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A ryokan is lovely, but ryokan are not homes; 
they are designed to be inns,” says Iori 
Chairman Alex Kerr. To see how Kyoto 

people really lived, Kerr recommends you stay in 
one of Iori’s self-catering traditional townhouses. “In 
a Kyoto machiya you are staying in a real home. It’s 
about living as people used to live there,” he says. 

Iori Co. is the latest of a string of Japanese art 
and architecture projects for writer, activist and 
businessman Kerr. An American citizen, he first 
arrived in Japan in 1964, and has moved between 
the worlds of business, art and literature  —  working 
as a translator and interpreter, an art dealer and 
real estate executive. Iori was founded by Kerr 
and two Japanese business partners in 2004. The 
company now has about 60 to 90 guests staying in 
its eight machiya each week, and plans to add more 
properties to its list. All the houses have been pains-
takingly restored and lavishly decorated with East 
Asian antiques and artwork. Although the company 
originally anticipated mostly foreign tourists would 
stay in the machiya, Japanese visitors make up more 
than half of the guests. 

Kerr is well known in Japan and abroad for his 
books, lost Japan and Dogs and Demons. A fierce 
critic of Japan’s construction state, environmental 

destruction and what he terms Japan’s “modern 
malaise,” Kerr himself faced similar problems when 
starting Iori  —  namely Japan’s inadequate tourism 
infrastructure and legislation. 

“Many of the problems with tourism in Japan are 
systemic,” Kerr argues. For example, many foreign 
visitors cannot use their home country’s driver’s 
license, can’t access local networks through their 
own mobile phones, and can’t use international 
bankcards in Japanese ATMs. 

Existing tourism laws were outdated, Kerr  
quickly discovered. “The tourism laws, like so many 
other regulations in Japan, are frozen in time,” 
he says. “One of the biggest practical details [to 
overcome] was that Japan doesn’t have a bed-and-
breakfast law.” 

If Iori had classified the machiya as traditional 
Japanese hotels, they would have had to conform 
to rigid regulations that specify, among other 
things, the number of corridors and bathrooms. 

“Of course, if we did that, it would make it impos-
sible,” says Kerr. “These are old houses and they are 
what they are. To completely redo them to fit that 
law would be to destroy them.”

Kerr and his associates spent a year negotiating 
with Kyoto City. “There is always a way around 
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bureaucracy if you are just patient and work with 
the people involved,” he says. “It took us about a 
year of Mr. Kajiura [president of Iori] walking up 
to the city hall practically daily, but eventually we 
found a legal way to do it.” 

The solution was to classify the machiya as real 
estate rather than hotels, hence the name Kyoto 
Iori Weekly Machiya. 

Kerr also found his experience of the real estate 
business handy. During the Bubble period he spent a 
number of years managing the Japan operations of 
Trammell Crow, a Dallas real estate developer. One 
thing he learnt then was to avoid tying up company 
assets in property. Knowing that hotel operators 
typically now lease land for their hotels, Kerr and his 
associates choose to lease the machiya, rather than 
blow their funds on buying one or two outright. 

As well as planning to expand its stock of machiya 
in Kyoto, Iori is also looking further afield. recently 
it was approached by the small town of Ojika, on 
a picturesque island off the coast of Nagasaki 
Prefecture. Iori plans to turn about 10 abandoned 
houses there into accommodations, cafés, restau-
rants and artists’ residences. 

“Tourism in Japan has always been that you go to 
‘the famous place,’” says Kerr. “Of course . . . those 
things are protected, but the surrounding environ-
ment is destroyed, the things that are not ‘special.’” 

For the Ojika project, however, they want to 
preserve the ordinary rural architecture and 

atmosphere of the village. Kerr expects the project 
will get off the ground in the next two years. 

In the meantime, he will be busy with Iori, as 
well as sister projects in Kyoto and with Bangkok 
companies that introduce tourists to traditional 
local arts. (The program in Kyoto was in the news 
when American First Lady Laura Bush paid a visit.) 
Kerr has homes in both cities and has been dividing 
his time between the two since the late 1980s. He is 
now working on a new book, Bangkok Found, “an 
exploration of the city” told through the medium 
of his experiences in Thailand.    

“At the end of the day, I think of myself as a 
writer,” says Kerr of his protean career to date. 

“However, one of my Japanese friends once said, 
‘You should try to do something to show concretely 
what it is you just write and talk about.’ Iori gave 
me that opportunity.”

 
Tony McNicol is a freelance writer based in Tokyo.

A fierce critic of Japan’s construction state, environmental destruction 
and what he terms Japan’s “modern malaise,” Kerr himself faced 

similar problems when starting Iori …
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