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THE WATER DANCE
Dry are their hopes, the people adhere,
To jimmy their butts, and dispel their fear.
But nary a drop, 'til out comes she,
An orphan child, in front of thee.
The villagers halt, their eyes agape,
As silence befalls, and hearts escape,
And yes it does drop, but not from up high,
In joy and in hope, does life truly lie.

- 生治
生治 ‘Seinao’ is the poet handle of Lewis Marks
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Y O K A I :
Kuma moto ’s
Hidden Inhabitants
I’m sure a lot of you will have heard of yokai, and will understand why
trying to explain what the term yokai encompasses would take more
time than I have. So for the purposes of this article, and for those who
don’t know, yokai are kind of like Japanese monsters that have
appeared for centuries in various folklore and legends all over the
country. It seems that since people have been in Japan, there have
been yokai too. I can’t remember when I first fell in love with yokai,
but it probably started with the fact that a fairly large amount of
Pokemon are based on yokai. Right now, I’m actually creating my
own yokai Manga, so if you have any cool yokai stories you know
please let me know!
However, yokai are more than just stories. They have shaped parts of
Japan’s culture in very unique ways. I once even read a story of a
yokai whose actions are said to have basically started the Genpei
War, which would have a huge effect on how Japan’s history would
turn out. Every region has its own specific folklore, and Kumamoto is
no exception—in fact Kyushu in general is a hotbed of yokai stories.
I’ve researched the yokai said to have originated from here, and this
is what I found out…
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Kappa
Technically this yokai is not a
Kumamoto-exclusive yokai, but
exists throughout Japan. The
kappa is the poster boy of yokai.
Featured in a lot of anime and
manga, there are various legends
about kappa, and they are all a
little different, but the main points
are that kappa are relatively
peaceful creatures that live in the
rivers of Japan. They have beaks,
webbed feet and usually a shell
on their back like a turtle.
There are stories of kappa that will
kill people, but they have a small
dish on their head in which they
store water. If this water is spilled,
the kappa will lose all its power.
Also, if you are ever in danger from
a kappa, offer it a cucumber,
which is their favorite food, and you should get away unscathed. Think
about this the next time you visit Kikuchi Gorge. There’s more than likely a
few Kappa lurking about.

Shiranui
This is a where the line between yokai and phenomenon blurs a little.
Shiranui is more of ghostly light that has been seen on both the Ariake Sea
and the Yatsushiro Sea and has been reported on since ancient times.
These small fires that burn just above the water’s surface said to be at their
brightest about 3am. Nowadays science tells us that it’s just an atmospheric
illusion, but no one has been able to definitively prove this so in my mind,
this is definitely some kind of fiery yokai!
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Abura Sumashi
I hadn’t actually heard of this yokai until I
came to Kumamoto, and it seems this
one is definitely a local Yokai. Abura
Sumashi is a small, goblin-like creature
that lives in the mountains in Kumamoto,
particularly
in
Amakusa
near
Sumotomachi Kawachi, where this a
grave for one. This fairly harmless yokai
will often call out to travelers walking in
the mountains and is thought to be the
spirit of oil thieves from long ago who
escaped into the area. It’s hard to find
much information on this yokai, but it did
feature in GeGegGe no Kitaro by Shigeru
Mizuki. If you’re in Amakusa try calling out
for one, you may be surprised by a
response.

Yamawaro (Yamawarawa)
Yamawaro is a yokai with close ties to
humans and many different stories. It is
thought that these are a type of
mountain dwelling kappa, but in some
places are completely different yokai.
Yamawaro are very versatile Yokai and
have been known to not only help
humans with work (if rewarded with
onigiri, so not unlike myself) and even
seem
to
enjoy
Sumo
wrestling.
Occasionally yamawaro have been
known to destroy houses if they are built
in their migratory path. With small stature,
one large eye and a hairy body this yokai is well documented all around
Kumamoto and other prefectures. If you’re in the mountains near the
Ashikita area, keep an eye out.
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Amabie
And finally a yokai I’m sure you have all seen recently, as it has been
experiencing a large amount of fame throughout Japan recently
due to coronavirus. However, you might not know that this Yokai was
first seen in Kumamoto in the Edo Period. The story goes that the
Amabie came from the sea and warned the people of Higo (old
Kumamoto) that for anyone that fell ill to a coming plague, a picture
of Amabie should be shown to them. After that they would be
healed. The fact that it’s reported that this story has multiple
witnesses, including government officials is pretty interesting.
Amabie is not the only Yokai with a warning like this, there are other
Yokai that have appeared (surprisingly, Kumamoto seems to be the
place for this to happen) throughout history to help humans ward off
the worst.
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There are hundreds if not thousands of
variations on yokai legends that I could write
about, that even after years of interest in yokai,
I still learn new things from new sources all the
time.
For those of you who may be skeptical of their
existence, just remember that the Japanese
tanuki has long been considered a yokai, and
they are very real. So if they exist what else is
out there? I like to think one day I may be able
to find out…

Adam
Pool
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ASHIKITA
:

A Rural Hidden Gem
By: Niamh Merry

Perhaps you’ve heard of Ashikita, a small fishing town
about an hour’s drive south of Kumamoto. Maybe you’ve even
been there for KumAJET’s famous Ashikita Beach Party which
takes place every year* (*May be cancelled due to a global
p a n d e m i c , b u t we w o n ’ t h o l d t h a t a g a i n st t h e m) .
I recently had the opportunity to attend a Monitor Tour in
the region and explore some of its secrets. Our tour began at
the docks, where we hopped on an “Utasebune” sailboat.
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These boats have been used since the
end of the Edo Period for a traditional style of
fishing where a net is dropped and pulled
along as the boat moves, catching prawns,
crabs and squid. Unfortunately, the wind was
too strong on this particular day for the
captain to raise the iconic sails. However, we
were given the pleasure of enjoying a specialmade bento from “Ebiyan”, a well-known
local restaurant. The beautiful wooden box
was filled to the brim with locally sourced
foods such as prawns, onigiri and... more
prawns! This was just the start of the hospitality
we were to be shown that day.
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Photo by: Lily McDermott

Upon returning to the dock we thanked our generous hosts for
the boat trip and made our way to Otachimisaki Onsen Center. From
here we met a tour guide who specializes in “Footpaths”. He delighted
in explaining to us that these are specified walking trails where people
can walk just for the joy of walking. These kind of walking routes are
common in the UK, where our tour guide has visited many times just to
go walking! We were going to walk along one of these “footpath”
routes, right here in Ashikita. After being assured that the walk would
be mostly downhill and thus, easy, we set off. Our guide seemed to
know every local we passed, greeting them as we passed. He even
rang up a local train station to ask when the next train would be
passing, just so we could get some stunning photographs of the train
passing the Ashikita coastline. As I am not a skilled cameraman, I left
those photos to the professionals.
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After about 40minutes of walking we
came across an unusual scene. Next
to a picturesque beach was a series
of tables, complete with bottles of
wine, cheese & c rac kers, and
various dried fruits. It was as if we had
suddenly stumbled through a portal
to the French Riviera. I was soon
reassured that we were still in Japan
as some eager locals handed me a
piece of bamboo with some kind of
fish wrapped around it which had
been cooked over an open fire, an
unmistakably Japanese dish. This
was followed by a skewer with large
chunks of Ashikita-gyu beef, pork
and onions. This was perhaps the
most flavourful and juicy cut of beef
I have had in my life, and it was
eaten not in some fancy restaurant,
but right there by the Ashikita coast.
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That’s not to say that fancy restaurants were not on the day’s agenda.
After thanking our generous local hosts profusely and bidding farewell
to our Footpath guide, we hopped in a taxi and were driven to the
Sekishokan, a building dating back as far as the Meiji era (1868 – 1912).
This beautifully preserved building was opened to the public in 2009 to
allow visitors to explore the beautiful gardens and interior. However,
when we arrived here at night to find the building alit with the warm
glow of dozens of candles, exploring the building was not our main
goal. No, we were here to enjoy a one-time luxury meal in these
historical surroundings. I heard that it took a lot of persuading to allow
us to use the building for this purpose. We were presented with a sevencourse meal, prepared using only local ingredients and inspired by the
dishes served at Ebiyan (remember that local restaurant who
prepared our boat bentos?). The chef came out and personally
explained each dish as it was served, going into detail about the
ingredients used and the concept
of the dish. I have never had such
an elaborate meal, and likely
never will again. Though, I can now
proudly tell people how I have
actually eaten gold leaf.
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All of this was arranged just to show us the hospitality and generosity
of the people of Ashikita, who were willing to put all of this together for
us despite still working to recover from the flooding disaster in July. If
you’re looking for an escape from the city, put Ashikita on your list. The
sightseeing Orange Railway conveniently passes right through the
region too, making it a perfect stop-off point. If you plan on indulging
in all of Ashikita’s culinary offerings, I recommend you bring a second
stomach though!
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A Short Story:

WHITE RIVER
by:

Aaron

Long

I would have liked to title this “On the Banks of the Shirakawa River;” it sounds more
romantic and intriguing for reasons that are at present, and in all likelihood will remain,
unclear to me. The Shirakawa River, however, was not to be lauded with words indicating
beauty and romanticism. On the contrary, it sought to prove to the world and all visitors
to the aforementioned banks, just how unremarkable nature could be.
But maybe I am being unfair. Maybe the river was an exquisite one, whose only
fault lay with its embarrassing trudge through the city. For all I knew, the unobstructed
stretches of the river between the patches of civilization it strolled through could have
seen the beauty of it elevated to unfathomable levels. Nevertheless, I only ever had the
chance to bear witness to the city’s Shirakawa River, caged in concrete should a
typhoon ever threaten to fill it, sealed away for its neighbors' own good, and beaten
down with bridges and hydroelectric plants.
Nature is never given nonsensical, arbitrary names as humans are; this is to its
detriment, I believe. Names of nonsense precipitate no investigation nor further thought.
The Grand Canyon, being named as such, imposes two questions to all who hear its name.
One: “Is it a canyon?” and two: “Is it grand?” The proposition that it could be anything
other than a canyon is a bit hard to argue, but the belief that it is grand is inherently
subjective. One could make an argument that the Grand Canyon defies its very name
in that it is not grand at all. It would be a difficult argument to make well, but it could still
be made. If the Grand Canyon were instead named “Geoff” or “Susan,” individuals might
be put off at times, but the veracity of the name would never be called into question.
The same person arguing in relative vain against the attribution of “grand” to a
large crack in the ground could, nevertheless, find much success in questioning the
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Shirakawa River. “Shira” shares its meaning with the English word “white” and “kawa” with
river. In Japan the body of water is simply called the “Shirakawa,” and not the “Shirakawa
Kawa” to avoid redundancy. English finds no fault with redundancy and would rather
call it the “White River River.” Insanity would take the English writer who saw a particularly
turbulent part of the river and decided to describe it with such a sentence as “the white
Shirakawa River flowed through the city.”
But I find myself being unfair once more, this time towards English writers. I doubt
anyone has ever peered over the concrete barriers and felt compelled to refer to what
lay on the other side as the “white White River River.” It was the majority of time a dull
gray; when the sun was at its peak it was brown; at night, under the lights in the windows
of the houses, it was black; and in the morning and evening, dawn and twilight, it was a
nice sickly green. One could never see the bottom. How much better it would all be if it
were named “Yusuke” or “Sakura.”
Mizuki was busy from the morning to the evening. She had asked me to
accompany her journey abroad but it quickly became clear that my accompaniment,
consequently my presence, was much less important than my agreeing to come in the
first place; we spent the vast majority of time separated, her in the company of her sick
grandfather and family, and I in that of boredom and tedium. I spent a few days staring
at the collections of lines known as kanji, forgetting two I had already learned every time
I memorized a new one, my resolve weakening with every uncertain stroke I made in an
effort to reproduce them myself.
While thinking of the Shirakawa River, I deemed it prudent to look up which kanji
made up the Japanese word for “irony.” When the internet proposed that the Japanese
language believed irony could be represented with the kanji meaning “skin” and “meat,”
my soul left my body, my resolve shattered altogether, and I made the decision to spend
my remaining days downtown.
The commute to and from the collection of shopping arcades referred to as
“downtown” required that I ride my bicycle either down roads so narrow they were
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consistently fraught with peril, or on the path that followed the Shirakawa River, out of
spite, I liked to imagine. In the interest of my own safety and no other, every day I rode
next to the dreary excuse for a force of nature. Over the next few weeks the river and I
became more begrudging acquaintances than strangers with foul dispositions.
My associate was often populated, owing to sheer convenience more than
anything else, by people of all kinds. In the morning, I would dodge out of the way of high
school students caught in a never ending cycle of being late for class every morning of
their adolescent lives and exercise fanatics who, by sheer force of willpower I assumed,
had deluded themselves into believing that running was a fun activity and that it was
even more fun when done before sunrise. In the late afternoon I would see young adults
like myself and sometimes university students form groups to demonstrate whatever
characteristic differentiated them from the others. At night, the elderly would be in
abundance, all simultaneously feeling that they needed to go on a walk at exactly
8:30PM to maintain their good health.
Each demographic had a nuanced reaction to me. The high school students
pretended as if I didn’t exist, which I didn’t, at least not to them and their frantic attempt
to travel 30 minutes worth of distance in 5. The young adults would stare at me. I would
stare back, we both would realize the practice was awkward, and then we would go
back to whatever we were doing before. The elderly would stare at me. I would stare
back. Then, we would stop staring when distance made it impossible to do so. One
evening I entertained the possibility of asking one of the walkers if they stared because
they were curious or afraid, but thought better of it after realizing I couldn’t give an
answer as to why I stared. They continued to stare at me and I continued to stare at them.
The interesting ones were those who denied their position in life, and defied the
natural order: the rare elderly woman doing her health walk in the morning, the huge
man exercising at night, and the occasional student coming or going in the middle of
their school day. They all might have had many interesting views on life they could tell
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me about, should I have not been on a bike and should they have had a passable level
of English.
One of the more intriguing outliers was the old fisherman, who put on his best
waders and broke the law every few days to wade out to the three rocks stretching up
like lethargic spires in the middle of the river to go fly fishing. The rocks, while not menacing,
were still far from safe, and my general feelings of humanity demanded I worry for him
each time I witnessed him step out onto those rocks. He, being unaware of my
apprehension and most likely apathetic to it, proceeded every time without hesitation.
Then again, I spent much time criticizing the river and quickly learned not to feel any fear
for it either. It became hard to imagine ever being able to do so.
On one of the days I witnessed the old man’s journey, I decided to stop and watch
for longer. As often occurred to me in times of elongated fatigue, my brain forced my
consciousness to descend into the fantastical, hoping for any respite from the monotony.
I imagined a world in which the river was powerful. There were no concrete structures, no
bridges, and hardly any people at all. The river itself was a few feet deeper and rushed
twice as fast, so much so it earned its name.
The river’s conqueror, as I liked to joke to myself when thinking of the angler, no
longer could be seen as frail. He was younger, muscular, and each step and movement
he took was made with determination and resolve. Each step was its own journey of
anxiety, peril, and relief. His face bore no wrinkles of a life spent smiling at fish, but of
intense concentration and concern. Every movement was a risk. Necessity for food
brought him to the river, whose hospitality and tolerance for trespassers could run thin at
any time. He knew being careful could only protect him from his own mistakes, but
nothing could protect him from the rapids.
A bell sounding penetrated my hallucination and I looked up to see a bike handle
come within centimeters of my face while a high schooler shouted some form of apology
at me. When I looked back to the river I saw an old man smiling at the almost still water.
He didn’t catch anything at all.
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“Hey, how did ancient Japanese people go fishing?” I was having a late dinner
with Mizuki, and despite my efforts to drive it out, the memory of my time staring at the
fisherman occupied my thoughts. I was never able to enter into the imaginary world as
vividly as I had before, but it remained just behind my active consciousness. It was a ghost
haunting my thoughts.
“Etto-” she elongated the “o” sound for the duration of her thinking. She was fluent
in English, but owing to her spending weeks being around Japanese people and
speaking almost entirely Japanese, her two tongues had met in certain areas. This in no
way hindered her ability to communicate, and I concluded that the sounds we make
when we have no consequential sounds to make would have made sense to be the first
to leave one’s active vocabulary. Also, it was a bit funny, but I was never going to tell her
that.
“I think they used a lot of nets.” This, while most likely true, did not fit well into my
fantasy of a fisherman splashing through a raging river, fishing pole in hand. I felt the need
to tailor my question.
“Did they ever use fishing poles?”
“Uh-” I felt a little sad that she remembered the correct sound to make. “I think they
had these long bamboo rods,” she motioned with her hands to create a bamboo stick
out of air, “and they tied a string to the end,” she tied an invisible knot, “and then there
was the hook,” she finished by forming a hook with her pointer finger.
“Huh,” I said, pleased that I could now picture the man tromping through the water,
knuckles white against the bamboo he was gripping, hoping against all hope that the
rod would bring enough fish for him and his people to survive.
“Why?” She asked innocently, poking at her food.
“No reason.” I was mimicking her unintentionally. “Just curious.”
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“They have these places out in the country where you can rent bamboo rods. Do
you want to go sometime?”
“That’d be fun,” I said, before I could think too much.
“I’ll ask around after the typhoon blows over.”
That night I lay in bed imagining instead myself as the fisherman. I never crossed
into the river. I knew it wouldn’t end well for me.

...

To continue reading click on the link below:
https://kumamotojet.com/documents/YOKAs/2021WinterYOKA/White%20River%20-%20Aaron%20Long.pdf
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Kumamoto Castle at Night
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