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Yasu Waterfall: Waterfall of Sorrow

Randy K. Checketts

In Tohoku (the northern part of Honshu..Japan’s main island) it
used to be common to loudly claim in a cheerful voice, “We hit naori!”
(meaning a vein of gold) whenever gold was discovered. The joy of discovery
was soon followed by a big celebration.

During the early years of the Kyoho Period (1716-1735) gold was
discovered by Tohachi Tsunokuniya in Utto Village, located within O-Ani, a
part of northern Akita Prefecture. Roughneck miners celebrated this event
by drinking continuously for three days and nights, after which construction
and development took place over a vast area surrounding the mine. Some
buildings reached heights that the imagination saw approaching the clouds.
Venders came and hotels were built. Saloons soon spotted the landscape.
Productivity and growth filled the air with excitement.

As expected, there was a migration of young people to the area.
Young men and women from villages as far away as Kazuno and Semboku
traveled across mountainous terrain to work in the mine. Together they
shared the prospects for a happy future. The young men wore only a
loincloth in the mine as they dug for ore and precious metals; their bodies
became covered with mud and rock dust. Young women wore an apron from
which hung a beautiful red cloth; around their heads was wrapped a white
towel. As they hammered and sorted rocks, the girls sang sweet songs that

echoed all over the mountain. Girls from Semboku would sing the words:
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Prosperity, prosperity, the master of the mountain
is prospering;

May the master’s prosperity last forever.

The girls from Kazuno would, just as beautifully, sing the words:

Naori is found and the miners are in high spirits;
Our master is rejoicing;
I wish I could pull a golden cow or have a

servant pull one for me.

Among the young women was a maiden of extraordinary beauty
named Yasu. She was 17 years old. Many young men tried to gain her
attention. But Yasu was a girl of virtue and showed no interest in anything
except the work she was performing. The young men, laboring among the

rocks, would often think of Yasu’s pretty face and sing:

She is 17 and still a bud;
She will turn 18 when the New Year comes;
She will be a delicious fruit if she blossoms;

She will be colorful leaves if she does not bloom.

One day, as fate would have it, Yasu began to yearn after a certain
young man. His name was Kyutaro, and he was a leader among the young
miners. He was skilled and honest, and his gallant figure made him an idol
among the young women.

One evening Kyutaro went down into a valley to enjoy bathing
after a long day’s work. Thinking that he would be alone, he was surprised
to come upon Yasu, who was combing her long, black hair while looking

at herself in the reflection on the water. Kyutaro was so astounded by her
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beauty that he could only stare at her. At a certain moment Yasu turned
around and her eyes met Kyutaro’s gaze. Yasu’s face turned red with
embarrassment and she hurriedly ran like a doe, splashing water as she
went to hide herself in a thicket in the woods. Kyutaro, now believing that
Yasu had feelings for him, felt his body grow hot; his wide chest felt as if it
were filled with sweet fragrance.

It was hard to keep secret that the two were deeply in love, and
soon everyone knew about it. But Yasu and Kyutaro were unable to meet
because women were prohibited from visiting the miner’s huts. Both men
and women were also kept very busy with work, so there was little time
for socializing. Fall and winter came and passed, and throughout this time
neither Yasu nor Kyutaro had time to visit or see each other. Spring once
again came to the North Country.

On a certain day called mono imi no hi, (according to the lunar
calendar) when unlucky, unclean, and particularly bad things were to be
especially avoided, all of the workers were rewarded with a day-off from
their labors. Yasu made plans to go into the wild in order to pick edible
plants called mountain vegetables. She tied a basket about her waist and
left her hut to venture into the mountains. Small wagtail birds flitted about
as she left. Snow lay melting in the shadows on the north side of mountain
slopes, while on the south side a thin haze nestled peacefully within the
folds that divided each mountain. Streaming rays of sunlight revealed the
oncoming bloom of cherry blossoms.

Yasu picked and put into her basket some edible buds from the tara
plant; to her delight she also found udo and fuki plants. Her basket filling as
she walked, she soon found herself in the valley where she met Kyutaro so
long ago.

The water in the river had risen due to the melting snow and
was running rapidly, making a musical, burbling sound. Yasu sat down

and placed her tired legs into the water and began to comb her hair. Soon
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her mind was occupied with the pleasant memory of the time she had met
Kyutaro. The memory was so vivid that she soon could no longer hold her
emotions and resolved aloud, “IL..I must tell him how I feel about him.”
And before she realized it her legs had taken her to the mountain where the
miners lived.

A bluish tint of beech tree branches surrounded the area that
had been cleared to give space for the miner’s huts. In the crispness of the
spring air she was met by a complete silence; no one seemed to be there.
“Today is a holiday for the workers and Kyutaro may not even be here,”
Yasu pondered as she timidly peaked into one of the huts. Suddenly she
heard an excited voice. “Yasu!” Turning around she saw Kyutaro and
meekly uttered, “Oh, Kyutaro!” and rushed toward him as a frightened
child would run to a parent. “Oh, Kyutaro, I have wanted so much to see
you.” Confessing, Kyutaro said, “I have felt the same way.”

They reached for each other’s hands and went into the hut.
They found it hard to speak as their long-held emotions poured out. The
vegetables that Yasu had picked tumbled out of her basket and rolled along
the floor, giving off their fragrance from the wild. Yasu was shaking with
happiness and could not stop a flow of tears.

But their happiness was short-lived. Soon, voices and heavy
footsteps announced the return of the other young miners. Seeing Yasu,
the miners at once displayed their anger. “You are a bad woman,” they
strongly declared. “You have broken the Law of the Mountain. You know
that women are forbidden here. And of all days to come here, you have
chosen this particular ominous day to be disobedient! The Mountain God will
now surely curse us.” Even Sanzo, Kyutaro’s good friend, was bold enough
to say with a frown, “I can’t believe what you have done, Kyutaro. You are
a leader, and now something awful will happen to us alll”

The jealousy felt by many other miners who were also infatuated

with Yasu was unrelated to the punishment that Kyutaro received. He was
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soon demoted, placed under surveillance, and confined to the mountain. Yasu,
who was saddened and shocked by this turn of events, carried her grief with
her as she left, all alone, the area of the men’s huts on that day. And she
was soon subject to cold treatment from other girls at the mine. From her
superiors she received a severe reprimand, and her job was ultimately taken
away. She was forced to leave her living quarters and had no choice but to
return to her home village.

It was not long before prosperity declined at the mine. Mudslides
triggered by long rains struck, and cave-ins buried some of the miners. The
young workforce was also hit with disease and illness, its number further
reduced. Following the mudslides a water of blackness oozed up from the
ground, killing many trees, plants and wildlife. The bodies of those miners
who were killed during this time, having been wrapped in straw-mat, lay in
flooded waters in the ravines. And flocks of cawing crows flew and hopped
about, as if preaching the message of a continuing ill omen.

On the day that Kyutaro learned from Sanzo that Yasu had
departed from the mountain his eyes glared wildly, and he declared that
he would run away in order to be with her. But Sanzo, reflecting soberly
responded, “Run away? Escaping from the mountain surely means death.
Are you so determined to be with her that you want to leave?” Heavy rain
fell that night.

The following day the sound of clapping sticks and shell horns made
it known that a search group had been organized and was out scouring the
mountains in search of Kyutaro; Kyutaro had run away. Many men in the
group were armed for the purpose of finalizing the intent of their search.
Fire torches flickered and died in misty rain, and were endlessly re-lit. How
had Kyutaro managed to escape? The search group’s inability to quickly find
him seemed to increase the certainty and significance of his disappearance.
And Sanzo, fearing that he himself would be punished, felt guilty. Sanzo, who
had been taken into Kyutaro’s confidence, had betrayed him by telling his
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boss of the escape plan.

Time passed. Summer came and went, and soon it was late in
the fall. Yasu, since having returned home went each day and stood in the
very middle of a wide road in her village, where she watched and waited,
believing that Kyutaro would someday come for her. And as each day
passed she fondly recalled the happy moments she had spent in the hut
on that fateful day. Since it was autumn, festival season had arrived in her
village. But Yasu felt no joy. Distressed, she decided to leave in search for
her lover. As she walked away from her village a clear awareness struck her
that the dimming sound of the festival’s whistles, drums and high-pitched
chants only meant that she was getting closer to the mountain where
she would find Kyutaro. Memories alone motivated her in her quest. She
wondered what Kyutaro might be doing.

Yasu clearly recalled the bustling sounds of the venders, and the
banging and hammering on stones each day at the mine. But as she walked
she no longer held bitter feelings toward those who had treated her badly.
Fatigued, yet continuing, she found herself almost running when she finally
approached the area of the miner’s huts. She looked about her and realized
that something very strange had happened.

The view of the mountain did not yield any hint of venders
or miners. Where the girls had used to sort rocks her eyes beheld only
autumnal weeds swaying in the light breeze. Undaunted by her inability
to comprehend what had happened, Yasu waded through the weeds and
continued toward the area of Kyutaro’s hut.

Most of the huts standing on the naked stretch of mountain had
decayed, and a nearby pit was full of thick, muddy water where a few fallen
leaves were aimlessly floating. In despair Yasu found a tree to lean on while
she covered her face with her hands. But suddenly she looked up, then
blindly wandered from hut to hut calling Kyutaro’s name. Her sad voice

echoed in the quiet air.
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Suddenly she heard a rustling sound, and Sanzo’s face appeared
from among the weeds. He was dressed like a beggar and, approaching
Yasu, grabbed her by the shoulders. “You broke the Law of the Mountain.
And the source for our living water dried up,” he declared. “Kyutaro was
killed for his violation of leaving the mountain.” Yasu gasped, “Is it true?
Kyutaro was killed?”

Yasu’s eyes glared in disbelief as her long hair waved in a sudden
rush of wind. Sanzo continued to hold her shoulders exclaiming, “Kyutaro is
dead! Could you be my wife? I will go to the mountain again and dig much
gold! Please! Yasu! ”

But Yasu began to laugh loudly, “You are such a fool, Sanzo!
Kyutaro is still alive! Look, he’s there, alivel”  She shook off Sanzo’s hands
and began walking quickly in a direction away from the desolated mining
area. And while the sun began to slip behind the mountain she walked with
confident, huge strides through swaying weeds. She chuckled to herself,
secretively, with a dry voice. Her long hair flew madly as she walked.

Soon Yasu arrived at the top of a roaring waterfall. Climbing
to the top of the highest rock she began to comb her disheveled hair.
Sanzo, catching up to her, sought to approach her. But suddenly she cried
out, “Kyutaro! Kyutarol Kyutaro!” and leaped into the deep base of the
waterfall.

That evening a full moon appeared on the edge of the mountain.
And it is said to this day that on those nights of a beautiful moon that Yasu
can be seen combing her long, black hair with the splashing waterfall behind
her.

The waterfall where Yasu may be seen is called Yasu-no-Taki. And

as in days of old, the sound of falling water deep in the mountains continues.
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SIGHTSEEING

An Analysis

Randy K. Checketts

As our school embarks upon efforts to establish itself in the travel
industry, it would be well to qualify that interest with an analysis of a few
ideas and purposes associated with the common term "sightseeing."

Sightseeing is a term that seems to have certain implications. Certainly,
few people associate it with business or with serious meanings associated
with a true exchange or understanding of cultural values. This essay will
attempt to define what may be called an injustice that is served upon
those who may use the term sightseeing or the familiar term travel for
personal and significant reasons associated with specifically educational,
but not excluding humanitarian causes. Lasting, positive values gained by
effort undertaken in the name of sightseeing are worthy of consideration as
education tools.

Accompanying this essay will be my own translated rendition of a folk tale
that has its roots in northern Akita Prefecture. The purpose for the tale's
inclusion is to show the reader my own interest in seeking to understand a
small part of culture in this area of Japan. My conscientious desire to seek-
out meanings behind the symbols in culture (in this case, the story and
words of a folk tale) underlines the significance that a sensitive approach to
culture should have. It is my belief that this respect should be displayed at

all times. Respect for culture is a value that should not change, and should
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be a permanent part of how all men and women think. And whenever
revision (often in the name of improvement) is sought when exploiting
another culture, utmost care should be taken to respect what the citizens

hold as natural and real to their heart, history, and environment.

Not to be ignored in any consideration of the term sightseeing are
the motives that cause or justify interest. Motives create needs that are
variously defined. Cities, states, and local organizations often express their
needs in terms of friendship and cooperation that are for purposes of peace
and friendship. Families and individuals define their needs in terms of
selfish interests that may be associated with pleasure, business, or concerns
for relatives, acquaintances or causes. However, when using the term
sightseeing in the common vernacular it is not usual to imply meanings that
are not associated with vacation travel or visiting unfamiliar places merely
to see sights.

The Random House College Dictionary (1984) gives only two meanings for
the term sightseeing. The first definition reads: "the act of visiting and seeing
places and objects of interest." The second definition gives an adjective
meaning that reads "seeing, showing, or used for visiting sights: a sightseeing
bus." Although these two definitions are the only ones given, they probably
suffice for the more general or common applications of the term; that is, how
the term is most often used and understood in daily language. Deeper and
other important meanings must be coaxed from these narrow definitions.
But let us take a close look at the words that the dictionary uses in its
explanation.

The first definition uses two verbs, visit and see. Twelve definitions
for visit may be found in this same dictionary, none of which suggest
permanence. Two of the definitions use the word “stay,” but add “as a
guest.” In common use, a visit by some person is always assumed to be

followed by the “return” of that visitor to the place where he or she may
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have come from.

The verb see is found to have twenty-eight meanings, most of which have
no relation to sightseeing at all. The closest in meaning (to what we have so
far discussed) is, “to view, visit or attend as a spectator,” or to “receive
as a visitor.” These definitions also stress non-permanent, non-lasting states
or conditions.

Both of the verbs, therefore, give the impression that sightseeing is not
necessarily intended to be associated with lasting, necessary, or permanent
values.

The object of the interest, being that which is sought by the viewer or
visitor, is stated as being (in the sightseeing definition above) either a "place"
or an ‘“object,” suggesting that not only does the term sightseeing give
an image of non-permanence, but given a strict interpretation, does not
necessarily imply inter-personal, lasting relationships either. One meaning
thus easily conveyed is that the object of sightseeing is inanimate and
impersonal. Of course this interpretation is not always the case, but allows
us to justify the following questions. Does the definition purvey a meaning
that is not (especially to the visitor) necessarily self- or pleasure-directed?
One can argue no, it does not. Next question: Does the definition purvey a
meaning that is positive in the sense that learning or growth is necessarily
expected or intended to take place? Again, the answer is no. The point is,
given the dictionary definition, only ideas associated with time-off. relaxation,
and pleasure are accepted as a normal understanding when the term
sightseeing is heard, used, or otherwise considered.

An important question here is whether or not the net gain from a
sightseeing visit should be understood by visitor, visited, (and users/writers
of dictionaries) as one where both sides of the visit equation are expected to
benefit in meaningful ways. In the case of inanimate objects, of course, the
question of benefit takes on special meaning. But with animate (specifically

human) objects it is important to realize that when sightseeing takes place
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those innate qualities that define the characters of both “visitor” and
“visited” probably remain by and large preserved throughout and following
the visit. That is, both sides maintain their individual identities, keeping
their individual "selves" with many or most of its cultural expectations and
understandings preserved and mostly intact. It can be argued that not
much meaningful sharing actually takes place, or is expected to take place,
when one goes sightseeing. The dictionary terms used to define sightseeing
certainly reinforce this argument.

Keeping in mind the issue of whether or not the dictionary definition
purveys a positive, educational meaning we can catch a glimpse of another
matter that can be addressed. If innate qualities do not undergo significant
change, as stated above, how important should the preservation of that
identity value be considered? We should further ask if the preservation
value is desirable or not. These are questions of an existential nature that
are hardly addressed in the dictionary's definition.

Another way to consider this is to ask whether it is moral to expect
change to occur when given a definition of self/cultural identity. Aside from
the truth that language and understanding are always evolving, shouldn't
we in the sightseeing industry try to place more emphasis on meaningful
exchanges that focus on sensitivity to the importance of how and why values
should change?

To be sure, a degree of any innate quality is lost on both sides (again, with
specifically human subjects/objects) when any act or recurrence of meeting
occurs; both sides lose a degree of self, if only temporarily. But is there any
reason to think that the loss of any degree of this quality is a bad thing?
Indeed, should such a loss necessarily be considered a bad thing? In an
extreme case a culture or custom may cease to exist entirely from too much
loss of those innate qualities that define its existence, aside from however
unique they may be. Is such a loss bad? Is the loss good? It is interesting to

see someone pay lip-service attention to the value of a culture only until that
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person can leave it and return to their own. Such people may talk about or
work to change the visited culture so that it will someday come in line with
their own or some other idealized way of thinking. Of course some travelers
may soon forget what they were exposed to in a foreign culture, as they
rush to plan their next sightseeing vacation.

Two illustrations can explain this. In one a visitor visits a sight (animate or
inanimate) and takes it into his/her eyes. Pictures may be taken, goods may
be purchased. But in some way representations of what was impressed on
the viewer are preserved. To the viewer there may be no future or other
meaning beyond the collected representation; there may be no practical or
lasting value beyond the impression’s mere uniqueness. If the representation
is an article or good that the visitor has purchased, there is an economic
consideration that may be significant; but the actual meaning or value (as
just explained) may be the same. When the visit in this case ends, values
return to the state that existed before the two (visitor and visited) were
brought together. When this happens the visitor simply goes away with an
impression or memory; visited goes back to making whatever was sold, or
at least continues to live in order to preserve what it was that the visitor
came to see. Most sightseeing vacations exist on this level (although it may
be the case that the visited party may be seeking escape from his/her living
situation).

Another example has the visitor taking with him/her a package of
"homegrown certainties" (i.e. objects/ideals that the person may or may
not believe have value) for the purpose of give-and-take. Here, values are
respected (on the surface), shared, and even exchanged/changed to the
satisfaction (merely monetary?) of both parties. The degree of change
allowable by custom or law may become a problem, but in an ideal situation
both interacting parties gain respect and perhaps love for each other
through their process of acquaintance. Although equal values of satisfaction

may never be fully attained (let alone fully explained or understood), the
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exchange is considered welcome. In the event of sacrifice or loss on either or
both sides, the amount of sacrifice made involves patience and perseverance,
which are both admirable qualities. And both sides realize that all of this is
part of the price for a mutual relationship. Of course, there may be idealistic
expectations held privately toward cherished values that may be controlling
the whole process. Regarding cherished values, it can be argued that both
sides will ultimately clash at some point as exchanges will invariably lead
to (too much of) a loss, and become a threat to long-held ways of thinking.
Much love and tolerance is necessary when either actively seeking to change
another's values, or enduring the loss of one's own.

When considering the above we should ask not only what happens when
exchanges lead to a loss of value that may ultimately lead to terrorist
activity or war (as witnessed daily in the world today), but how important
the issue of protecting innate qualities should be. The loss of one's social
or cultural identity is a serious matter. The issue that must ultimately be
addressed is whether there are universal, moral terms that define and justify
qualities called intrinsic (individual or social) values that must, at all times,
be respected. To say that there are is to qualify distinctions of good and
bad to values that may not be accepted as proper in terms of either their
uniqueness or their utility in meeting what some societies perceive as its
own (or in the case of individuals, his/her) needs. And at this level we clearly
see the roots for prejudice and social unrest.

All of the above is intended as an analysis of a few words and ideas used
to define something that on one level addresses what we think of in terms
of traveling, relaxing or having fun, while on another level addresses issues
that are of importance in having and maintaining social and self identities.
A sensitivity and understanding of the identity we hold of ourselves and
the perception we have of others is required when seeking non-aggressive
relations with other parties. Such relationships include nation-states as

well as schools involved in exchange programs. But whatever the level,
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relationships involve serious ethical concerns.

Interestingly, one international airline has printed on the front of its ticket
holder the words “See how the other hemisphere lives.” ! Using the exact
same verb (see) as the one used in the (above) dictionary’s first definition on
sightseeing, much more is implied in this slogan challenge. Referring again
to the dictionary, we note that one of the definitions of see is “to ascertain,
learn, or find out.” Seeing, therefore, involves not only seeing with one's
eyes what might be found in a land or culture (common meaning), but truly
trying to take in to one's understanding what might be found there. The
act is one motivated by an impulse to learn, which is a main ingredient in
education. And here we see a very important aspect and opportunity when
using the terms sightseeing or travel. Sincerity associated with an endeavor
to learn has a very deep importance that lies beyond what the eyes may
merely see.

On the level of cultural travel and exchange as implied by the above
airline's challenge we might ask what it means to truly understand
something outside of one's own value system. Indeed, one side or party
may never be able to do enough to satisfy the other. The expectations on
both sides may create trouble that is not easily resolved. A couple of simple
examples will illustrate this.

Once there was a church leader who came from America to visit Japan.
His purpose was to visit buildings being used by his church and to see
how missionaries were living under local conditions. At one building (a
large, residential structure) which the church had rented for its own use
as a chapel (and where the missionaries also lived), this leader refused to
take off his shoes when he entered the building to walk on the tatami-mat
floor. The man had lived in Japan before and certainly was aware of his
offensive behavior; those whom he was visiting had removed their shoes. In
this leader's mind he undoubtedly felt that he was not in a foreign country

where foreign values had any meaning; rather, he was in his church, where

— 115 —



his own home church values should be obeyed. There was no effect of
this man’s arrogant attitude on those who knew he was lacking in cultural
common sense. But on the young minds of both expatriate missionaries
(who had been taught to respect the customs of their host country) and
those native Japanese missionaries who were seeing their customs being
desecrated, damage was done.

Another example: A personal Japanese friend of mine (citizen living in
Japan) once carried instant ramen noodles in his suitcase so that he would
have something good to eat when he visited Los Angeles for a doctors
convention. This example may be extreme but illustrates how much a
person can actually plan on preserving a determined state of mind; that is,
planning to maintain a part of the self that one is afraid to lose or perhaps
not be willing to give up. And all of this in the name of protecting one's
inner self and not adapting to or adopting any custom that is unfamiliar.
Let's analyze this.

Whether on business or vacation all travelers carry with them those
items they deem necessary to protect themselves for the needs that will or
may arise while they are away from their normal comfort zones or "homes;"
few people are foolish enough to travel with only what they carry in their
pockets. And although people variously feel out-of-place or "at home" when
they visit areas they are not familiar with, they nevertheless travel within a
protective space (knowing they can meet their basic needs) that gives them
peace of mind as they go about fulfilling their purpose. If comfort items are
not at hand when needs arise, they may feel unprotected or insecure; but
they will automatically seek to satisfy basic, self-defined needs in whatever
way they can. When living in a foreign country they learn to adapt and
adopt in order to get along, and may even change their character when they
learn that values are not always absolute. This is an important lesson that
schools should be equipped to teach.

Schools with cultural exchange programs provide an opportunity to
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sincerely educate students to open their minds to ways of thinking that are
other than what their own cultures teach. Important lessons lie beyond the
veil of a provincial understanding.

In the name of sightseeing many opportunities may be provided to those
who want to learn. My wife and I often take long walks in the mountains
of Akita Prefecture. We visit sights of natural beauty and are fascinated
when we learn of folk tales or stories associated with a place that we visit.
Attached is a translated story about a waterfall. I feel that I have gained
an understanding and respect for certain values found in the story. As with
any folklore story from the past however, many questions may be asked.
Through this story a door is opened for an intelligent inquiry into the
culture of a small part of Japan.

My thanks to my wife, Akiko, for her help with my reading and

understanding of the following short story.?

1 The 2006 ticket holder of Delta Airlines contains this message.

2 Segawa, Takuo and Matsutani, Miyoko, ed., “Yasu Waterfall,” originally
told by Shibata, Takashi, Akita no Minwa (Miraisha, 1958) 117.
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