Warm Hospitality, Japanese Style Part 7

Transcending the Ryokan Stereotype:
Hotel Matsushima Taikanso
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Hotel Matsushima Taikanso was founded in the town &lf a century ago. We asked the hotel’s vi-president
Ms. Yuko Isoda, who handles the hotel's hospitalitgnd management, about her many trials and tribulaibns over
the years.

“Half ryokan, half hotel” ]

In 1961, when it was founded, Taikanso was a typlapanes-style ryokan, a wooden structure with two floorsl &0
guest rooms. Today, Hotel Matsushima Taikansoaddlgest hotel in Matsushima, a se-floor ferroconcrete building
with 256 guestadoms and, among other facilities, a convention wéth a capacity of 1,700 people. The high gro
where the hotel is located, overlooking MatsushBag, is designated as a special scenic spot, statens are rigorou
Negotiations with the Agencyof Cultural Affairs and others concerning constiut
were extremely complicated. Taikanso is the onliehim Matsushima that affords
full panoramic view of the bay, and guests proclaiith admiration that “It's ¢
splendid miniature garden!” and ‘#t'just like the hotel's own back garden!”
particular, coupled with the wonderful French cuégsithe view from the sevel-floor
restaurant, extending across the Pacific as fathashorizon, is one of the lastil
memories of Matsushima that visitoeké homewith them.

While building up this illustrious reputation, thgiy Ms. Isoda insists that the reforms implemestethr are still a
the development stage. “We call ourselves a hot&hg says, “but we are neither a genuine hotel an@enune
Japanese-styleokan. We're halfryokan, half hotel!” In order to respond sincerely to treious requirements of gues
she explains, there are many things that just damndone within the ryokan framewc

)

Respecting the individual styles of guests ]

e

Rather than being bound by the typicgbkan style of “one night, two meals”a-set package of evening meal, overn
accommodation, and breakfastaikanso, which places importance on the perspediiwusers, offers a selection of me
for guests to choose dm. At first, recalls Ms. Isoda, some people sdidt tthis approach was not suitable
Japanesstyle Matsushima, but there were many requiremieots guests that could not be met only with Japarfesd.
So Taikanso invited skillful chefs from famorestaurants serving Western and Chinese dishes)amdhe hotel offers
wide range of excellent cuisine.

Because of business customs, Taikanso’s shifthote-like style of separating accommodation and meakilis
only partial. But when guesimake reservations, the hotel ascertains theiiinemgents in detail and actively endeavor
propose the best plan for each individual. Furtleemin principle the chefs operate in two shiés, as the separatioif
accommodation and meals advandhe hotel is able to meet the requirements sitors who come only for mee

As for the guest rooms, these days Japanese traenot necessarily prefer purely Japa-style rooms---even at
a place that is described as one of the three scenic spots in Japan. Therefore, 20% of Taikango&st rooms at
completely Japanessyle, and the rest are Wesl-style rooms and mixed Japaneand Wester-style rooms combining
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the Japanese-style sense of relaxation with Westgla convenience. So today Taikanso is able fer af variety of room

types in terms of layout, size, view, and othetdex

“After we have shown guests to their
rooms, we place importance on each person’s
private time,” says Ms. Isoda. So instead of
service by room waitresses, as in a typical
ryokan, Taikanso accepts individual requests
from guests and also assigns staff to respond
swiftly and wholeheartedly to requirements in
their designated areas. At the same time, since
some guests might make endless demands,
Taikanso takes care not to differentiate among
guests by offering unlimited service.
Whatever guests stay at the hotel, regardless
of whether they are Japanese or foreign, they

are treated with the same kind of uniform hosgpitali

The buffet at Taikanso, which offers repreatwe cuisine from around the world, is extremebpplar. Unlike
other places that introduced buffets in order suoe expenses, Taikanso introduced its buffet &blenguests to enjoy
various dishes diligently prepared with selectedrédients. It was a pioneering experiment in thédko region.
Furthermore, many guests show great interest ajoy éme performance in which a full-sized tuna wied in a nearby
fishing port is cut and prepared in front of thejyes. (Owing to uncertain supplies, this perforreawas suspended when
we visited.) The preparation by expert chefs offieegue and oysters, a local specialty, in fubwiof guests is also

popular.

[ Benefits of welcoming foreign guests ]

Many guests from overseas use Taikanso. The ®teldble to attract visitors onlys
with its geographical advantages, but its accurimriadf efforts to change things
one by one for guests has received plaudits bothedtically and internationally.
Even more foreigners have come since Taikanso lesttall a setup to accept the
diversifying its food menu and catering to spec&juirements, such as vegetari
meals. ;
Foreign guests are no longer more difficult to Hartdan Japanese, but in the past, Ms. Isoda setladre were certainly
problems. For example, foreign guests mistakerdygit that everything put before them was theirkeep, and things
like yukata (informal kimono) and Japanese tableware, whickifm guests found fascinating, would vanish.

At first Taikanso sought to attract foreigners @ripds when the number of Japanese guests felthbota problem arose
with the rooms. Foreigners tended to stay in smathbers---one or two per room, as in a hotel--kr# rmore foreign
guests came, the worse sales efficiency becameartfeless, the arrival of foreign guests has haceffect of energizing
the workplace. As Ms. Isoda remarks, “When foreigrgarted coming, our employees seemed to maDanging into
contact with foreign guests gives them the feelirigdoing an international job, so our employees laappy too.”
Taikanso has a steadfast determination to takke#itein welcoming foreigners to one of Japan’sehr®st scenic spots.

[ Key person in business promotion ]

Ms. Isoda also serves as president of the Okanvdatson of Japanese Ryokan and actively travedssmas every year
to promote business. Last year she visited theiqeesand government ministers of the Maldives halti discussions
with them. In addition, as chairman of the Miyagkatni Association, Ms. Isoda brings together thenokéyokan
proprietresses) of Miyagi Prefecture and travetaiad the country herself to promote the attractmfgliyagi Prefecture.
She also endeavors to improve the environment gndiog ryokan and hotels by attending meetings of various
government committees and other bodies. Ms. Isadages in such activities because she is awagcaf &xpectations
of Taikanso and her hotel's heavy responsibiliied because, more than anything else, she unddsstaaimportance of
gathering and exchanging information. Furthermghe recognizes the limits to what individuals aadilities can do
alone.

Ms. Isoda has constantly been ready to try théwgs in order to cope with the diversificatiohguests’ needs. One
wonders what her next idea will be.

Hotel Matsushima Taikanso
10-76 Inuta Matsushima, Matsushima-machi, Miyagi-gun, Miyagi Prefecture 981-0213
Tel.: 022-354-2161; fax: 022-353-3431; URL: http://www.taikanso.co.jp/eg/
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There are 15 tourist spots in Matsushima that areigen stars in Michelin’s Green Guide Japan, and the town
attracts many sightseers, both Japanese and foreigMatsushima is conveniently located just 30—-40 mirtes’ train
ride from Sendai, the gateway to the Tohoku regiorand the main tourist spots are within walking disance of
Matsushima-Kaigan Station.

The islands in Matsushima Bay avoided any calamitous damage from the tsunami that
occurred following the Great East Japan Earthquake in March 2011 and already have
almost completely recovered; sightseeing is back to normal.

%‘ A memorable scenic spot %‘

Matsushima is one of the three most scenic spalgpan along with Amanohashidate in Kyoto Prefecturd Miyajima
in Hiroshima Prefecture. Among its attractions, 860 green pine-covered islands, large and smatted around the
calm bay are representative of the area as a whbkview of these islands from high ground is afirse excellent, but
in the end the best thing to do is to take a ridean excursion boat around the bay, from where gau see the rich
individual characteristics of the islands closéatd and enjoy scenery that is not visible frondladnother delight is the
sight of the black-tailed gulls trailing the boatthe hope of getting some of the feed given te@agers to toss in their
direction. The gulls amazingly catch the feed irdani or even dive down and deftly swoop it out bé thands of
passengers.




%‘ Gorgeous Momoyama culture %‘

As well as scenery woven by the ocean and islaridigors should not miss the man
historical and cultural properties in Matsushimarmected with the Date family and the
famous samurai Date Masamune (1567-1636).
Zuiganji temple, which has an approach lindthwedar trees and caves, is
majestic building truly displaying the essence bé tgorgeous Azuchi-Momoyamass
period (1568-1600), when decorative culture of hagtistic value flourished. Visitors &
will be awed by the elaborate openwork transomssgheindid paintings on thesuma
sliding doors andokonoma alcoves. :
Entsuin temple, which houses a colorfuhi (miniature shrine), is a tranquil :
place with a carefully looked-after moss gardeonstgarden, and rose garden.
The Godaido is a Buddhist worship hall enshgnthe Godaimyo, or “five S8

down below through gaps in the bridge leading eostmall island on which the Godaid¢
is located is a means of bracing visitors for thgrimage. :

Matsushima is also famous as a moon-viewira, sgnd the Date family &
built the Kanrantei teahouse for this purpose. 8 partake of powdered greet
tea here, the depth of history sinks in amid aniantde and scenery that hav
not changed in four centuries.

Matsushima has many other attractions thanatate taken up here,
including scenery that has been praised by peaplades, historical buildings,
and museums. Coupled with the beauty of nature tingtahrough the four
seasons, these attractions are sure to more ttisfy sésitors.

The Godaido at night

Matsushima has many other attractions
cannot be taken up here, including scenery that hg&s '
been praised by people for ages, historical bujslin :
and museums. Coupled with the beauty of natu
mutating through the four seasons, these attractioa
sure to more than satisfy visitors.

Matsushima Tourist Association
http://www.matsushima-kanko.com/en/index.html

) ) Entsuin is illuminated for a month from the enddsftober.
Cooperation: Matsushima Town

Photos: Hotel Matsushima Taikanso; Tourism Divisiliyagi Prefectural Government



