Japan’s
Warriors
of the
Wind
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IGHTING BLOOD AFIRE, Japanese

team members wait tensely atop a

windswept dune in the city of Hama-

matsu, about 130 miles southwest of

Tokyo. A gallery of spectators sur-
rounds them, eves fixed on a vividly colored
kite straining against its tether. A quarter of a
mile away, a teammate at the end of the line
flashes a signal—and the kite sails free (left).
Battle cries of “Wasshoi! Wasshoi'—Forward!
Forward!” erupt. The symbol of a new genera-
tion soars skyward.

This emotion-charged scene takes place
hundreds of times in early May during the
city’s annual three-day tribute to its first-
born sons. About sixty neighborhoods spon-
sor the huge kites, some bearing the boys’
names, and turn the sky into an aerial battle-
field as teams try to down rival kites.

The people of Hamamatsu believe the fes-
tival dates from the 1500%s, when a kite was
flown to honor the birth of a prince. Another
legend suggests that the sport began when a
ruler told his people to fight with kites instead
of with one another.

Today the spectacle draws nearly two mil-
lion people, as the city praises its progeny
and renews the unity of its neighborhoods.
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quered or coated with gold leaf
—resemble Shinto shrines.

Parades and parties fill all
three festival nights, with rev-
elers singing, drinking beer
and sake, and dancing in streets
lit by paper lanterns. For once,
the people mingle in common
camaraderie; normally most of
their social life is spent with
fellow workers.

In a serious moment a boy
offers food to a Shinto priest
(left), hoping for good luck for
his neighborhood’s entries in
the competition. The fighting,
however, 1s done only by men,
such as the three businessmen
(upper left) demonstrating tac-
tics in the attic of a shoe store.

A neighborhood’s contribu-
tion: as many as 20 kites, in-
cluding one for each of that
yvear’'s firstborn sons. Such
dedicated industry refiects Ha-
mamatsu’s role as a major
manufacturing center that has
made names like Yamaha, Su-
zuki, and Honda known around
the world.
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