“A Saturday in Japan (or How I Came to Understand What My Miata REALLY Was)”

By Mike Gregory


As a charter member of the Old Fart’s Club, one of the principal truths I have learned is that the best things happen by accident. (The other principal truth is that the older I get, the less I know.)  This past Fall, I had a marvelous “Miata accident.”  

A month before Lois and I were to leave on a long-saved-up-for five weeks vacation in Japan, the September 2002 issue of “Miata Magazine” arrived.  This was the Special International Issue and contained an enticing write-up on the Kanazawa Roadster Club (the “KRC”) - that was accident number 1.

It just so happened that Kanazawa, on the western coast of Honshu, was the hometown of Masumi Takata, a Japanese exchange teacher who had lived with us a couple of years ago.  We had a very kind invitation from Masumi to visit her during our trip.  And here I see that there is an active Roadster (the Japanese version of the Miata) Club right in the same town – that was accident number 2.  

I thought that it might be interesting to meet up with some kindred car spirits in a foreign land, so I sent an e-mail message to the address given for the KRC in that September 2002 issue – that was accident number 3.

Almost immediately, I received a pleasant reply from Makoto Nakamura, president of the KRC, saying:  “Please visit and join us for your Kanazawa days. We'll do our best for you anything you like.”  Little did I appreciate what this note meant.  This was to be the end of the accidents since, as I was to learn, NOTHING happens by accident in Japan.

Fast forward now to more than three weeks into our Japan trip, after we had wandered throughout Tohoku (the far north of the main island of Honshu, a delightful corner unknown to most tourists) and then spent 10 days in Kyoto (the historical nexus of Japan).  At last it was time for our long weekend in Kanazawa.  

On that Saturday at 9AM, Makoto was to pick me up at the hotel to spend the day with some KRC members (the details were still a bit vague).  Meanwhile Lois would be given a pass on all the gear-head stuff in order to spend the day with Masumi in downtown Kanazawa.

We all met in the lobby on time (this is Japan), and then Makoto directed me into the wrong side (hey, this is Japan) of his top-down, 1994 white Roadster with blue racing stripes.  I shouted one of the three Japanese phrases that I had learned: “Ikimasho – let’s go!”  And we were off to join the other KRC members at a central meeting point.  Little did I suspect that this would be one of the more memorable days of my life.

At the meeting point, we were joined by seven other Roadsters/Miatas and drivers.  One orange M2, with the rest being M1s, reds, whites, and one black.  There were the formal introductions and halting greetings.  I was ceremoniously presented with a wonderful delPrado 1/43-scale die cast model of a blue LHD MX-5.  This IS Japan.  To bow or to shake hands?    After the initial awkwardness, what the Japanese call “heart-to-heart communication” kicked in, and all language/generational barriers were transcended.  Hey, we’re all similar car nuts.  This is universal.

From this point on, I was invited to hop from car to car, into a new passenger’s seat at each scheduled stop.   This first leg was in Makoto’s 1994 base car.  Since I also have a white 1994 (and you can’t get more base than the R-Package that I have owned since new), this MX-5 seemed very familiar…yet different.     

Obviously, his car was RHD.  But also, even though it was a 1.8 liter model, it still had the “flat dash” of the earlier 1.6s.  I hadn’t realized that in Japan, all the M1s retained the original dash layout, while the US-spec M1s received modified dashes with the 1.8s and their dual air bags.  And his car felt really tight, like a brand-new car.  Later I would confirm this behind the wheel.

I know what my 8-year old R-Package feels like.  Makoto’s car was like from a time warp.   Aha, that must be the positive side of Japan’s draconian car re-inspection regime that requires older cars to be virtually rebuilt every three years.  By now an M1 owner in Japan is, by definition, a committed enthusiast.

Next was a brief stop for gasoline, and a sharp intake of breath.  At about $4/gal, a day’s outing in even a Roadster is not undertaken lightly.  Then it was off on a longer spell of driving, still through a mostly urban environment.  After less than an hour came a rest stop at what looked like a Japanese version of a 7/11 (actually, the 7/11 was across the street).  

At this stop, another moment of ceremony occurred (this is Japan).  I was given the opportunity of selecting a numbered KRC cloisonné medallion from a data sheet of numbers.  Hmm – some of the single digit numbers were still available; but I could see that some of the prominent Japanese “fathers of the Miata” had chosen rather high numbers.  Mustn’t commit a faux pas.  I decided to pick my age, which number was fortunately available, and was presented with the colorful 42-mm diameter medallion (OK, it was number 057).

From here we headed due north, up the Noto Peninsula.  For a while we were on a toll road (sort of like driving the 1960s-era Garden State Parkway in NJ, except at each tollbooth you hand out the equivalent of a $20 bill instead of a quarter).  Then we were off onto winding two lane roads, like driving through a Zen scroll painting, with sugar loaf mountains coming right down to the sea.  Up into the trees, down to the ocean, up trees, down ocean.  Oh, my!  Oh, Noto!  What gorgeous countryside!

Lunch break was at a restaurant right by the sea at Wajima.  But first there was a tour of the Kiriko Museum right next door.  The Kiriko are faceted lanterns, carried on immense portable shrines.  We are talking about giants, up to 15 meters tall, up to 2 tons in weight, carried in festival processions by several score men (not unknown to be well-lubricated internally).  You have to be committed to carry the Kiriko.  Without understanding the Kiriko, you can not understand the Miata.

After lunch was another bit of ceremony: I had the honor of signing the KRC club banner.  Probably the only bit of South Carolina graffiti that banner will ever collect.

Space does not allow the recounting of all my copilot experiences that day (OK, my memory is not what it used to be), but two stick in my mind.  One was with Haruhiko Sugimoto and his 1989-built red, totally stock, original Roadster.  He radiated that special pride of the young owner (well, by this point they are all young to me) in his first Roadster, a red Roadster.   Remarkably enough, by being so original, his car was as special as those that had been significantly customized by their owners. 

Haruhiko was very interested in how Americans related to their Miatas.  More to the point, red Miatas.  You see, in Japan, a red sports car is considered a little bit over the top.  That person is having a little bit too much fun in life, is straying a little bit outside the social consensus.  What an interesting cultural perspective.     

The other memorable ride was with Osamu Nakayachi in his heavily modified 1993-built 1.8 liter.  Before I got in, Osamu transferred his hardtop (his car was minus the entire soft-top apparatus) to one of the other cars so that we could ride alfresco.  Osamu’s car was very interesting: the windshield surround was painted gloss black to match the hard-top; the car carried a roll-over bar and chromed mirrors, custom wheels, customized instruments, lightweight racing buckets.  He has done a good bit of seat time with a helmet on.  But even more interesting was Osamu himself.

Osamu was the Route Master for this day.  At one rest stop, I looked over his shoulder as he reviewed the route notes for the other drivers: the instructions were down to 15-minute intervals.  Of course, by the middle of the tour, the schedule was totally blown, but it was a valiant effort.

Osamu was also the philosopher of the group, and during the course of my “talking ride” with him, I started to appreciate how shallow my understanding of the Miata had been, even after 8 years of ownership.  And how only by riding in an MX-5 on the Noto Peninsula could true understanding be achieved.  

You see, the original concept of the Roadster was developed by Toshihiko Hirai, the first product program manager for the car, while he was with Mazda in Kanazawa in 1981/82.  The idea came to him while he was thinking deeply and shoveling snow.  The backdrop for the concept was the roads of the Noto Peninsula - up into the trees, down to the ocean, up trees, down ocean.  Oh, my!  In a real sense, Kanazawa was the birthplace of the Miata.

As Osamu was explaining this, I was thinking – awwww, just a bit of local chauvinism.  But the roads of Noto kept intruding.  The twisting up and down - the ocean, the trees, the ocean.  The premium on sharp turn-in, cornering feel, lightness of control.  The irrelevance of brute horsepower.  In each of my half-dozen rides, I kept watching the driver carefully.  After a while, I DID come to see “jinba ittai”, oneness between rider and horse, arise naturally.  This oneness is the only way to travel through the Noto Peninsula.

OK, I know all the “explanations” about the Miata.  That it is merely an extremely good execution of the classical British sports car concept.  As a Britcar nut of the first water (I’ve owned two 1960s-era Lotus confections), I had always thought that sounded plausible.  I now realize that is total nonsense.  In all that the Japanese do, including sports car design, they proceed with “a fullness of intent”.   No halfway measures.  Ever.  For all those cranky (but beloved) British cars, this is a totally alien concept.

And I have read about the depth of US involvement in the design of the Miata through the Mazda Southern California design studio.  That is so.  (What do they say, that failure is an orphan but success has many fathers?)  But at its core, at the level of the concept and the execution of that concept, the MX-5 Miata/Roadster is a totally Japanese car.  

At its core, the Roadster concept is as spare as a Haiku poem.  As Haiku could have arisen in no other culture, so the Roadster could have arisen from nowhere else other than on the roads of the Noto Peninsula.

You may think all this to be clap trap.  And I would be the first to acknowledge (repeat after me) that the older I get, the less I know.  But still, in the months thereafter that I have been at home, commuting in my daily driver R-Package, I have become utterly convinced that the Noto Peninsula is in the DNA of my Miata.  

Anyway, back to that day in Noto.  Eventually we wound back south through the Peninsula, back towards Kanazawa.  Takeshi Mouri, Yoichi Sakaguchi, and Kazutaka Hirano all provided rides in their objects of pride.  Motoki Inami and Miyuki Nakamura, the young (aren’t they all) engaged couple were not about to separated for this old dude (but they did carry Osamu’s hardtop when I rode with him).  All were simply incredibly kind to a stranger.  

Dusk was approaching.  The KRC had one last treat for me – on the beach.  The “Chiri Beach Nagisa Drive” has to be right at the top of any car nut’s Must Do List when visiting Japan.  Miles of hard packed sand upon which you can legally drive, right alongside the (gentle) surf.  Combine that with a technicolored, wispy clouded sunset, and the setting becomes surreal.  Where Japan is known as the Land of the Rising Sun, Kanazawa on the West Coast IS the land of the setting sun.

Makoto handed me the keys to his white, blue-striped prize and said: why don’t you drive it up and down the beach, solo?  He didn’t have to ask twice.  What a treat!  To drive an MX-5 on its home turf (oops, sand).  I then continued RHDriving when the column of Roadsters re-formed and drove en masse down the beach to where the paved highway began.  At this point I painfully surrendered the keys, and we continued into downtown Kanazawa.  The entire KRC entourage delivered me near Masumi’s home, where we bid fond farewells in now-total darkness.  There I joined Lois with Masumi’s extended family for a hilarious, multi-course extravaganza of Japanese cuisine, where sake overcame all language problems (but that is another story).

The entire day was an exercise in over-the-top Japanese hospitality, which turns out to be the norm.  Nowhere else (and I have been around the block) is the foreign visitor met with such friendliness, interest, and intensity (remember, fullness of intent!).  And when all that is combined with a mutual interest like the Miata, the experience is indeed powerful. 

In closing – one last piece of insight gained on the Noto Peninsula.  Osamu carefully explained to me (while sliding through a series of esses), that the Miata is like a Japanese Noh mask.  In classic Noh drama, each character holds a carved wooden mask.  Depending on the tilt with which the mask is held, the mask shows happiness, horror, violence, concern, love, disgust.  The wood changes, but it is all the same mask.  The actor becomes the mask, and the mask the actor.  The same MX-5 is Japanese, American, French, British, …  Somewhere, I am sure there is even a Bulgarian Miata.  And that is because Noto is a universal mask.

If any of this piques your interest, you will have a chance this Fall to discover your own Miata’s roots.  The KRC is organizing an International Meet for October 24-26, 2003, which includes, yessss, a driving tour of the Noto Peninsula, plus a seminar with Hirai-san.  I suspect that I was the guinea pig for this tour.  And that was the happiest accident of all.  You can find further information on the Meet’s website: 

roadster.pro.tok2.com/cwoc. 
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