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Fresh, Healing Breezes

Yoichi Kendai

RC of Shingu
Assistant Governor, District 2640

Sitting almost smack-dab in
the center of the Japanese islands
are the Kii Peninsula's sacred sites,
Koya, Yoshino and Kumano. They
and the road of prayer that winds
between them are designated as
World Heritage Site: Sacred sites

and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii

Mountains Range and the Cultural
Landscapes that Surround Them.
The sun, the water, the rich soil—
are indispensable to the growing of
rice and vegetables in the paddies
and fields. Probably because we
were farming people, the Japanese
since ancient times have given
thanks to all facets
of nature: the sun,
the mountains,
the old trees, the
waterfalls, all
have been divine
spirits. The deep
mountains blessed
nature inspired the
Japanese with the
existance of gods
and goddesses.
The area has been
considered sacred
since ancient times.
Its mountain
forests are filled
with giant, green
trees and clean,
clear breezes
waft through
the sacred sites.
The atmosphere

TOP : Stone Steps surrounded with the mountain. (© Yoichi Kendai
OPPOSITE PAGE : The “Nachi Fire Festival” held at the Kumano-Nachi Taisha Shrine on the afternoon of July 14. (© Norio Maeda
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is calm, set aside from the roar of
modern society, a delightful place
where the heart and mind can rest.

In an age when the only way
to get around was shank's mare,
one wended one's way across the
mountains and through the valleys.
The path followed here was the Old
Kumano Road, a sacred way that has
been designated as an international
asset. It's a road that you do not
move forward on swiftly, just as
you might want, certainly, not in
the same way as you can on asphalt
pavement. This road was not made
as a way to connect the points on
which shrines and temples lie, but as
a means to make one aware of the
existence of the gods.

If you walk along enwrapped in
the smell of the soil, the fresh aroma
emitted from the trees and the
cheery voices of birdsong. Sweating
with fatigue but satisfaction, you
would sense the wonder of being
truly alive and thankful for the
feeling of being given life and the
feelings that life gives.

When one hikes along through
these trees whose ages are counted
in centuries, one must realized how
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The Otou Festival held on the evening of February 6, at the Kamikura Shrine. (© Norio Maeda

nice to feel free.The ancients spent
many days on this journey and they
called it the Kumano pilgrimage of
the ants. I can see now in your mind,
those pilgrims wending their way
up these trails like a long column of
ants,

I say to those who are visitors
here: “Leave the lives of your past
here, behind you. Forget all that is
worldly, your sex, your age, your
work history, your richness or your
poorness — all of your background.
Put an end to all thought. Feel the
nature that is now conveyed through
your legs to your heart. Believe in
the strengths that are within you
and that have made you alive. Walk
on in gratitude for all those who are
with you.”

The path bring you back to
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ancient is extremely out of line with
the rhythm of our daily lives. The
road known as the Kumano Rear
Trot takes seven days to traverse
along the mountain spine. It is long
series of steep rocks and sharp
mountain ridges.

The view from the top of the
mountain sweeps a scene of rare
beauty. The subtle changes of blue
and green that the sunlight draws
as it moves along the never-ending
series of mountain spines, have a
power to suppress the desire to cry
out at the compelling nature of this
beauty. “T am alive. Oh, thanks be to
that.” The feeling is one that makes
you want to shout, so strong that
one can feel the presence of God.

As Japanese holly site, Kobo
Daishi founded Koya-san and En-no-

Gyoja founded Yoshino, Then laid
the groundwork for the Kumano-
Hongu Taisha Shrine, the Kumano-
Hayatama Taisha Shrine, and the
Kumano-Nachi Taisha Shrine. What
common to all of these shrines is
that they take the human and place
it in the midst of nature.

There are the festivals that
led one know how the Japanese
think the gods, goddesses and the
Bodhisatva. The Otou Festival held
on the evening of February 6, at
the Kamikura Shrine in Shingu City,
Wakayama is called a male festival.
As a means of purifying the mind
and body, the men clad themselves
in white and tie rough rope around
their wastes. Carrying torches, they
climb the stone stairs to the shrine.

Those who celebrate the gods
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are not just men, of course, for
we cannot forget the women who
are called Miko (shrine maidens).
However, the main actors in the
drama are men. Engulfed in fire and
smoke at the top of the mountain,
the men hold their torches and then
run downward. The festival of fire is
one that is simple, but bold. As the
men run down the hill, the apparent
stream of fire is like a waterfall and
that gives this part of the festival the
name “dragon-fire waterfall.” Some
of the participants have traveled
many miles to experience the feeling
of being caught up in smoke and
fire.

The “Nachi Fire Festival™ held
at the Kumano-Nachi Taisha Shrine
in the town of Nachi-Katsuura,
on the afternoon of July 14, Ogi-
Mikoshi (literally,"portable shrines
with fans") are carried down to the
basin of Nachi Falls and welcomed
by men with flaming torches. It is
a magnificent and beautiful fire
festival.

Tourists line the mountain
slopes to watch this scene.When
the festival is over, they gather up
the ashes that have fallen from
the torches and, in what seems an
instant, render the stairs clean. They
believe the ashes make them happy.
The Nachi Falls have a straight drop
down of 133 meters(approx.150
yard), the highest in Japan.

On 13 August the “Candle
Festival” on Koya-san is for the
comfort of all souls. A part of the
main path from the entrance of
the Okunoin area to the Torodo,
one of the bulidings in the area is
covered with 100,000 candles. The
candlelight floats up between stone
graves and rows of cedar trees
to depict the spirit world of the
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departed souls.

One of the area's water
festivals is the boat race festival
held by the Kumano-Hayatama
Taisha Shrine. The festival takes
place at the mouth of the Kumano
River, a large river 185 kilometers
(approx.100miles)long. The race
consists of ten boats with oarsmen
rowing fast to the Mifune Island.

It's a serious race among young
men who have practiced many
hours a day, almost totally devoting
their lives to the oars. The glistening
splash of water in the evening
sunlight, the voices calling out
gives one an idea of what it is like
to live on the river. The people on
both banks applaud and cheer the
oarsmen, and the winner is admired
with the sound of clapping hands .

The Kumano
River has
been a water
way since
ancient times.
Riverboats
plied their
way back and
forth between
the Kumano-
Hongu Taisha
Shrine and
the Kumano-
Hayatama
Taisha Shrine.
I once rented
a boat and
rowed down
the river
myself many
years ago. The
view of both
banks from the
boat looked
different as
usual.

Learning the skill of using the
oar, pole and rudder tired me out
more than I had expected. I rowed
toward Chihogamine, a mountain
that sits behind the Kamikura
Shrine, passing the Mifune Island,
and when the Kumano-Hayatama
Taisha Shrine came into view, I was
almost able to hear the voices of the
people from the Heian Period(the
end of A.D.8-A.D.12), ten centuries
ago.

Walk forward without thinking
anything. Whichever road you
choose, or whichever shirines or
temples you visit, you will find
something touch your heart ; even
you are not Japanese. That is why I
would like you to visit this place; the
Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes
in the Kii Mountain Range.

Nachi Falls (©) Yoichi Kendai
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