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            Nipponia Nippon

         

         HARUO TOYA narrowed his options down to three: breed them, free them, or kill them.

         Realistically speaking, breeding was off the table. Getting these precious, endangered birds from Sado to Tokyo would be impossible enough, but keeping them in a six-mat room? No way, not birds that size. His parents’ home—in the countryside the next prefecture over, not too far away—was a possibility, but just getting the place ready would require a massive effort. How was a frail seventeen-year-old boy who had no money and didn’t really know where to begin going to do that? The government was struggling to keep the birds alive, and all he was was a kid with a fantasy about taking care of the birds and taming them. Then, he worried, suppose the birds’ whereabouts leaked out, things could turn totally crazy.

         So, the options were really down to freeing them or killing them. Which meant whatever he decided would be a final solution, no turning back. He put off deciding, but thought about it round the clock. His imagination played the two scenarios over and over; in his indecision it was his only break from complete inertia.

         The first thing, in either scenario, was he’d have to break into the cage. Then the next step—liberate or kill. Either course of action, he realized, he felt just fine about. No unease. In a way, the sense of his achievement would be the same.

         By letting the birds go, he could feel proud of himself—a hero, a liberator of weak, captive innocents. On the other hand, by killing them, he would be an agent of chaos, crushing the world’s good intentions, and he could revel in the ecstasy of a cold-blooded executioner. These were daydreams, of course, but they felt more real to him than reality. He dwelled constantly on these feelings, and his desire to achieve his goal grew stronger by the day.

         Justice and injustice coexisted within him. Neither seemed false, yet neither had the upper hand. It was all in his head, anyway. Was there more justice in killing them or letting them go? He could point himself in either direction at will. He wanted to do both. He saw no contradiction in this.

         Maybe I really have a split personality, he wondered. It was a thought that came to him often, now as a matter of habit.

         Until one of those personalities asserted itself, he entertained both fantasies. But like a slug inching toward its goal, he was driven, surely but slowly, toward the forest where the crested ibises were kept.

         
            •

         

         Haruo had no idea what the security at the Sado Island Crested Ibis Conservation Center was like. The center itself said little on the matter.

         An article in the Mainichi newspaper’s Interactive Crested Ibis Internet Museum page claimed that “the crested ibises seem more carefully supervised than the pandas at Ueno Zoo,” but gave no details. Visitors could peer into the cages of the ibises from a designated observation zone that had three mounted sets of binoculars. The cages and adjacent administration building were bordered by a fence, beyond which visitors were not allowed. The distance between the fence and the cages seemed to be about fifty meters. For what he wanted to do, he wasn’t sure whether that was a long distance or not.

         In any case, an online map wasn’t going to tell him all he needed to know. Since the security for the pandas at Ueno Zoo was, as stated, light in comparison, he went to the zoo to get at least a point of reference. But obviously the situation at Sado was a different story. He needed to go there and do some reconnaissance on his own. But because he was phobic of airplanes and boats, he had no desire to make the trip there more than once.

         Photos and maps of the center on various websites showed the aviaries as freestanding structures, unattached to the administrative offices. Immediately he pictured himself, under cover of night, scaling the fence and stealing into the inner compound, sidestepping any defenses. Then he’d break into the aviaries and do his deed, whichever it was to be.

         He’d be like Lupin the Third, moving with speed and grace. And when he opened the doors to the aviary and came face-to-face with the birds, he could imagine how that alone could change the world. If that moment alone became known, it would give the country a jolt, sparking both praise and outrage. He’d be a hero! He’d be a villain! He’d have done something bold and unprecedented! His fantasies rolled on.

         But what if there were guards at night? What if he bumped into a staff member? Crested ibises were “Special Natural Monuments” in Japan and on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, so of course there’d be staff on night duty, of course there’d be security guards patrolling the place.

         Professionals always plan for the worst-case scenario. Haruo had read that somewhere. He was only an amateur, but he had to approach this thing like a pro. Failure was not an option. If he got caught, there would be no second chance. He’d be subjected to disdain and mockery all over again. Those pig-shit scumbags, all dressed up, pissing themselves laughing and sticking it to him, the pathetic son of the soba-maker, a bush-league crackpot.

         In other words, the world would keep looking at him the way it always had.

         So he needed weapons. But if a guard or staff member saw him, a confrontation was unavoidable. He needed protection. He wasn’t a scrapper, not in a fist-to-fist kind of way, which wouldn’t be practical in any case under the circumstances. He needed weapons that could neutralize any opponent instantly, keep them out of action for a long time. That was how to plan for a worst-case scenario.

         He typed “stun gun” in the search field on his computer: 4,195 results came up. He tried another search, adding the keywords “online shopping,” and got 1,543 results. Still too many. He refined the search again, adding “handcuffs” and got 32 results. OK. Of those, Haruo selected an Osaka seller boasting “the world’s best selection!” and “unbeatable bargains.”

         He didn’t know if the seller really had “the world’s best selection,” but there sure was a lot. Haruo had bought stuff online before, but never self-defense goods, so it took time for him to find his way around the site. The store had more than ten different types of stun gun alone, but there were also crossbows and slingshots, an array of knives, nunchaku, and extendable batons, even night-vision scopes. He was amazed that all of this was legal.

         He wanted to arm himself to the teeth, but he also had to scrape together the funds from his allowance, so he had to be selective. After studying the descriptions of possible items, he chose four weapons based on ease of use, effectiveness, and how well they complemented each other.

         For the purpose of disarming an opponent, he chose a stun baton, which had the highest power and the least risk of being snatched away by said opponent. With a length of 46.7 centimeters and a weight of 500 grams, it was a large model, and at 500,000 volts, it was the most powerful in its advertised class. It could immobilize an opponent for more than forty minutes after just five seconds of contact. It was normally 58,000 yen, but thanks to a “limited-time sale,” it was now only 12,000 yen. This was the first item he put in his shopping cart.

         Next, pepper spray. There were many types, but Haruo had his budget to consider and so he settled on the cheapest (2,200 yen). The spray was composed of capsicum (3%) and sulfur mustard (3%), in a medium of Freon 134a (94%). It caused violent coughing, nonstop sneezing, and intense pain to the eyes, nose, and throat. It had an effective range of two meters, and its neutralizing power would be even greater when combined with the stun baton.

         Then, handcuffs. Haruo wasn’t sure how many pairs he’d need, but he guessed that two would be enough. According to the Ministry of the Environment’s web-site, the Sado Island Crested Ibis Conservation Center was staffed by “four people: a veterinarian, a breeder, and two assistants.” That meant, probably, that at night there’d be one watchman, two at most, and no more than one staff member on site—for a total of three. Even if there were others, a 500,000-volt stun baton would knock them out instantly. Haruo added two sets of double-lock nickel handcuffs (2,800 yen each) to the cart.

         Finally, a knife—or, as stated, a “survival knife”; it’d be a backup weapon if the stun baton failed. A knife was easier to use than something like a crossbow; it was light, yet lethal in close-quarter combat. A stun baton wouldn’t kill, but a blade could neutralize an opponent for good. It would also be useful if he decided his “final solution” was to kill the birds. The selection of knives was quite large. From the offerings Haruo chose a 30-centimeter knife with a 17.5-centimeter blade for the price of 7,000 yen. It came in a leather sheath and with several accessories: matches, a compass, a grindstone, fishing lines, hooks, and weights. He’d have no use for it after his mission, so a cheap one would do. He added it to his cart.

         With consumption tax and a 1,000-yen fee for cash on delivery, his total came out to 29,140 yen (shipping was free on orders over 20,000 yen). Haruo’s budget was 30,000 yen, so he was pleased with his purchase.

         He reviewed his strategy: the gear he’d acquired would be enough to neutralize any men he encountered. After all, the guards wouldn’t be carrying more than a nightstick, and it was unlikely that the center was on alert for a terrorist attack. Nonetheless, if the police were called, these weapons wouldn’t be enough: policemen carry guns. A stun baton or a survival knife was no match for that. Slingshots and crossbows were projectile weapons, but couldn’t be fired rapidly or continuously, and couldn’t be mastered in the short time that he had. For a mission like this, he really needed parity with his opponent. If he wanted to be certain of success, he needed a gun. This was going to cost him, but like a pro, he was preparing for the worst-case scenario.

         Where to get a gun? In the movies, in novels, people got them from the yakuza, but Haruo wanted to steer clear of such sinister types. He turned again to the internet.

         Following links from a list of Dark Web websites, he landed on The Inside Dope, which turned out to be a valuable resource for all kinds of illicit activity. He posted an anonymous message on the forum: “I’m looking for a real gun.” He provided a free email address and said he could pay up to 150,000 yen. That was one month of his allowance, meant to cover rent and living expenses.

         According to a survey carried out in autumn 1998 by the National Federation of University Co-operative Associations (NFUCA), university students living in apartments in Tokyo received an average monthly allowance of 111,830 yen. Haruo wasn’t going to school, nor did he have a part-time job, let alone full-time employment. Nonetheless, every month he received from his parents an allowance considerably higher than the average, and was able to do with it as he pleased.

         And so he was free to spend his days surfing the internet and contemplating the plight of the crested ibises. Holed up in his apartment, undisturbed by anyone, he had been at it for three months, since October 2000. Somewhere in that time he had had a job, but it didn’t last two weeks. He wasn’t a complete recluse, a real hikikomori, nor was he obsessed with the ibises 24/7, but as one month led to the next and then the next, the ibises became the main focus of his attention.

         At the end of January 2001, Haruo had settled on “the final solution” to “the Nipponia nippon problem.” It became clear to him when he learned that the plumage of the birds Yu Yu and Mei Mei had changed, signaling the onset of the breeding season.

         
             

         

         Two days after Haruo placed his weapons order, it arrived.

         He handed over 29,140 yen to the courier, stamped his seal on the delivery receipt, and took possession of the goods. It all seemed so easy. The seller’s website had read, “We are not permitted to sell self-defense products to minors,” but Haruo was never asked his age, nor to provide identification. Just like that, he was halfway there.

         The gun was another matter. Soon after he posted his message on the forum, he received three email messages that treated him like a child: “150,000 yen? Are you out of your mind? If you’re that poor, just stick to air guns,” “Don’t you know the Juvenile Law is even harsher on weapon possession than before? Stop pretending to be an adult, punk!” and “If you want a gun, join the Self-Defense Forces.”

         He got no other responses. Chided, Haruo went on the forum again, raising his offer to 300,000 yen. Within six hours, he received an email with the subject line “I’m selling a Tokarev (8 rounds included).” The sender claimed that the gun was “authentic” and had been test-fired. Haruo was pleased but hesitant, since the deal was dependent on the seller receiving the entire 300,000 yen before the weapon would be sent.

         The internet was rife with scams, and demanding payment up front without delivering the goods was a common one. How could Haruo trust this guy? He had no way of knowing if the seller was on the level, and he had no confidence in his ability to negotiate a better deal. Seeing how this was all illegal anyway, he certainly couldn’t run to the authorities if he got ripped off. Stuck, he decided to do nothing—and see if the seller contacted him again. That was the only way to determine the seller’s true intentions.

         
            •

         

         Haruo was in his first year of middle school when he discovered, flipping through a dictionary, that to, the first kanji of his surname, could also be read as toki, the meaning of which was “crested ibis.”

         This was a major moment, and it made him feel an affinity for the bird. It began modestly, with the crested ibis becoming his favorite species. He didn’t bother to read up on them, but when crested ibises were ever in the news, he found himself paying attention.

         What fascinated him more than the birds themselves was their predicament. They were extremely rare—endangered, in fact—and they were bred under a national conservation and breeding program. All this made Haruo feel that he, too, was special. That his surname, Toya (“crested ibis valley”), shared the same kanji with the toki not only confirmed this, it was a sign of nobility, he believed. It was alienating that nobody could understand why he was so proud of his name, but this only strengthened his sense of grandeur.

         Haruo didn’t know when to shut up. He was constantly trying to get his classmates to acknowledge his superior intellect and unique ideas. Unsurprisingly, they avoided him, kept him at a distance. His logorrhea spilled over into his writing as well: every day, at home, he filled the pages of his diary with outpourings of emotion, while at school he would talk his classmates’ ears off. His long-windedness and attention-seeking were an irritation. He could tell that he rubbed people the wrong way, but he lacked the self-control to do anything about it.

         His grades were good, not great, and he had an average build, but he could be ferocious in a fight, so he didn’t get beaten up very often. Instead, there was a period when his stuff got hidden or ripped up. He knew who his tormentors were, so he responded in kind. This deterred them a bit, and after a particularly nasty period things did calm down. The bullying ended when he entered his third year and was moved to another homeroom. The bullies had by then turned their attention to another outcast.

         In his three years of middle school, Haruo didn’t make a single close friend; it felt to him that he had spent the entire time delivering monologues. Yet it never occurred to him to alter his image simply by talking less, and he refused to play the game of self-deprecation that lubricated social interactions. Like many his age, he was impatient with the world without understanding it. He believed that when he became an adult, he would find an environment where he felt he belonged. His ideal was a world without enmity or malice, a tender world of kindness and respect, a paradise where crested ibises flew freely in the sky.

         
             

         

         His awareness of the birds’ predicament, and his sympathy toward them, grew over time.

         The January before Haruo entered high school, China gifted Japan with two crested ibises, Yang Yang and Yo Yo, who were in residence at the Sado Island Crested Ibis Conservation Center. In May, the birth of a crested ibis chick through artificial breeding—the first such case in Japan—became big news. Haruo felt as if this all had been his personal good fortune, but he said nothing because he hated the idea of joining the herd that was fixated on the news. The day the chick was born, he wrote in his diary: “I can’t express my feelings, because then I’d be like everyone else.” Although the media treated the conservation and breeding program as a project of national interest, Haruo saw it as a passing fad. When he learned that the name of the chick would be selected from a pool of suggestions submitted by elementary school students, he was disgusted: here was a sublime creature, on the verge of extinction, being treated like a carnival sideshow. It made him furious. Whatever pleasure he felt dissipated each time news about the chick came on TV.

         Something was fundamentally wrong about this whole thing. A vague sense of the wrong grew more clear to him each day, and as he committed the sense of this wrong to his diary, he nailed it: people thought that the birth of the chick, named Yu Yu, had saved Nipponia nippon, the Japanese crested ibis, from extinction, when the fact of the matter was Yu Yu may have been born on Japanese soil but was the offspring of crested ibises from China. The extinction of the indigenous bird was a foregone conclusion!

         Once he realized this, all of the festivities over “the second-generation crested ibis” seemed like a sham. People just wanted an excuse to cheer about something, anything. The gloom of “the endless recession” no doubt had something to do with it. As usual, people wanted to turn away from reality and forget their troubles. They were making merry, nothing more. It may be a cliché to say this, but feeling scorn for “the masses” from a position of no responsibility is easy.

         Haruo studied the press coverage, trying to get to the heart of the matter. He came to the following conclusion: this national fixation on the birds’ breeding amounted to no more than a vulgar interest in the sex life of the ibises. That was the kind of society he lived in. It was true that Japanese think about nothing but sex. And not just human sex: there were probably people masturbating to the mating of birds.

         First, they kill off all the ibises, mercilessly, and now they breed a single bird, artificially, and they think they’ve saved the species. But imagining the birds actually having sex—that was the extra thrill!

         I don’t want anything to do with this animal abuse, Haruo declared to himself. At the least, he would stop obsessing over the birds. He would not be swept up by the herd. But it didn’t mean he’d be able to stop caring about the birds altogether.

         After Haruo arrived in Tokyo on the first day of October the previous year, he was tormented by a deep loneliness, which drew him back into the world of the ibises. He hadn’t had many friends to begin with, and in the city he didn’t know anyone, so his days passed with him unable even to strike up a conversation. He also had to bear the pain of not being able to gaze upon the face of the girl he loved. During those days of solitude, as he searched for something, anything, that could give him an emotional anchor, he recalled how the first kanji in his surname translated into “crested ibis” and it was this fact that provided him a clue to his salvation. But this renewed sense of identification with the ibises was different than before.

         Haruo’s life had changed radically that autumn. He dropped out of high school and moved from his hometown to Tokyo, beginning a life on his own. This hadn’t been his idea; it was his parents’, which he’d agreed to. At first he was angry, thinking they were unfair, but he had come to believe that it was the right decision. The fact that he couldn’t tell his beloved how much he loved her, the fact that he quit school, the fact that he had to leave his hometown—all of this was his fate. The world where everybody loved and respected everybody else did not exist.

         In the past, he had numbed himself to his loneliness by escaping into a world of fantasy. It was his only recourse, young and inexperienced as he was. When he first arrived in Tokyo, he groped around for some way to break through the city’s unjust barriers and, indeed, for a reason to be alive at all. This threw him into a depression.

         Now a path emerged clearly before his eyes. It had taken a while, but now he had a purpose in life. His fantasies were no longer a way of escaping reality; rather, they were training for a goal. No matter how great the sacrifice, I must succeed. It was an epiphany. For better or worse, the plight of the crested ibises had got him to this moment.

         The computer was his most valuable resource in learning about the birds. When he agreed to leave home, Haruo conditioned it upon his parents’ paying for a new laptop and a high-speed internet connection. If he was being exiled to a strange place, he was entitled to it. If he could surf the web to his heart’s content, he could endure any hardship in Tokyo. It gave him something to look forward to. At home with his parents there was only a dial-up connection and a computer he was forced to share with his younger brother. In Tokyo he would at least be able to use the computer as much as he pleased.

         Shiro Misawa, his father’s old high school classmate, helped him settle in Tokyo. He took charge of everything from finding Haruo an apartment to finding him a job. His wife purchased all the necessary household items. On moving day, Haruo had only to go buy a laptop and a mobile phone with his parents; the Misawas had taken care of everything else. Before nightfall, his apartment was in order and the internet connection was up and running. The following day, Misawa took Haruo and his parents to the Western-style pastry shop he owned and offered Haruo a job.

         “I’m going to turn Shunsaku the soba-maker’s son into a first-rate pastry chef!” Misawa said, laughing loudly.

         Haruo got the strong impression that this was done more out of ostentation than of friendship. He gave Misawa and his parents sidelong glances as they chatted, disdainful of their insincere smiles. That said, it didn’t bother him to be working there. He had no desire to become a pastry chef, but he didn’t mind having a job to go to.

         He worked in the pastry shop by day, then surfed the web almost until the break of dawn. After a week of this, the lack of sleep made it harder for him to go to work, and he started showing up late. He knew that he had the so-called “internet addiction,” but he couldn’t stop. Even when he was doing chores at work, he got restless, thinking about things he’d read on online forums the night before. He was getting fed up with the job, and it became more and more difficult just to leave the house. At home, he would often plunge into depression or be rocked by violent impulses, but even that seemed better than going to his job. Surfing the web was much more educational than learning how to make pastries; for him, it was indispensable.

         In the past, his idle thoughts and lukewarm interests would quickly fade and be forgotten, but now he scoured the web to understand everything that caught his attention. Learning about things online eased his loneliness. He had passed his first days in Tokyo not doing much, but everything changed once he had found his purpose in life.

         With nobody to talk to, he poured out his thoughts and feelings endlessly in his diary, and since the computer was limited only by its disk space, he didn’t have to hold back. On screen, his writing seemed cogently argued and crystal-clear. He never doubted that he was on the right path. Everything that had happened to him up to that point finally seemed to fit together. His life had direction and meaning. It was only his baseless fears that told him otherwise.

         His surname was a major impulse in his surfing online. His first search left him disappointed. He had wanted to confirm that “Toya” was a rare and enviable name, only to discover it was hardly rare at all. He got relatively few hits for “Toya” (49), and that was gratifying, but he was surprised to learn how many other surnames contained the kanji for “crested ibis” in them. So many, in fact, that Haruo felt mortified at having bragged about it in middle school. There was Tokita, Tokizawa, Tonosu, Tokinami, Tokine, and even Toki, written with that one same kanji. And those were just the ones he had found. Toya was only one among others, and the name started to seem ordinary, even insipid.

         He did a search to see which name using that kanji was the rarest of all; this left him even more dejected. In descending order, he found 1,640 hits for Tokita, 157 for Tokizawa, 69 for Tonosu, 30 for Tokinami, and 2 for Tokine (he didn’t bother with Toki because it was impossible to isolate the surnames from all the other hits that popped up). Toya was in the middle, with 49 hits, which did nothing to change his feeling of its unremarkability.

         Though he was disappointed, the keyword “toki” did yield for him some interesting information: there was a place called Toya in Nagara-machi, Chosei County, Chiba Prefecture, and there were other places in Chiba that had the same character for crested ibis in their name. Apparently, the prefecture had once been a breeding grounds for crested ibises.

         NTT East Japan’s Hello Net Japan website, which featured local information produced by regional offices, had this to say about the city of Togane in Chiba:

         
            Toward the end of the Muromachi Period, the Chiba clan built Tokigamine Castle (Crested Ibis Peak Castle) in the village of Hetakata, which now corresponds to the area surrounding Lake Hakkaku. It was named Tokigamine because of the many crested ibises gathered there at the time. Some people speculate that “Tokigamine” was later changed into “Togane.”

         

         Of course, Haruo was moved to believe that his ancestors had lived in Chiba, probably even in the town of Toya itself. They had surely seen flocks of crested ibises in flight, then watched as the magnificent birds plunged from the sky to feed on loaches, river crabs, mud snails. They must surely have witnessed people lying in wait, capturing the birds alive or stoning them dead, plucking their feathers, eating their flesh. People who came in hordes and slaughtered the birds without restraint, pushing them to the brink of extinction. But—

         Could one of my ancestors have done those awful deeds? What if my family lived in Toya and made a living hunting the birds? Is that the root of my obsession? 

         
             

         

         Haruo knew he’d never learn the answer to those questions, and he wasn’t going to try. His parents had severed ties with the main branch of the Toya family long ago. They had retained the family name, but there was no supposed head of the family and nobody in town shared the name. His grandfather Mamoru Toya had left home on September 19, 1988, and never returned, but Haruo’s parents had been estranged from that side of the family long before that. Miyo, Haruo’s grandmother, had forbidden the family from ever mentioning Mamoru’s name, and even when her grandchildren asked about him, she refused to respond. Mamoru had left home without a word, and Miyo wanted to forget he ever existed.

         Haruo was five when his grandfather disappeared. His parents never fully explained what happened, but he guessed that Mamoru had run off with another woman. He didn’t pursue it further, since his knowing wouldn’t change anything and certainly wouldn’t benefit him. He had no sympathy for his grandfather, and no desire to meet him. His memories of him were faint and included no lost affection. Mamoru felt like a distant relative.

         
             

         

         Whatever the truth of his ancestors might have been, Haruo proceeded with his fantasies unchecked. So what if he had ibis-hunting ancestors. He wasn’t interested in actual history. What mattered was his own inescapable lot in life.

         Maybe the family name Toya isn’t a sign of nobility, after all; maybe I’ve been branded as part of the bloodline of killers of the crested ibis. The thought brought up wretched and repugnant images that gave him the chills, yet his imagination could not be reined in. He grew only more agitated. Haunted by visions of a blood-soaked past, he put his hand on his crotch to calm himself down. He wished he had someone to talk to, but there was no one. He was alone. An endless stream of unutterable words swirled around in his head.

         With this revived interest in the ibises came a dreamy nostalgia—a nostalgia into which he sought to escape completely. How are the crested ibises in Sado doing? 

         On the morning of Sunday, October 15, television news reported that Mei Mei, the female crested ibis sent from China as a gift upon Premier Zhu Rongji’s visit to Japan, had arrived at the Sado Island Crested Ibis Conservation Center in Niibo Village, Niigata Prefecture.

         Misawa’s pastry shop was closed on the first and third Sunday of every month, so Haruo had been up all Saturday night, surfing the web. He was about to shut down the computer and go to bed when the news caught his attention. Upon hearing the words that Mei Mei had been selected “to mate with Yu Yu,” Haruo’s heart began to race.

         This was a sign! Mei Mei’s arrival in Japan wasn’t just a turn of events, it was an auspice—and certainly not a coincidence that it should happen exactly as his interest in the crested ibises had been rekindled.

         It was then, in a moment that felt enchanted by the birds, that the word “destiny” first floated to the surface of his consciousness. “Destiny…” It sounded so pretentious when he said it aloud. And ominous. He felt unease; but worse: It was terror.

         More, he thought. I have to learn more about the crested ibises. 

         He never returned to work at the pastry shop.

         
            •

         

         Per the Japanese search engine Goo’s “Handy Japanese Dictionary Tool”:

         
            From the Daijirin Japanese Dictionary, courtesy of Sanseido:

            toki (n.) [image: ]

            A bird in the Threskiornithidae family within the Pelecaniformes order. Scientific name Nipponia nippon. Total length is approximately 75 centimeters. The entire body is covered with white plume, with long crown feathers on the back of the head. The wings and tail feathers are salmon pink (also known as “crestedibis color” in Japanese) while the legs and unfeathered parts of the face are red. During the breeding season the feathers turn gray. The beak is black and long with a downward curve. The wild species became extinct in Japan in 1981 and the birds are only bred in Shaanxi Province, China. It has been designated a Special Natural Monument and is on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species.

         

         According to the Shinsen Jikyo Chinese–Japanese dictionary, tsuki is another way to read the kanji 鴇 and functions as another word for the crested ibis. It was clear, in any case, that the kanji has no meaning other than “crested ibis.” With that confirmation, Haruo proceeded with his research on the birds.

         But when he found that there were more than nine thousand web pages about crested ibises, he knew he had to narrow his focus. Haruo first looked at the public websites of the Sado Island Crested Ibis Conservation Center and the Environmental Agency (which on January 6, 2001 would be renamed the Ministry of the Environment) then read through a few newspaper articles. That alone took days, but it didn’t feel like work. He was so engrossed that he read with a degree of concentration that was new for him.

         As he began to understand the workings of the protection and breeding programs, he grew even more disturbed by the public excitement that had greeted Yu Yu’s birth. Efforts had been at cross-purposes with one another and critical details had been obscured.

         He wrote the following in his diary:

         
            The crested ibises are being kept isolated in a facility surrounded by many trees. The state takes good care of the birds and keeps them alive, but every day, large numbers of tourists come to gawk at them. The state’s main concern is that the ibises mate and reproduce, and everyone hopes that, even if it happens only once, many chicks will be born. The last thing anybody wants is for the Nipponia nippon lineage to be broken.

         

         But, Haruo reasoned, the extinction of the native Japanese crested ibis was already a given: the last male Japanese ibis, Midori, died suddenly on April 30, 1995, and all of the eggs laid by Fan Fan, who had been borrowed from China to mate with Midori, had not been fertilized. The only remaining Japanese crested ibis was Kin, who was old and no longer able to reproduce.

         Haruo opened the administrative resource page on the website of the Natural Environment Office of the Environmental Agency and found the following:

         
            THE STATE OF THE CRESTED IBIS IN JAPAN AND CHINA

Survival only in Japan and China—taxonomically identical

Scientific name: Nipponia nippon

             

            As of the end of 1998, one bird in Japan, more than 130 birds in China

            Specimen in Japan: “Kin,” female, 31 years old; no longer able to breed

            In residence at the Sado Island Japanese Crested Ibis Conservation Center as part of the Environmental Agency’s protected breeding effort

            SPECIMENS IN CHINA

            1981 Rediscovered in the Qinling Mountains in Shaanxi Province

            1983 Crested Ibis Natural Reserve established in Yangxian County, Shaanxi Province

            1998 Number of wild birds increased to 60, number in captivity increased to 71

            CHINA–JAPAN COOPERATION

            1. BREEDING

            Loan of Hoa Hoa from China to Japan, 1985–1989 (four breeding seasons): Hoa Hoa (male) was lent by the Beijing Zoo to be mated with Kin (female) at Sado; returned to China without success.

            Loan of Midori from Japan to China, 1990–1992 (three breeding seasons): Midori (male) was lent by Sado to be paired with Yao Yao (female) at the Beijing Zoo; returned to Japan without success.

            Loan of a pair from China to Japan, 1994–1995 (one breeding season): Long Long (male) and Feng Feng (female) was lent by the Crested Ibis Natural Reserve in Yangxian Country to reproduce at Sado; Feng Feng returned to China after sudden death of Long Long.

            2. COOPERATION WITH CHINESE PRESERVATION EFFORTS

            To date, thanks to the Japan International Cooperation Agency, the Environmental Agency, private foundations, fundraising efforts, etc.:

            
	Provision of breeding facilities and equipment such as surveillance cameras and vehicles

               	Dispatch of researchers and breeding experts

               	Support for habitat surveys

               	Support for public awareness projects

               	Other forms of support

            



         Since this information was current only as of late 1998, it did not include Yu Yu, who was born the following year, nor Shin Shin and Ai Ai, who were born even later. Haruo wondered how they would figure into the diagram of the relationship between Japan and China. It seemed to him that, as part of a Chinese lineage born in Japan, they would muddy the waters.

         Yu Yu, Shin Shin, Ai Ai—how would the Japanese public regard this new generation of ibises and their ambiguous identities? Haruo looked at this next:

         
            One-Page Crested Ibis Special Edition: What’s Your Nationality? Yu Yu’s Soliloquy

            June 17, 2000 Kyodo News A3T637 Society 308S02 (537 characters)

            My name is Yu Yu. A year after I was born on Sado Island in Niigata, my sibling came into the world. But there’s something that bothers me: even though we were born in Japan, aren’t we actually “Chinese birds”? The people around us have all sorts of different ideas about this.

            “Should we make a family register for the chick? Does the principle of territorial privilege apply here, or that of personal privilege?” When I was born in May of last year, this was apparently what the late Keizo Obuchi, prime minister at the time, had asked. An official in the Wildlife Division of the Environmental Agency said, “Since our agency is responsible for the bird, its nationality is Japanese.” But things were more complicated: “Since the bird originated in China… it may be more accurate to say that it has no Japanese nationality.”
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