morning there, with snow still on the ground and in the cedar branches, we
walked through Okunoin, the largest cemetery in the world, with monuments to many of
Japan’s most famous historical figures. As a student of history, I could have spent a week
there to learn more about Japanese history in this beautiful and solemn site among giant
cedars. I hope we can come back again soon, and also explore other parts of beautiful
Wakayama, which has spectacular beaches, hiking trails and many other historical sites.

Jim came away from his journey with a deeper commitment to introducing the treasures
of regional Japan to international visitors, and helping local communities interested
in bringing more visitors to experience their history, their cuisine, their natural beauty,
and their unique sites. We consider it our special duty to assist wherever we can, while
enjoying each discovery of new treasures among Japan’s communities.
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