Hounenmatsuri in Suko - Sumo, Keiroukai and Hachigatsuodori

On September 17th, 2023 the harvest festival in Suko was finally being celebrated again
after a 4-year long break due to the pandemic. While the number of participants are
dwindling, the locals in Suko work together to create a festive day, that is about showing
gratitude to the gods, respect to the elderly and coming together as a community.

| While most of the work had been finished the
day before, final preparations were under way
the morning of the festival. Setting up speakers,
making onigiri (plain and the celebratory sekihan
ones) and giving the sumo ring a final sweep to
make it look perfect. At 2pm the first visitors
started showing up, expressing their gratitude to
the festival with a monetary donation and
receiving a lunch box and towel in return.

The sumo wrestlers entered the Suko dohyou
only dressed in Mawashi while shouting ,,Y oi-
ya“ and spreading purifying salt on their path.
After welcoming everyone, the douhyou was
ceremoniously unveiled by two of the sumo
wrestlers performing symbolic sumo acts
together with local babies and toddlers, who
were attending the festival for the first time.
This ceremony was followed by several sumo
matches. For two of our students, Chen-san
and Luo-san, it was their first time doing sumo,
but they still did their best in the matches. As
Suko is a smaller village, there are not that many sumo wrestlers, so the people appreciated
their efforts and cheered them on.

l . After the sumo matches Suko has another
== 1 special celebration, the keiroukai. During this
i celebration the elder people of the village are
. celebrated. In the community center they hang
. the name plates of all local people aged 70 years
or older, showing how important it is to them to
respect and appreciate their older community
members. Currently the oldest member is 101
years old and Suko‘s Mayor Shigeyama just
joined the ranks after turning 70 this year. After
the speeches held by several of the elders, the
83-year old Nobori Kiyoko, the number one
Shima Uta musician in Japan, and her young
student Toioka Yurika performed a celebratory
song on the Jamisen. As Shima Uta has only
been passed on orally, Nobori-san works hard to
teach her students all the songs she remembers,
so the cultural heritage does not get lost. Mori-
san, one of the elders from the Suko village, also
mentioned how hard it is to find successors, so
that their cultural heritage does not get lost. He is
one of the few members in the community, that can sing each of the six songs of Suko, play




the taiko and dance all at the same time. ,Not many young people can do this, so | always do
it.”

Nobori-san's performance was followed by further entertalnment like dances performed
by local children, as well as two of our student groups, one performing a traditional dance
from Ghana and another the Disneyland Jamboree. During the entertainment, everyone was
being served lunch boxes, the onigiri prepared in the morning, as well as drinks and snacks.
The community came together to show their gratitude to their elders and celebrate them for
their accomplishments.

‘ After the celebration, the

Hachigatsuodori started. While the
name indicates that the dance takes
place in the 8th month, it refers to the
lunar calendar as for farming
communities, their work has been
planned according to the moon for a
long time. During the Hachigatsuodori,
the men and women dance around the
dohyou, lead by usually three to four

- people playing the taiko and at least
two singers - one for the men and one
. for the women, who sing the songs of
Suko, usually in a call-and-response-

_ = e ~ style. The songs of Suko are distinctly
different from the closeby Yuwan as during the 16005 Suko belonged to the Ryukyu
jurisdiction, while Yuwan was governed by Satsumaban. Due to the long history of the orally
passed on songs, howadays the direct translation of these songs are unknown, only the
meaning of freedom and love remain. Efforts have been made to preserve these songs, but it
has proven difficult, as the Japanese alphabet does not have all the sounds that are being
used in the songs.

The most valuable lesson we learned during these celebrations was the strong ties of the
community in Suko. The people rely on each other, work hard to organise and create such
beautiful celebrations and make you feel welcome. Due to their strong ties with each other,
they are more independent from higher levels of government, as they split all their bills and
the labour among each other, starting with young local High School Students and ending with
people in their 80°s.

We are very grateful for the warm welcome we experienced and the opportunity to celebrate
according to local tradition. We hope that in the next years, more people will be able to
experience the harvest festival in Suko, Uken-son, and that the traditions will be kept alive,
as they have left a lasting impression on us.
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