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The Water in Kikuchi Gorge

Countless streams that originate in mountains to the
northwest of the Mt. Aso volcano converge in Kikuchi
Gorge to form the Kikuchi River. The water in the
gorge is clear and cold, typical of secluded rivers at
high altitudes. What makes this river distinctive is its
almost complete lack of active volcanic chemicals and
its low magnesium and calcium content.
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The Kikuchi River takes shape over 800 meters above
sea level, near the nonthwestern ridge of the Mt. Aso
caldera’s outer rim, The river's sources are all on the
cuter slope of the caldera, and are also situated at an
altitude significantly higher than the caldera floor,
Consequently, substances derived from the active
volcano are unable to enter the Kikuchi watershed,
The water is, however, filtered by lavers of the ancient
voleanic rock that form the caldera walls. This
combination of geography and geology result in the
pure, soft water for which Kikuchi Gorge is famed.

The interplay of clear, low-mineral water and volcanic
rock in the gorge also affects the river's appearance. In
places where the riverbed consists of light rock, the
water looks cobalt blue—ecaused by sunlight passing
through it and reflecting off the rock without interfer-
ence from substances in the water.

Aceess to an abundance of pure water carried
downstream by the Kikuchi River is the main reason
that the Kikuchi Plain has been able to support large
human settlements for more than 2,000 years. The
river and the fertile fields around it have made Kikuchi
one of the most productive rice-growing regions in
Japan, and the prized soft water flowing down from
Kikuchi Gorge once supported a thriving sake brewing
industry.

The Flora & Fauna of Kikuchi Gorge
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The 4-kilometer Kikuchi Gorge cuts a straight line
through dense forest on the eastern edge of the

municipality of Kikuchi, a 20-minute drive from the

city proper. is a tranquil hiking spot noted

for its distinetive scenery, with waterfalls alternating
with long sections of gently flowing water. This
landscape, and the great diversity of plant and animal
life in the arca, are products of the gorge's topography

and its voleanic arigins.

A tale of many climates
The gorge is the source of the Kikuchi River, which
Mows southwest across the Kikuchi Plain for 71

kilometers before reaching the Ariake Sea. The river

and gorge take shape at an altitude of S00 meters, at

the convergence of countless streams originating in
mountaing on the outer rim of the Mt, Aso caldera.
Flowing downhill from there, the river reaches an
altitude of 500 meters at the end of the gorge. The
300-meder change in elevation over a distance of only
4 kilometers means significant biodiversity in the
gorge, from fir and oak forest in the cold upper reaches
to evergreen broadleal trees in the lower temperate
parts. This range of climatic conditions and the
coexistence of forest and river ecosystems attracts a
wide range of small mammals, frogs and lizards, birds,
and insects.

A landscape in constant flux

The dramatic series of steep waterfalls is the result of
ancient eruptions of the Mt Aso volcano, located
southeast of the gorge, and the ceaseless flow of water
over tens of thousands of years. The volcano experi-
enced four massive eruptions between 270,000 and
90,000 years ago, Voleanic matter unleashed by these
eruptions piled up in the valley that was to become
Kikuchi Gorge. This matter—mainly hot, thick ash—

solidified, formi

1g a type of rock called welded il
As welded wiff cools, the rock contracts and its surface
cracks. As this cooling progresses, the cracks deepen

and form columaar joints, Water flowing over the rock
eventually penetrates these fissures and causes blocks
to break off, leaving sheer cliffs that become water-
falls. The verucal breaks in the rock are visible

throughout Kikuchi Gorge, as are giant boulders that

have fallen from the mountainsides due to erosion and
tumbled into the river.

The combination of the river's comparatively steep
flow and the welded wifs tendency to break off in
large pieces means that the landscape in Kikuchi Gorge
i5 in constant flux.

The rock visible in the gorge today is thought to be
approximately 270,000 years old, produced by the first

of Aso's great eruptions—ithe newer layers have

already been swept away by the water.
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The well-maintained walking path allows visitors to strall

through the gorge and enjoy its natural beauty during any
SeAson.
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In the summer, sunlight reflecting on the mist
rising from the river lends this spot & mystical
mood,

LKakemaku Falls

At 20 meters, th e tallest waterfall in
tkuchi Garge, Visitors can see a rainbow near
g water on clear days.




