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LIVES OF QUIET DEDICATI

Postmaster Sumita Shozo and monk Noumi Yutaka: native sons of Kanagi, separated by a century, whose respective roads less-tras

N the mid 1960s, modernization began

to sweep over Japan, urbanizing the

country side and bringing mechaniza-
tion to the farms. Sumita Sh6zo (now 58)
was one who grew to feel more than a
little nostalgic for the old days.

The post office worker (now postmas-
ter. Imafuku Post Office, Kanagi), a keen
local historian, took it upon himself to
prevent the workaday signs of rural
Shimane-ken (prefecture) from disappear-
ing. In November 1968 he rallied support
from likeminded Kanagi citizens—Sumita
had earlier formed a \(ud\ group dedicated
Lo researching local III\lnl\flﬂ establish
a group that would collect and preserve
local farm implements and other accou-
trements that were characteristic of the
traditional way of life. In 1969 this group
received donations of approximately 2.500
items, and over the next two years its mem-
bers would file the necessary paperwork
to have many of these items designated
“important folk materials™ by the prefectural
and national governments.

Sumita and his colleagues continued
their efforts, establishing the Folk Materi-
als Museum in 1973 and the Historical Folk
Materials Museum in 1978. This latter
project involved the restoration of a build-
ing belonging to the 190-year-old local
ironworks. During this time, they also ad-
vocated “practical ethnology™ programs that
focused on recreating and photographing
scenes from traditional life to record how
the various implements were actually used.

Passionate in their interest in local his-
tory. Sumita and his colleagues wanted
others to have the opportunity 1o share their
enjoyment and learn more about local his-
tory. In August 1972 they invested their
own money to establish the Haza Culture
Council (named after Haza, a local place
name), which is dedicated to adult learn-
ing. In addition 1o its curricula activities.
which center on year-round history
courses, the Council has organized or
been involved in many diverse activities
in the name of cultural protection and
community revitalization. These include:
sponsoring 11 annual culture festivals,
developing community center programs,
participating in the excavation of 10,000-
year-old stone implements, conducting
surveys on ancient castle ruins and other
historical sites, securing designation
of those sites as cultural properties,

38 LOOK JAPAN = April 2001
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HISTORY MEN: Members of the Haza Culture Council, a recipient of the 2000 Suntory Prize for Commun

Cultural Activities. Sumita Shoza stands center.

conducting biographical research on the
lives of two local luminaries (Shimamura
Hogetsu [1871-1918], known as the fa
ther of modern theater in Ja and
Noumi Yutaka [ 1868-1901]), and erecting
a memorial plaque for the two men. For
10 years beginning in 1983, the Council
published a quarterly magazine, Naware
(named after the footpaths between rice
fields, which were the first roads), freely
distributing copies 10 all households in the
Kanagi area. For a number of years the
Council also conducted programs to train
leaders for community activities (Haza
Terakoya Seminar) and supervised special
classes on rural culture (Nawate Juku).

The Haza Culture Council was
awarded the 2000 Suntory Prize for Com-
munity Cultural Activities in recognition
of its work.

ENCOUNTER WITH NOUMI YUTAKA

Of all the many activities Sumita has
been involved in over the years, perhaps
the work that has hmu"hl him most
recognition as a historian 1s his research
into the monk-scholar Noumi Yutaka, a
native son of the region and one of the
tll\l J.l] anese to explore Tibet.
irst got interested in Noumi Yutaka
in 1968.” Sumita recalls. “As | have de-
scribed. I was a young man absorbed in
collecting folk materials. At that time we
didn’t have the rich sources of informa-
tion about Tibet that we have today. It was

extremely difficult to find out anythin
about Noumi. especially his early years.
kept chipping away at the project. Ihuuﬂl
and began to pnhh\h my results.”

Sumita published his findings 1
installments in Nawate, hu'lnmnu i
1985, and in 1989 published the collecte
articles in a book entitled. Nowmi Yurake
Pioneer Explorer of Tibet and Secker «
the Spiritual Path.

The following is taken from the forc
word of that book.

“The autonomous region of Tibe
known as the ‘roof of the world," was lon
shrouded in a veil of isolation. Many valt
able lives were lost by intrepid explorer
who tried to pierce that veil for the sake ¢
Buddhist scholarship and trade. One o
them, a man named Noumi Yutaka, was
monk at Jorenji temple of the Otani branc
of the Jodo Shin sect. Born and raised i
Kanagi. Shimane-ken. he was the firs
J;lp:mc\c to try to enter Tibet.

“Noumi Yutaka's journey is a grea
event in the annals of Japanese Buddhis
history. He sought the complete collectior
of Buddhist Sutras, Laws, and Treatise
written in Tibetan (known in Jd]\ll]\.\k a
the Daizokyo). which is the original tex
for many of Buddhism's central conce pts
His plan was to translate them into Englisl
so that Buddhism could be propagated a
one of the world’s great ullgmn\. and he
was the first to actually begin translating

them himself. He searched for the truth and
risked his life on the basis of a plan that was
both immense in scope and finely detailed.
Knowing what this unparalleled great man
accomplished provides us all with a unique
and precious opportunity to learn what it is
to lead an exemplary human life.”

Let’s examine Noumi's remarkable
life, following the chronology pieced to-
gether by Sumita.

Noumi Yutaka became a monk at
Higashi Honganji temple in Kyoto when he
was 11 years old. I_JM he met the eminent
Buddhist scholar Nanjo Bun'ya, who
became his mentor and had a deep philo-
sophical influence. During the Meiji period
(1868-1912). anti-Buddhist government
policies threatened the very existence of
Buddhism in Japan: it was during this time
that the 19-year-old Noumi announced his
intention to go to Tibet to discover the true
nature of Buddhist faith. He knew he would
have to be thoroughly prepared to succeed.
Therefore, he studied Tibetan at age 20, and,
beginning at age 21, spent two years study-
ing philosophy. English. and Sanskrit at the
Tetsugakukan (Academy of Philosophy,
now Toyo University). At age 23 he entered
Keio Gijuku (now Keio University) where
he received instruction directly from acad-
emy founder Fukuzawa Yukichi. After com-
pleting his studies there. he returned to the
Academy of Philosophy to pursue research
in his field of specialty. East Asian cultural
history. He received instruction directly from
the academy founder. Inoue Enryo. over a
period of three years. Meanwhile. mindful

F o\

!
VALUABLE RECORD: Faur of the 52 sketches Noumi
Yutaka did of the Yangtse river’s Three Gorges

of the arduous physical challenge that
awaited him in Tibet, Noumi engaged in
various physical training exercises, includ
ing the solo climbing of Mount Fuji. In 1893
he graduated from the academy. and pub-
lished his graduate thesis, Buddhists in the
World, at his own expense. In that book, he
identified the need for an English trans-
lation of Buddhist texts, and
outlined his grand plan to unify
all of the world’s 500 million
Buddhists. In 1898 he was
married in his home village;
soon after, however, he received
permission from Higashi
Honganji temple to go to Tibet,
Though he had only been
married for three months. he
decided to go, leaving his wife
Shizuko behind in Japan. Be-
ginning in April 1899, Noumi
went on three expeditions to
Tibet in two years. He managed to actually
enter Tibetan territory twice, but he never
made it to the capital city of Lhasa. The last
message received from him was a letter
dated 18 April 1901, which he wrote in
Yunnan province, China.

CHINA-JAPAN JOINT
WORLD CONFERENCE
In August 1986. about 800 items were
discovered stored in 10 coal boxes in a sepa-
rate residence on the premises of Noumi's
family home. The boxes had not been
opened in about 80 years. “As I examined
cach item. I couldn’t help getti ex
cited,” Sumita recalls. *“These were firsi-rate
historical materials that filled in all of the
gaps in Noumi's life in a single stroke.”
Sumita and his colleagues classified
and organized the materials and put them
on public display in the Historical Folk
Materials Museum. In January 199
also organized the national Noumi Yutaka
Society with members that included local
residents as well as researchers from all
over the country. In July of that year. they
published the first issue of their society
bulletin. Sekiha, thus taking their first
step toward creating the field of “Noumi
studies.” which covers a wide range of
academic disciplines. In November 1996,
another large collection of historical
materials was found in the archives of the
main hall of Jorenji temple. This great
discovery completely clarified Noumi's
travel itinerary in mainland China, and
provided invaluable material not only for
the Noumi Yutaka Society, but also for all
researchers interested in central Asia.
“Theyre building a huge dam now on
the Yangtse river in China. We have 52
sketches that clearly show what the Thre
Gorges area looked like a century ago.”

I\ I DNERE B E,

Sumita continues. “Noumi’s records of
China include 61 items in 10 categories
that include geography. history, politics.
religion, and local customs. These records
were written in a very methodical and
steady manner and are of tremendous his
torical value today. We plan to strengthen
our connections with researchers in China,

iR af*mummoousza ot
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NOUMI SPIRIT: Dalegalas atthe Naum1 Yulaka Society China-Japan
World Conference, Yinchuan, August 2000

Japan, and other countries to make these
materials more available for public use.”

In August 2000, Sumita and his col-
leagues sponsored the Noumi Yutaka So-
ciety China-Japan Joint World Conference
to commemorate the 100" anniversary of
Noumi’s visit to China. The conference
was held in Yinchuan, the capital city of
the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Re
China. Some of China’s most prominent
scholars attended the conference as
special guests. Many of the citizens of
Yinchuan were deeply impressed by
Noumi’s spirit, which allowed him to over-
come unimaginable obstacles in his quest
to seek out Buddhist seriptures a hundred
years ago, when it was virtually impossi-
ble for any foreigner even to walk unc-
companied in Ningxia. His intrepid forti-
tude won the admiration of many Chinese
who became members of the Society

Sumita hopes that the Society will be
the focal point of “Noumi studies.” foster
ing international, intellectual exchange
among the younger generation. 2001
marks the 100" anniversary of Noumi’s
disappearance. The Society plans to estab-
lish a web site in hopes of dramatically
enhancing and developing its research
network. There are hopes that steps for
materializing one of Sumita’s dreams.
establishing a “Noumi Yutaka Memorial
Museum,” may be accelerated.

“Noumi dedicated his life without re-
gret to fulfilling his dream and realizing
his great ideals.” Sumita concludes. “He
has a very valuable lesson to teach us.”
Through his many projects and commu
nity activities. Sumita himself embodies
that quest for human fulfillment. ®

/ NISHIMURA Kunio
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