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A deep connection through Ishikawa’s festivals

Dipika Soni

It was the summer of 2003 when I had my first encounter with
matsuri. Newly appointed as ALT for Oshimizu Town, Ishikawa
Prefecture (now known as Hodatsushimizu after a merger in
20006), I was finding it hard to adjust to country-life, particularly
with the language barrier preventing me from reaching out to my
new neighbours. School had not yet begun and I was in a strange
limbo, ready for a new challenge and excited for a new adventure,
but frustrated at losing my ability to communicate effectively and
mourning the old life I had left behind in the UK. And then one
evening in a blur of colour, music and beating drums, I was swept
away from daily worries and became one with the surroundings -
all my nervousness was eliminated, my heart soared!

During the feverish excitement of matsuri 1 felt that I could
express myself without inhibition, to connect with people without
words but through feelings. It is a time for all people to come
together as one and enjoy the festivities, regardless of background,
status, gender and age. Communities open their doors and celebrate
together. People are proud to show off their local heritage and
traditions. I truly believe this is the essence and magic of matsuri
and why people are so dedicated to keeping the traditions alive.

During my three years as an ALT, I was able to visit different
matsuri in the locality, and each time met with much warm
hospitality. Instant bonds were created with both students and their
families over our shared appreciation and excitement. With living
and working for a small town, this unsaid connection contributed to
my students and I being able to relate to each other. My favourite
matsuri which I became dedicated to was the local festival for
Imahama shrine in the immediate area where I was living. With a
150 year history, this matsuri lasts for three days with shishimai
dancing and fireworks throughout the evening. We would gather
to practice for the matsuri each night for a month and I was
honored to be accepted into the seinendan group who organise the
festivities.

As well as the traditional matsuri, the town to which I had
been posted was a hub for Yosakoi Soran dance and hosted a large
Yosakoi Soran matsuri each autumn. Subsequently, I was also
encouraged by my students to join a local Yosakoi Soran group
where I found a new love for performing! Requiring no previous
experience in dance, Yosakoi Soran is invigorating, energetic and
a fun way to exercise. It has roots in traditional Japanese dance
but has a very modern appeal and the excitement of the dances is
infectious, not only for the people dancing but for the audience too.
I was able to deepen connections with my neighbours, of all ages
and backgrounds, and the friendships I made have continued long
after my return to the UK.

In fact, on returning to the UK and in my current role of
Coordinator for Public Relations at the Embassy of Japan, I have
been able to develop a Yosakoi workshop as part of the Club
Taishikan cultural scheme for school children which we host
throughout the year. Thanks to my teammates in Japan who shipped
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several boxes of naruko (wooden clappers essential for Yosakoi) to
me in London, I was able to devise a fun Yosakoi taster for school
children and have been running it for the past five years. The
workshop is always hugely popular with the children and teachers
alike and they always leave the embassy in high spirits! The spirit
of matsuri!

Following the success of the workshops, in 2016 I was finally
able to establish a Yosakoi London team which has steadily been
attracting more members. Much of the choreography and music
was provided by my former teammates and we hope to make them
proud by performing at some events around the UK in 2018. The
power of matsuri has spread far and wide across Europe and there
are many Yosakoi teams who together have formed the Yosakoi
European Network (YEN). This bond with people across countries
and languages has been possible because of our mutual love for
Yosakoi matsuri!

It has been more than six years since I returned to the UK and
in those six years, | have been able to revisit Imahama several times
for the local matsuri that I first encountered as a new ALT. Even
with the distance I cannot forget the excitement of taking part in
the festival and still feel a close connection with the town. As with
those who have moved away from the town, it is a priority to return
for the festivities each year where possible! I have my own happi
and role playing taiko, and it is such a joy to return and reconnect
with everyone.

In 2015 I was invited to take part in an event organised by the
Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications called Seminar
for Regional Globalization with JETs. Several former JETs were
invited from overseas and I was chosen after the organisers
had seen an article in a local newspaper about me returning
to Hodatsushimizu Town three years in a row to participate in
the local matsuri. During the seminar I was able to share my
experiences and thoughts on how matsuri is an important way
to encourage tourism to local areas and for revitalisation of local
communities. I was delighted as our field study also took us to
Wajima City for an experience of carrying kiriko — the famous huge
lacquered lanterns which are carried through the streets during the
local festivals in the Noto Peninsular.

Matsuri is a wonderful way to discover new friendships
through a shared love of tradition, and although many regional
areas have been suffering from a declining population, I hope these
traditions will continue to be held long into the future.

Profile——

Dipika Soni is a former ALT (Ishikawa Prefecture, 2003 -
20006). Following the JET Programme she spent a further 5 years
working in Japan as a translator. Dipika now works for the Japan
Information and Cultural Centre at the Embassy of Japan in the
UK. Follow her on twitter/instagram @kawa_dip for insights into
Ishikawa Prefecture. = =



