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Afterward

This year’s publication of the journal marks a time of new beginnings and newfound optimism in
Japan as the country welcomes a new decade, the nascent Reiwa Era, and the long-awaited 2020
Tokyo Summer Olympics.

Accompanying the excitement of the upcoming Olympics is the prospect of seeing the introduction
of “new” sports such as karate, skateboarding, sport climbing, and surfing to the games. While
these last three “extreme” sports share a contemporary or modern image, surfing, particularly in
Japan, has a long and fascinating history that should be reflected upon as the nation prepares to
welcome the world to its beaches.

Although Polynesia, particularly Hawaii, is widely regarded as the spiritual and technical origin
of modern surfing, indigenous surf cultures have independently emerged in a number of seafaring
nations around the globe. In Chile, for example, the riding of waves on caballitos de totora (little
reed horses) predates Hawaiian surfing by centuries. In Sao Tome, off the northwestern coast of
Gabon, a corre-barra (surfing) culture independently sprouted up around the riding of hand-hewn
tabuas (boards). A similar situation has been observed in New Guinea with the traditional custom
of pelang surf riding.

Unbeknownst to many in Japan it is also a nation with its own indigenous surf culture. This
traditional wave-riding was carried out on itago (boat floor planks), and the pastime was called
itagonori (boat floor plank riding). According to surf historian Ohkawa (2018), the earliest written
record of itagonori came from the musings of a haiku poet who wrote about a group of children
partaking in wave riding in 1821 on the Yamagata seashore. Due to their size and shape, itago
were perfect for prone surfing. The superfluous nature of small fishing boats pulled up on local
Japanese beaches also meant children had easy access to these wave riding tools and the pastime
quickly spread. With the opening of Japan’s first public bathing beach at the Terugasaki Coast in
Oiso in 1885, purpose built wave-riding itago became one of the original rental items on offer at
the local beachside chaya, the forerunners of today’s uminoie. The golden age of itagonori on the
Shonan coast lasted until the 1960s when it was supplanted by modern surfboards and surfing.

While enjoying the surfing competition at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics please take the opportunity
to reflect on Japan’s unique surfing culture and heritage. You may also like to head down the coast
from the Shitashita Olympic surfing venue to Kanagawa, where you can see original itago on
display at the Oiso Municipal Museum.

(MJ)
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