
When snow falls in Hood River, the sparkling white serves as an antidote to gloom. We relish the silent falling flakes, savoring the respite from endless rain. Spirits lift. Schools close. Children and kid-like adults rush to sled 7th Street, build snowmen and throw snowballs. Cars filled with skiers and snowboarders stream towards Mt. Hood’s powder-covered slopes. Downtown coffee shops become hubs of activity, windows steamed, latte drinkers laughing. Without a doubt, in Hood River snow equals fun. 


Not so in our sister city of Tsuruta, Japan where I work as Hood River’s cultural liason. When I arrived in September, townspeople teased me about their snowy winters. I scoffed, picturing Pacific Northwest snow of my childhood; light dustings on streets and trees, sledding down steep car-free hills, a day off school. But Tsuruta’s snow quickly humbled me. Our meager Oregon snow pales next to theirs; a threadbare blanket next to a double-overhead stack of down quilts. We’re talking an average of 13.5 feet each year – yes, that is 13.5 feet in town.

Snow in Tsuruta is not an occasional delight – it’s a way of life, a constant presence during five long winter months. It infiltrates all aspects of life, but stops none – no snow days or cancelled work here. At first, when snow falls in December, even the jaded townspeople marvel at the beauty of the snow on the bare apple trees. But after the first big snowfall, the admiring comments give way to constant grumbling about the burden of snow-shoveling, or “yuki-kaki” in Japanese.  

Snow in Hood River disappears in a day or two, but here, snow stays. Snowplows grind down streets in the middle of the night, blocking driveways with icy heaps. Weary townspeople must get up an hour early to shovel paths for their cars. Shoveling continues all day long by unemployed farmers and the elderly, many of whom are bent double by osteoporosis. If people don’t shovel, they can’t enter their houses, and customers can’t enter the stores. Doors and windows break and shatter from the pressure of the snow drifts, and houses collapse from the weight of snow on the roof.

Tsuruta faces the daily problem of where to put all this snow. It accumulates in narrow streets, turning two-way roads into narrow alleys. It piles yards high in front of shops and in the corners of parking lots. But still, more accumulates. Tsuruta’s snow is like garbage, so the town has a snow dump that covers an acre of land next to the Iwaki River. In a compensatory gesture from Mother Nature, the Iwaki remains ice-free throughout the winter. On snowy days, a steady stream of snow-filled dump trucks and flat-beds visit the dump. Their white burden is pushed into piles or into the river, according to a snow-removal plan incomprehensible to me. All of this digging, plowing, shoveling, and dumping is accomplished in a group effort by unemployed townspeople and Tsuruta’s fourteen full-time snow removal employees. People lucky enough to have access to a pickup truck can get rid of their snow, but most people just watch it grow taller than their apple trees.

In town several additional unique ways of dealing with this snow exist. A concrete-contained stream runs under downtown sidewalks, covered by hinged, lightweight metal grates. People who have access to this “river” can shovel their snow into the running water, sending it floating to the nearby Sea of Japan. Around the nicer homes in town (luckily, including mine) pipes spray a constant stream of hot water onto snow, quickly melting it. Still, the snow can gather, breaking the delicate branches of Japan’s carefully tended trees and plants. The solution: wooden cages and bamboo teepees, odd-looking sights. 

The abundance of snow in Japan spawned a bewildering variety of shovels with distinct shapes and purposes. Most are plastic. There are wide shovels for moving large quantities of snow; there are smaller shovels for weaker shovelers; there are shovels with handles and shovels without; there are shovel-sleds designed to allow the user to push a large load of snow a long distance; there are also metal shovels for breaking up hard-packed snow. The shovels come in a selection of neon colors: green, yellow, purple, orange, and blue – some marketer’s feeble attempt to make snow-shoveling fun. Shovels cost from five to thirty dollars. Most people own at least two different types, selected by need.

Winter driving in Tsuruta, despite mandatory snow tires or four-wheel-drive cars, requires fortitude. Cars share the narrow roads with hunched grandmothers pushing shopping carts and students shivering in the blowing snow. Although plowed frequently, the streets aren’t sanded or salted and quickly become covered in thick sheets of ice. This leads to chaos at intersections, where it is often impossible to stop in time for red traffic lights. Red has lost the meaning of “stop” near Tsuruta. Instead, it means “2 or 3 more cars can go now.” The people get so used to running red lights during the icy winter that they continue to do so during the summer!

Along with the snow comes the cold, inside and out. Winter temperatures in Tsuruta rarely climb above freezing and often hover near 15 degrees Farenheit. Insulation isn’t used – only air sits between the inside and outside walls of houses. Locals argue against insulation, saying that it rots in the humidity and keeps heat inside during the summer. Combined with a lack of central heating, anti-insulation bias results in ice-cold houses. I live in such a house and like the locals use kerosene heaters. Permanently installed heaters in new homes vent to the outdoors. But many homes are still heated by small, portable room heaters. These spew a mix of heat and carbon monoxide into the room’s air. Because houses lack insulation, carbon monoxide can escape through the walls, making the heaters generally safe. However, nobody uses them at night for fear of dying from carbon monoxide poisoning. 

To stay warm without spending a fortune, I’ve adopted local practices. First, I only run the heater when I am home. Second, I heat only one small room. This two hundred square foot oasis serves as living room, dining room, and bedroom. This means that the toilet, kitchen and shower room are not heated. Third, I turn off the heaters at night, which means that I wake to an ice-cold house. To shower in the morning, I dash through my frigid kitchen, my feet turning numb. In the shower room, I turn on a small heater and spray hot water on the floor to melt the ice. Then I can shower. When the hot water hits the cold tiles, it creates steam so thick I can’t see my toes. My toilet, fortunately, has a heated seat. Now I understand why seat-free squat toilets were the norm here until recently! 

One good thing comes of all this snow. Near Tsuruta several ski areas have constant powder and packed-powder conditions. Forty minutes away, the Ajigasawa ski area rises from a base of only 500 feet. From the slopes, on a clear day, you can see the massive whitecaps and breaking waves on the Sea of Japan just five miles away. It’s a unique experience snowboarding in two feet of powder while watching breaking waves! Ninety minutes from Tsuruta, Hakkoda Ropeway ski area grooms only one run. Right now, Hakkoda has 14 feet of snow on the ground, making it an unmarked paradise of powder and trees. However, people often get lost in Hakkoda’s unsigned acres. Most snowboarders carry snowshoes to get themselves out of massive powder-filled tree wells and hidden flat spots. The day I went to Hakkoda was amazing – two feet of powder filled fields of snow-ghosts and untracked tree runs. There is one problem with skiing near Tsuruta, as you may have guessed from my comments on the Sea of Japan’s whitecaps. This area, like Mt. Hood, gets buffeted by Gorge-strength winds, making snow sports a battle with the weather. 

Tsuruta and Hood River have much in common as both have farming communities and are near ski areas. This is part of why they are sister cities. However, one sister watches falling snow and rejoices while the other grieves. The next time the winter rain and gray of the Gorge gets you down, picture our sister city struggling to keep from being swallowed up by snow. I’d like to tell you more, but a blizzard is raging and I must go shovel.
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