RICE ROCKET

Straw crafts and sacred ropes in southern Japan

On the main southern island of Kyushu, in the central mountainous area
of Hinokage, in Miyazaki Prefecture, some places appear almost magical. Here,
traditional mountain village life continues. In the steep-sided misty gorges,
farmers carve out a mainly self-sufficient life; growing vegetables—including taro,
shitake mushrooms, tea and fruit such as yuzu, a speciality of the area, preparing
miso and pickles, looking after animals and managing the land in a seasonal cycle
of tasks. A challenging landscape has been sculpted into tiers of terraced slopes
bordered by boulders, where small fields of rye, wheat, buckwheat, millet and
corn can be sown. Rice was not at first a staple here, until pipes brought water
from the higher slopes to irrigate the paddies. Before that time, eating it was
reserved for special occasions. Life was lived close to nature and to kami, the
spirits of animist Shinto that inhabit all things.

Close to Hinokage is Takachiho, a village of legends, and the site of the Amano
Iwato shrine. Amaterasu, the Shinto sun goddess, is said to have hidden in a cave
nearby, causing the world to go dark. Having been enticed out by music and dance,
the placing of a sacred straw rope, shimenawa, acted as a guardian of the space
preventing such a re-occurrence. Because of the proximity to the shrine, a special
relationship developed and the birth of shimenawa culture probably began there.

Unusually, and unlike in other areas of Japan, these decorated ropes are
displayed all year round, on both shrines and domestic, commercial and
agricultural buildings: outside houses, shops and barns. In Hinokage one family
continues to farm and has developed a straw craft business. Today, Kai
Yoichiro, having returned to the countryside after being a teacher, is the third-
generation owner of Takubo wara. He directs the craftwork and manages the
agricultural activities, which, depending on the time of year, occupy a lot of their
time. Working alongside his father, grandfather and employees, they undertake
every process from start to finish.

His grandmother, Tsuyako, started the business fifty years ago when she was
asked to make a crane-decorated straw rope. The crane has a symbolic value
and is linked to a happy marriage. Takubo wara was born at that moment. Soon,
their crafted straw pieces were in demand and she and her husband worked
hard to keep up with it. As was the case for many rural women in this region,

she was already familiar with plaiting straw to make the thick comfortable
straps for bamboo backpack baskets that are particularly suited to
carrying loads of rice straw and other farm produce in the steep terrain.

Rice straw — wara — is a valuable resource. In the past it was used in many
areas of Japan to make household goods; sandals for people, shoes for
cattle and horses, raincoats and to fill futons. It was also burnt to provide
ash for ceramic glazes. Growing rice is a cooperative activity requiring
many hands during periods of intensive work that occur through the
year. At Takubo wara, especially selected old varieties of rice such as
Kogane-Nishiki, that yield long, soft straw, are harvested by hand and
used for the skilled craft work.

In April, seedlings are raised in trays. Twenty-five days later they are
transplanted into the previously prepared and flooded paddies. The crop
must always be kept weeded and free from insect infestation. From mid-
July when the plants are well-rooted, the water level is reduced, then the
paddies are flooded again at the end of the month. During this growing
season before the main rice stalk has developed some of the crop is cut
‘green’, sufficient for the year’s limited production of softer craftwork. It
is kept in good condition, not exposed to light, to ensure that it
preserves its beautiful soft green colour and fresh fragrance for longer.
Some plants are pulled from the ground carefully for ne-tsuki, ‘with
roots’, decorations and these are carefully washed in the pure water
flowing through Takachiho gorge.

By early September, the rice heads begin filling out. Ripe ears are
harvested for the coldest months and stored in the refrigerator until they
are used for making ho-tsuki, ‘with rice ears’, decorations. The crop
ripens, providing harder, paler straw, suitable for the outdoor traditional
shimenawa and domestic items. Before harvest in early October, water
levels are reduced again so that the crop may be cut and hung to dry in
bundles over bamboo poles set up in the fields. Finally, the rice is
extracted by threshing and the straw destined for craftwork is stored high
above the ground to preserve it from moisture. Then, the fields »

SELVEDGE 52



bl

f

e
i
T
T,

£l







Yuko Kawashima

need to be prepared and fertilized again for the next year. From the
resulting crop Takubo wara produces wara zaiku, or corded and plaited
practical household goods such as pot stands and craftwork pieces that could
be described as decorations or good luck charms.

Making cordage is a skill basic to basketry everywhere, perhaps the first craft.
Here, it is turned into an art. It requires strength, practice and co-ordination.
Whilst sitting on the floor, two bundles of straw are held between the toes to
provide tension. They are spun between the palms, each bundle twisted first to
the right and then plied together with its pair, to the left, into a two-ply cord.
Both left and right-handed cords are employed to decorative effects and woven
into the objects in various ways. Some designs resemble Celtic knotwork, many
have tassels, and all have meanings. Knots, in this decorative form, denote
connection, the beauty of a tight-knit family, for instance, or hopes for future
collaborations and good friendship. Other symbolic fortuitous charms, such as
the rooster and the turtle, are made along with those that use the whole plant,
carrying wishes for good harvests and fruitfulness.

At the end of the year, they craft shimekazari: ropes, decorated with propitious
symbols and traditionally hung above the house entrances to mark the New
Year and the large shimenawa for the local shrine. These beautiful three-ply
corded ropes have a characteristic shape; slender at the start and end, gradually
increasing in diameter in the centre. The festival marks a period of renewal, of
spending time with family and friends. Houses, pottery kilns and shrines are
cleaned and food is prepared. At the end of the New Year festival, bonfires are
lit and the shimekazari are burned at an event called Dondoyaki around January
I5th. However in this region, because it is customary to decorate houses all
year round, it is the year-old ones that are thrown into the fire.

Takubo wara supplies speciality shops and galleries in Japan and the Momosan shop
in London. Even where there is no local shimenawa culture, it is still possible to
obtain their straw-crafted lucky charms for New Year Day decorations or simply
as a beautiful decorative feature. In Kai's words ‘You can decide how to use it by
following your heart. <« Hilary Burns www.kawashimayuko.com
753works.jp




