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Throughout its 850-year history as a
port city, Onomichi has welcomed-and
enchanted—those who pass through.
In the 14th century, wealthy lords and
merchants funded extravagant hillside
temples, and it prospered during the
Edo Period as a stopover on the maritime
trade route linking Osaka and the Sea of
Japan. In the 20th century, celebrated
writers and directors like Shiga Naoya
and Yasujiro Ozu immortalized its stair-
cases and vistas in novels and films,
and its charms attracted many couples
on honeymoon.

In recent years, Onomichi has
re-emerged in the Japanese conscious-
ness, and not just as the northern anchor
of the Shimanami cycling route. The
port town stands as a living testament
to the possibilities of reviving mid-sized
Japanese cities. Not only have major local
enterprises invested millions into infra-
structure to attract more tourists, but
newcomers have arrived to open small
businesses and renovate abandoned
houses. The success of Onomichi is only
possible when individuals and institu-
tions of all sizes are actively working
towards similar goals in their own ways.
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A BOTTOM-UP REVIVAL

OF THE SHOPPING ARCADE

Onomichi Station quickly orients
visitors to the city’s unique geography.
To the south unfolds the waterfront
along the narrow Onomichi Channel
packed with ferries and ships. To the
north rises Senkoji Hill, a frozen-in-
time landscape of wooden temples and
houses, cat-filled pathways and steep
stone stairs. The city’s downtown
occupies the flat land that lies between,
centered on along, covered arcade that
serves as an unofficial town square.

Life under the arcade still revolves
around everyday rhythms of schoolkids
on bicycles who race off the morning
ferries arriving from Mukaishima, and
the regulars who drop in for breakfast
at the classic kissa café Bara-ya or wait
for a bowl of udon at Miyachi’s lunch
counter. But the timeless atmosphere
obscures how much the city has changed
inrecent decades. In the arcade’s heyday
thousands of hillside residents filled its
bustling grocers, shops, and eateries.
After Onomichi began to sprawl into
suburbs in the 1970s, the population
in the central city fell by almost three
quarters. The hollowing out of the city,
however, opened up the opportunity for
new actors to breathe life into the arcade.
The old shops are now intermixed with a
wave of new cafés, bakeries, cycle shops,
restaurants and hotels catering to the
recent influx of travelers. Entrepreneurs
understand that tourists are drawn to
the retro landscape, and so they have
worked to reimagine classic buildings.
One of the best examples is Yamato-yu,
a former public bath that local company
Ittoku repurposed into a popular
Taiwanese dumpling restaurant.

One storefront in the arcade, made
from the reused wooden doors and
windows of an elementary school class-
room, has played an especially important
role. Anago no Nedoko opened in 2012
as the first guesthouse of Onomichi
Akiya Saisei Project, a non-profit known
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locally as Aki-P. For nearly two decades,
the organization has energetically
pursued its mission of saving Onomichi’s
unique cityscape. In the process, it has
cultivated a community of renovators
and turned numerous historic build-
ings into low-rent shops, event venues,
living spaces, and accommodations,
often with their trademark bricolage
aesthetic. Aki-P’s frequent events and
volunteer activities facilitate interac-
tion and sharing of knowledge among
those who are already, or thinking about,
fixing up buildings. Importantly, their
guesthouses also serve as entry points
into the Onomichi renovation world for
outsiders (including this author) who
are encouraged to return to the city and
pursue their own projects.

The full extent of Onomichi’s reno-
vation culture, however, is not clear
until venturing beyond the main street.
“Onomichi is composed of a series of
side streets,” the director Nobuhiko
Obayashi once wrote about his home-
town. “Anyone, upon wandering its
lanes, will end up lost.” The alleys to
the north of the arcade frame pictur-
esque staircases that head straight up
the hill; between the arcade and the sea,
a web of backstreets hide small restau-
rants and retail shops. It’s here that
American Peter Card and his partner
Momoko run the vintage clothing shop
Tastemaker in a tiny, two-story corner
space that is every bit as retro as their
wares. The existence of many small
spaces in need of repair make it possible
for new creative businesses to find their
footing and experiment. It also spurs
them to take responsibility for carrying
the city forward—when the roof
recently sprung a leak, Peter decided to
buy the building outright.

Aspiring entrepreneurs can find
plenty of inspiration in the renovated
restaurants, shops, and other spaces
scattered throughout alleys, up on the

hillside, and deep in the old nightlife
district of Shingai. Among Aki-P’s idio-
syncratic tenants are a used record store
and four bookstores, each reflecting their
proprietors’ unique tastes. Mototsugu
Fujii, a native of nearby Fukuyama,
has run his bookstore 20db in a former
urology clinic for more than a decade an
unusual twist in the bookselling busi-
ness—most days it’s only open between
the hours of 11 p.m. and 3 a.m. Flipping
through prewar books while the tinny
murmur of radio news and the clatter
of a midnight cargo train fill your ears,
you would be forgiven for feeling trans-
ported to another time. But this is just
the way Onomichi is in 2026—a place
where small businesses sometimes feel
more like forms of self-expression than
market optimizations.

In the end, Onomichi’s renewal
comes down to fortuitous encounters
between distinctive spaces and creative
mindsthat can see their potential. One of
the newest businesses along the arcade
is Tea Factory Gen, which opened in late
2025. Founder Genki Takahashi began
cultivating high-quality organic tea in
the mountains north of Onomichi before
opening a tiny DIY-renovated shop
space in an abandoned alleyway house in
2019. As the business grew, they opened
a serene, wabi-sabi inspired tearoom on
the hillside in 2023, followed by their
new space on the arcade, where expert
staff guides visitors through tastings of
different varieties.

It looks like Tea Factory Gen won’t
be lonely. Next door is a new risograph
studio and shop where local artists hang
out. Not far down the street, a stately
bank building is being transformed
into a trendy hotel. Onomichi is blessed
by the vitality that comes with outside
attention, but also something else: a
critical mass of people who care deeply
about how the place looks and feels, and
the social fabric that keeps it alive.
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“Anyone, upon wandering its lanes,
will end up lost.”
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