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Foreword

THIS IS AN ABSORBING ACCOUNT of Ainu life written by an Ainu striving to preserve his people’s cultural heritage and sense of nationhood. Unlike many accounts by outsiders, which impose predetermined socio-anthropological categories on indigenous cultures, Kayano Shigeru offers a living testimonial to the history, ethos, customs, beliefs, hopes, and aspirations of a people whose way of life has been undermined by successive waves of invasion of their homeland by the Japanese.

The author’s candid account of the history of three generations of his family, and through them of a people, draws us into the world of the Ainu, enhancing our understanding of and empathy for a way of life that prizes the harmony of human society in nature. It vividly reveals the tribulations that the Ainu endured as the Japanese occupied their home (mosir, the quiet land) and barred them from the subsistence hunting and fishing that provided the foundations of society and culture.

The process of encroachment began hundreds of years ago with incursions by Japanese warlords. The loss of land and livelihood accelerated with the establishment of the Meiji state, which brought the Ainu homeland under ever more stringent control and sought to “Japanize” the Ainu while incorporating Hokkaidō within the purview of an expansive empire.


Our Land Was a Forest recounts the story of a remarkable Ainu leader raised in an impoverished but culturally rich family, who  ended his formal education after graduating from elementary school and as a youth earned his living as a forester. Eventually, drawing on cultural traditions he absorbed from the ballads his grandmother sang and the ancient legends she recounted, he dedicated his life to preserving Ainu heritage, values, language, arts, crafts, and customs—including dance, song, folklore, and literature—and to restoring the land and rights of his people. As a writer, as founder-curator of an important Ainu museum, and as a political activist, he has played a central role in the rebirth of Ainu consciousness. Kayano Shigeru’s story is an invaluable record of a people and culture at the edge of extinction striving to preserve their integrity and their culture.

 




Mikiso Hane 
Knox College
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Translators’ Note

THIS PROJECT WAS UNDERTAKEN at the suggestion of Matsuzawa Hiroaki, then of Hokkaidō University and presently of the International Christian University. Jane Marie Law of Cornell University read the entire manuscript with painstaking care and greatly improved the translation. Sasha Vovin of the University of Michigan assisted with romanization of the long quotations in Chapter 12. Kozaki Shinji checked the Ainu-language portions throughout the book and kindly provided romanization of all Ainu language portions of the text as well as syllable by syllable explanation. Sakurai Shin drew the two maps of Hokkaidō and the illustrations of the family insignia of the author’s ancestors who settled in Hidaka county. In the fall of 1992 and 1993, students in the third-year Japanese reading course at Cornell read excerpts from Chapter 6 in the original and added to the spirit of the translation. Alice Colwell and Michelle Asakawa of Westview Press refined the language and format of the book. The author, Kayano Shigeru, extended warm support from Nibutani and provided a new epilogue and photographs, including a treasured original portrait of his grandparents. Suzusawa Shoten, Tokyo, kindly granted us the use of eight drawings from their Ainu no mingu (1978).

In the text and Glossary, Japanese names are given in the Japanese style, with family names first. In Matsuura Takeshirō, for example, Matsuura is the family name, Takeshirō the personal name. The Ainu portions of the text were translated from the Japanese translations provided by Kayano Shigeru in the original version of the book; hence the translation may sometimes lack line-to-line correspondence with the Ainu. Minimal punctuation was added to prose sections of the originally unpunctuated Ainu text.

 



Kyoko and Lili Selden
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The island of Hokkaidō
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Our Nibutani Valley


THE AZURE HORIZON spreads in all directions, not a cloud in sight. The pine grove on the opposite shore of the Saru River is dark, but everything else in the vast landscape is pure white, covered with snow. The first time southerners see this Hokkaidō winter scene, they are likely to feel it would somehow be wrong to step into it. I myself felt such reluctance when I first went south and faced the grass that everywhere made the earth green.

Surveying the strikingly clear sky and the distant, dark pine grove across the river, I made my way over the bright snow to pay a visit to the ailing Kaizawa Turusino.

Standing in front of the old woman’s house, I noticed a hureayusni decorating the upper right corner of the entrance. Hureayusni, or a branch of raspberry, was used as a charm to ward off colds. When I was a child, if word spread that a cold was making the rounds of a nearby village, every Ainu family put up raspberry branches either at the entrance of their reed-thatched home or by a window.

Turusino’s house, like all Ainu homes these days, was a modern cement-block building that resists the cold. Yet this woman in her nineties was unhesitatingly carrying out this long-forgotten custom. The sight of that single branch carried me back forty years to my childhood.
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In the early 1930s our Nibutani home was in the distinctive Ainu style, with a wood frame and a roof of thatched reed layers. The boards that served as walls, nailed on from the outside, were just 1 centimeter thick, and they were so warped that a hand could easily fit between the slats. So as winter approached, my mother and older sister prepared large amounts of glue with which to paste sheets of newspaper inside, hoping somehow to keep the snow and wind from blowing in.

I have a photograph of Nibutani in winter taken quite a bit later, in 1939, by the Italian ethnologist Fosco Maraini. As it shows, my home was just a single building without any food storage hut or tool shack; all that stood next to the house was an outhouse. It was the chilly dwelling of the poor.

But outside of it we children played to our heart’s content, racing around in the snow and sledding. Although we wore long underwear, split at the thighs, all we had on top were extra layers over our summer kimonos. If in my excitement I slid down too steep a hill, my kimono would flap open. The snow would come in through the slits of my long underwear, leaving me gasping for breath as it fell onto my penis. As I forgot myself in our games, my hands would stiffen up, and my penis, small enough to begin with, would shrink to the size of a kidney bean.
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In Ainu a house is called ciset, from ci (we) and set (floor to sleep on). The roofs and walls of the houses shown here, restored for the Nibutani Museum of Ainu Cultural Resources, are made of thatch, which keeps the rooms unexpectedly warm.

 [image: 008]

The plan of the Kaizawa house

That was when I would finally miss home. Then I would run with all my might, warming my hands by putting them in my mouth or blowing on them. The moment the house came into sight, I would burst into tears. My mother, hearing me blubbering, would come out of the house and brush off the snow frozen onto my rear end or the hem of my kimono. She would then take my bright red, icy hands inside her robe and warm them between her breasts.

At that time my family consisted of nine members: my grandmother (born in 1850), my parents, an older sister, two elder brothers, myself, and two younger brothers. It was a rather hectic household, all of us crowding into a space of about 40 square meters.

We had a fire pit in the floor about 90 by 180 centimeters. In each of the two corners closest to the master’s seat was a sunken-stump 10 centimeters in diameter. These stumps of catalpa, the bark still on, were my father’s carving stands, and it was there that he made the many tools we needed in daily life. The tables wore down after several years of use, so Father would pull them out of the fire pit and take them to the altar outside the house. There he would lay them out with millet and cigarettes, offering prayers along the lines of “Please take these gifts back to the land of the gods.” The new stumps were installed only after this ritual was performed.

A fire shelf hung above the fire pit. It was about the same size as the pit and had two functions. It ensured that sparks from the fire would not rise to the roof and set it aflame, and it served as a drying shelf for stalks of millet. The shelf was just the right height for a seven-year-old child to bump his head against, and around that age, when I stood up suddenly, I often did hit my head. My grandmother and parents would laugh, saying, “Good, good, it means you’re growing. It’s just as painful for the shelf. Comfort it by blowing on the spot where you bumped it.” I would fight against the pain and, holding back my tears, blow earnestly on the shelf where I had run into it.

My grandmother, too, always sat in a fixed place. It was at the center of one edge of the fire pit, to the right of my father’s seat. In front of her in the pit stood a kanit, a divided stick for winding thread. As Huci (Grandmother) wound the thread she had twisted with her fingertips onto the spindle, she would relate Ainu folktales, called uwepekere, to us grandchildren. Of course, she told them in Ainu.

I was her favorite, and Huci would start with “Shimeru” (she could not pronounce “Shigeru”). Once I answered, she would slowly start the tales, never once stopping her work at the spindle. There was a great variety of stories, interwoven with practical bits of wisdom for carrying out daily activities and lessons for life: One  must not arbitrarily cut down trees, one must not pollute running water, even birds and beasts will remember kindnesses and return favors, and so on. One of the most often-repeated tales was about a child who was considerate of the elderly, praised by other people and the gods, and grew up to become a happy and respected adult.

In addition to the uwepekere, Huci also told us many, many kamuy yukar, or tales in verse about the Ainu gods. A god dwells in each element of the great earth mentioned in these tales, she would tell us, in the mountains off in the distance from Nibutani, the running waters, the trees, the grasses and flowers. Those gods looked just like humans, spoke the same language, slept at night, and worked by day in the land of the gods. As a child, I trustingly accepted as truth these tales about the gods.

Huci died in 1945 at the age of ninety-five. She had been a superb personal tutor when I was growing up, and it is thanks to her that I speak fluent Ainu and came to take pride in my ancestry. One day, when I was four or five years old, we were walking to the home of relatives about 2 kilometers away. As we approached the Kenasipaomanay, a little creek below the Nibutani communal graveyard, Huci called out, “Kukor son ponno entere” (Grandson, wait a moment for me).

As I stood still, she put aside her cane, sat down at the edge of the creek, and removed her black cloth headdress. Washing her hands and face in the creek, she turned to me and said, “Wash yourself off, too, Shimeru.” When I did as she told me, she impressed upon me, young as I was, “You’re going to grow up, and your huci will die. Whenever you pass this creek after I’m gone, I want you to remember that this is where you washed with your huci.”

Nowadays, the roads around Kenasipaomanay are completely paved, and not a trace of the landscape back then remains. Even fifty years later, however, I always recall my grandmother when I pass by that area. I can thus say that her wish to live on in her grandson’s heart, even after she was gone, has been fulfilled.
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Detail of south-central Hoddaidō
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This Nibutani, where I was raised in material poverty yet with spiritual wealth, is in the town of Biratori, located in the Saru region of Hidaka county, Hokkaidō.1 From Tomikawa Station on the Hidaka main line, which runs along the southern shoreline from Tomakomai to Erimo on the national railway, it is about 20 kilometers inland by National Highway 237. This is the warmest region of Hokkaido, with the least snowfall. The Saru River flows near here, and rice paddies abound. In the past, salmon were plentiful in the river, and in the nearby mountains there were deer and hare.

The Ainu had settled long ago in the Saru River region, with its mild climate and rich supply of food, dotting the landscape with their communities. I believe it is to the Saru that Ainu culture can trace its origins, for the kamuy yukar state that the river is the land of Okikurmikamuy. This is the god who taught folk wisdom to the Ainu: how to build houses, fish, raise millet, and so forth.

We Saru River Ainu prided ourselves on being from the land where the god Okikurmikamuy was born. Whenever we greeted Ainu from neighboring hamlets, we first identified ourselves in the following manner: “I am So-and-so, living and working in the village to which Okikurmikamuy descended from the heavens and taught us our folk wisdom.” The other person would take a step back and welcome us respectfully, replying, “Ah, you’re So-and-so of the village where the god Okikurmikamuy lived.”

It was not until recently that I discovered the origins of the name Nibutani, which lies at about the midpoint of the Saru River. An acquaintance by the name of Nagai Hiroshi brought me an 1892 map on which the valley and its surroundings were labeled Niputay, which must come from nitay. Nitay means woods, forest,   jungle. It was this map that finally made me realize the evolution of the Japanized name, Nibutani.

I have also encountered other proof to support my belief that Nibutani was a richly wooded area. About 6 kilometers from Nibutani, in the township proper of Biratori, there is a buckwheat noodle shop called the Fujiwara Eatery. Fujiwara Kan’ichirō, from the generation preceding the shop owners, first came to Biratori as a lumber dealer. He used to tell me, “I’ve logged all over, but the katsura in Nibutani were the best in Hokkaidō. It wasn’t unusual to find trees 2 meters thick. They were so fine I once had a sawyer cut out a section for me to make a table.” Even now, that impressive surface, made from a single piece of wood 150 centimeters wide, graces a table in the Fujiwara Eatery.

With just a glance at that piece of katsura, I—a woodcutter for twenty years—can still conjure up images of the dense woods in the mountains behind Nibutani: It was a forest of katsura, with herds of deer roaming through it. Whenever the Ainu needed meat, they entered the woods with bows and arrows and hunted as many deer as they desired. Sometimes they made sakankekam, or dried venison, and stored it. And in the Saru River, whose pure water flows beneath the mountain with its beautiful katsura woods, salmon struggled upstream in the autumn. The Ainu caught only as many salmon as they needed and, removing the innards, split the fish open to dry or smoked them for later use. Long before my time, Nibutani was such a fertile region.

During the Edo period, however, the shamo (mainland Japanese) 2 came into the area and, finding the Ainu living in this vast and rich landscape, forced them to labor as fishermen. Then in the Meiji era the shamo started taking over on a larger scale. (I expand on the history of the oppression of the Ainu in later Chapters.)  Ignoring the ways of the Ainu, who had formulated hunting and woodcutting practices in accordance with the cycles of nature, the shamo came up with arbitrary “laws” that led to the destruction of the beautiful woods of Nibutani for the profit of “the nation of Japan” and the corporate giants. With this, half of the Nibutani region ceased to be a land of natural bounty.
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The Four Seasons in the Ainu Community


I GO BACK NOW to the early 1930s, to the earliest of my memories. We Ainu children in Nibutani played a number of games: Let me start with springtime. The first greens to shoot up in the spring are makayo (butterburrs). Next come kunawnonno (multipetaled buttercups), hardy plants that blossom even when the earth is still frozen solid. The flowers are not fragrant, but they are a magnificent golden hue. The Ainu valued this color highly, as reflected in a phrase reserved for the praise of superior treasures: “A jeweled sword of the gods, as fine as if it were uprooted from a dewdrop on the blossom of a kunawnonno.” We children plucked these flowers, so cherished by adults, by the handful, and amused ourselves by decorating tree branches with them.

Until about the middle of April, frost and sheets of ice still formed. Taking advantage of the cold, we made “ice candy.” We would cut diagonal incisions in a sugar maple, as one does with rubber trees, and use a withered stem of giant knotweed as a cylinder to catch the milky white, sweet syrup—nitope—that dripped out. Later we broke open the cylinder, removed the ice candy inside, and licked it. The word nitope comes from ni, which means tree in Ainu, and tope, or milk. The sugar maple, called topeni in Ainu, is the only maple with sweet syrup. Boiling 5.4 liters of syrup resulted in about a quarter liter of candy. Sucking this candy was a favorite spring pastime.
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A kotan was an Ainu hamlet of four or more houses surrounding a spring. It was constructed on high ground to be safe from floods and tidal waves. This residence is part of a model kotan recreating a village from early Taishō (1912-1926).


Yet another fun activity for us hungry children was gathering peneemo, literally, squashed potatoes. We would go to the potato fields that had been dug up in the fall and collect all the potatoes that had been left behind. These potatoes, which had frozen during the winter underneath the snow, were thawed on the arrival of spring and thus had flattened by the time they were exposed to greet us. There were very few left in those carefully uprooted fields, and we were happy if we found twenty or thirty to put in our small saranip bags.3
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Saranip (backsack)


We first washed off the potatoes with water and skinned them with our fingers. Next we pounded the peneemo in a mortar, then roasted and ate them. Or we peeled and dried them to save for a later occasion, when we added water before eating them. This was an ingenious method of preservation invented in an age when sustenance could not be treated lightly. Many of the newcomers from the mainland must have learned from the Ainu how to eat these potatoes. We also artificially created peneemo ourselves, leaving bruised or dwarf-sized potatoes to freeze in the fields or on our rooftop.

Around this time, too, we dug up putaemo, bulbs of a wild grass shaped like miniature potatoes. We children pulled them up if we got hungry while we were out playing, and chewed on them with gusto; putaemo are among the tastiest of foods that are edible raw.

We also peeled the outer skin of putaemo stalks and, cutting the white, pencil-like inside into 3-centimeter-long pieces, moistened  them in our mouths. When they were soft with our saliva, we manipulated them so they would make the sound spon, spon. Children called these stalks spopon.


By May the butterburrs grew to 15 or 20 centimeters in diameter. We pulled them up by the handful, peeled the skin from the root upward in one motion, and busily bit into them. Despite a slight bitterness, they were soft and tasty. When we ate them, our mouths turned black from the tangy juice, but no one minded since it did the same to all of us who ate.

Around this time, plowing started in the fields on the right bank of the Saru River. We walked behind the plow, picking up cutworms. Using these worms as bait, we set up a rope to catch quantities of a variety of red-bellied dace, a small, active clearwater fish. The rope had fishing line tied on at 30-centimeter intervals, and each line had a fishhook tied onto it for worms. My older brothers set up the traps, then sent me to check on them. The dace we caught were chopped into tiny pieces, bones and all, and thrown into soup. The dace season was from the middle of April through the end of May.

In June the first baby sparrows hatched. When it was almost time for the sparrows to leave the nest, we climbed up to the thatched rooftop, thrust our hands into the nest in the thatch, and removed a tiny sparrow from its warm shelter. Dangling the bird by the fuzzy tufts of its head, we would intone in Ainu, “Ekotanu tapkar kiki, sapo tapkar kiki” (Dance the dance of your village! Dance the dance of your sister!). Distressed at having its “hair” pinched, the sparrow would desperately beat its wings, turning its body around and around, as the parents chirped furiously and flew around the tormenters of their baby. When our parents discovered our antics, it became our turn to be suspended by the hair of our heads and to kick our legs in the air.

Ainu children, however, returned the sparrows to their nests without killing them. In the event a bird died from our over-enthusiasm, we would have a funeral, where we made offerings of  millet and prayed, “Please take this gift back with you to the land of the gods.”

In the mid-1920s the games of Ainu children were not so different from those of the shamo. We played at something called hoops for which we needed the wheel of an old horse-drawn wagon or bicycle. Since such wheels were hard to come by, they were very precious—especially bike wheels (in Nibutani in those days, only Nitani Kunimatsu, Kaizawa Matsuo, Kaizawa Zensuke, and the Matsuzaki shop owned bikes). We usually settled for bamboo hoops tied around barrels. Playing with hoops involved bending the tip of a rather thick wire in the shape of a question mark, placing it on the curve of the hoop, and walking or running while pushing the hoop with the wire to make the hoop roll.

We also played on wooden stilts that were essentially the same as those called “bamboo horse” elsewhere in Japan, but modified since thick bamboo does not grow in Hokkaidō. We called the stilts “tall horse,” which I thought simply meant that one got tall when walking on them.4 To make these stilts we went to a nearby mountain and cut stalks of the right thickness.

Girls bounced rubber balls to a song that went:

Negotiations collapsing, 
the Russo-Japanese war began. 
Russian soldiers quickly fled; 
Japanese soldiers feared no death. 
He led a force of 50,000 
and killed all but six. 
At the battle of July 8th, 
he went all the way to Harbin
and struck down Kropotkin. 
Long live General Tōgō!






This song was then popular among children throughout Japan. Another ball-bouncing song was a counting song made up mostly of place names that started with the same syllable as the numbers one to ten in Japanese: “One sen,5 two Niigata, three Mikawa, four Shinshū, five Kōbe, six Musashi, seven Nagoya, eight Hakodate, nine Kyūshū, ten Tokyo, Kyōto, Ōsaka, Momoyama, Nara, sightseeing, three, then four.”

We also played split bamboo. Because we had no bamboo, we cut up a flagpole or the handle of an old broom into 25-centimeter lengths, split each into widths of about 2 centimeters, and shaved them neatly so that the splinters wouldn’t hurt our hands. Four sticks made a set that each of us held tightly then threw into the air, trying to keep the pieces as close together as possible and to catch them over and over again as they fell. There was a counting song for this game, too: “First throw, second throw, miso-seller’s bride, when did she come . . .”—I’ve forgotten the rest, but it was with such simple games that we passed the time. Jumping rope and stone skipping were popular as well.

Of course these games were not unique to Ainu children. Others, though, may have been indigenous Ainu games. One of these was making toy pattari in the creek when the snow thawed in spring. Pattari can be likened to the Japanese “deer repeller,” a scarecrow-like device that used water. Pattari were made from hollow stalks of garden sorrel filled with creek water. With the accumulation of water, one end of the stalk dropped onto the earth under the weight. On the rebound, the other end hit the ground with a thump. In those days, there were over ten real pattari in the  Pon-osat creek to the east of Nibutani Primary School. Adults used them to pound grains such as millet.

Then there was seypirakka (shell clogs). A hole was bored through the shell of a large surf clam and a thick rope passed through it. We wore two clams each, with the rope between our first two toes, and walked or ran about on them. The shells made a clicking noise like horseshoes, so we pretended to be horses. To make the holes in the seashells, we burned the tip of a young bush clover branch; when it turned red, we touched it to the seashell and blew on it. After many repetitions, the spot on the shell became white and brittle, and we could open a hole with the light tap of a nail. We children were copying the method adults used to make pipa, seashell knives for cutting the ears of millet.

When spring passed and summer came, our happiest pastime was canoeing in the Saru River. An old ferryman by the name of Kaizawa Kinjiro would lend us his canoe free if we were with an older child, so that we could practice boating. He was generous with the canoe when the water was low but never let us borrow it when the water level had suddenly risen during a long rainy spell or after a torrential rain. Since a schoolboy named Kaizawa Nobuo had drowned in a mishap, the ferryman had become even more cautious.

But we were always so keen on getting into the canoe that we would furtively push it into the current and jump in. When we got to just the right depth, the older boys would grab those children who could not swim and throw them into the water. The children would thrash their limbs about as they gulped air until the current carried them back to the shallows. However crude this kind of swimming lesson seems, children learned much faster than if they were taught step by step. This was how Ainu children used to master canoeing and swimming.
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In summer the villagers fished for trout in the Saru River. Trout that yearly migrate back from the sea stay in the deep waters of the river’s main current until the time comes to move on to smaller streams. In order to catch them there, adults brought nets to a depth where the water reached above their heads, and while someone held one end of a net at the shallows, another swam toward the deep with the other end. The two then chased the trout into the net by rolling the net inward.

It was fun catching not only large fish like trout but cep posunankar, or small clearwater fish. First we made arrows called peraai. A relatively fat stalk of ordinary rush was used for the shaft of the arrow, and a 4- or 5-centimeter-wide wooden tablet was attached at the tip. Once night came, we took these peraai to a small stream, lit torches made of birch bark, and with them as our guides, slowly waded from the lower to the upper reaches of the stream. The slow movements of the dace, sculpin, and loach, disturbed in their sleep, were illuminated in the torchlight. We then struck them—slap!—with the peraai and caught them. This method of fishing, called sune (light), was a delightful game on summer nights.
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