
This float was newly 
constructed, 
based on fragments 
of a wheel found 
in an elementary 
schoolyard after the 
tsunami.

Tanabata decorations 
made of Japanese 
paper(washi).

They wave bamboo poles to 
threaten their opponents.

The shaft, a log of Japanese 
cedar, is affixed to the base
using only wisteria vines, and 
no nails.

Ramming

*Over 100 people pull back and forth.
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The only float remaining 
after the disaster.

After the clash of f loats, 
the contest becomes a 
tug-of-war.
The winner is whichever 
f loat makes it into the 
opponent’s territory.

The dashi (floats) are affixed 
with long shafts,
which are used to ram the 
opponent’s float
as they come crashing 
together.
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Area:  About 2 tan 
　　　(or around 20 are/2000m2) 
Harvest:  About 8 koku
　　　　  (around 1200kg)
Variety of rice:  Hinohikari

The festival that overcame a major 
disaster,and survived to be
celebrated again.
A somewhat more rough-mannered 
Tanabata,held to the wild beating of 
drums.

A Clash to Commemorate the Lost (August 7)
The “Fighting” Tanabata of Kesenchō 
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engage in ramming battles. After 
three of the four floats were swept 
away in the tsunami, last year’s 
festival was turned into a tug-of-war 
using the single remaining float. The 
town has since managed to build a 
second float based on pieces found 
in the rubble, so this year, the battle 
between two floats will be back.
By 9 a.m., people have begun 
gathering a few at a time around 
the two floats, which have been 
lined up on what were the grounds 
of Kesenchō’s Kongō Temple (the 

temple’s main hall had been swept 
away). A man who’d been hanging 
tanzaku, or strips of paper on which 
people have written individual 
wishes, on the floats, asks if I want 
to try it, so I take the opportunity 
to help out. Some of the wishes, 
written in childish handwriting, say 
things like “I wish for a new house 
soon,” or “I hope Takata returns to 
normal,” and seeing them makes 
me a little wistful, but I’m cheered 
by others inscribed with things like 
“I want to become a dancer.” I tie 

each one carefully to the float.
At 10 a.m., the floats, which have 
been purified with salt and sake, are 
paraded through town, though it’s
a town in name only—there are no 
buildings, only vacant lots. There’s an 
undeniable shortage of manpower to 
pull the floats. Once one is pulled to 
the next appointed spot, everyone has 
to go back for the second float, and 
the procession moves forward in fits 
and starts. 
After a lunch break, the battle of 
the two floats finally begins. A long 

The Tanabata Festival is generally 
thought to be held on July 7, but 
in many cases, such as the famous 
Sendai Tanabata Festival, the actual 
date is based on the old calendar 
and the festival held a month later, 
on August 7. The Kesenchō Kenka 
(“Fighting”) Tanabata I visited on 
this trip to Rikuzen-Takata in Iwate 
Prefecture is one such case.
Rikuzen-Takata is known as one of 

the cities devastated by the tsunami 
that followed last year’s Great East 
Japan Earthquake. Rail lines were cut 
off, and there’s still no word on when 
they’ll be restored. I took an 11 p.m. 
red-eye bus from Tokyo’s Ikebukuro, 
arriving in front of Rikuzen-Takata’s 
temporary city hall, built on high 
ground, at 6:38 the next morning. A 
taxi I’d reserved ahead of time then 
took me to Kesenchō, where the 
festival would be held. The piles of 

rubble everywhere were just as I’d 
seen on TV so many times. “This is 
where the train station once stood,” 
pointed the taxi driver, but where he 
pointed not even a trace remained. 
The scenery remained the same as 
we crossed the bridge into Kesenchō, 
and I began to wonder if they’d really 
hold a festival in this place.
The Fighting Tanabata features 
specially decorated dashi, or floats, 
from Kesenchō’s four districts, which 

The “Fighting” Tanabata festival returns to a disaster-struck town



The morning of the festival, looking out towards the ocean
from the elevation of Kesen-Naritasan .

The “Miracle Pine” that was cut
down in September for preservation.

The “Fighting” Tanabata (evening round)

This happi coat belonging 
to the head of the 
Fighting Tanabata 
Preservation Society was 
found among the rubble. 

At the site of the Kongō 
Temple, whose main hall
was destroyed in the 
tsunami. 

A number of Jizō 
statues and damaged
stone Buddha were 
gathered in one spot.

A pre-disaster photo 
that was displayed at 
Kesen-Naritasan
It’s hard to believe it’s 
the same place.

Preparing the outdoor stalls
Viewing 
stand

This is where 
the floats 
crash together

At night, the floats are lit up 
with hanging lanterns.

With the pounding of drums, 
the opponents are ready for 
battle.
It helps that they’ve had a 
bit to drink.

Oriyaaa!

Paper strips decorating the floats.

The stalls are set up in a vacant lot, 
adding to the festive atmosphere.
Kids and grown-ups alike seem to 
be having a great time.

Kesen River

The lone pine

The bridge has 
collapsed A community center that just 

barely managed to survive.
This is where the decorations 
for the floats were made.

Working to 
remove rubble

The clashes take 
place twice, once in 
the afternoon
and once in the 
evening.

Paper strips decorating 
the floats.
“I wish we can live in a 
new house soon.”
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shaft called a kajibō, made of a huge 
Japanese cedar log, runs through 
the middle of each float, and is used 
to ram the opponent’s float; any 
miscalculation can cause a major 
accident. The floats are lined up 
facing each other, and their positions 
carefully adjusted. After the clash, a 
tug-of-war ensues, with ropes used to 
pull the floats; whichever team hauls 
their float into the opponent’s territory 
first, wins.
Volunteers, squads of middle school 

supporters from other prefectures, and 
residents of nearby temporary housing 
arrive by the busload, doubling the 
number of hands available to pull 
the floats compared to earlier in the 
day. Urged on by the people around 
me, I grab on to one of the ropes 
and take part in the battle. A voice 
calling out “Readyyyy…start!” is the 
sign to begin pulling as hard as we 
can, as the shafts on each float pass 
within bare inches of one another 
before simultaneously ramming their 

opponent’s float with a huge crash 
and a thud. Everyone chants “Yoisaa, 
yoisaa!” as we pull on the ropes 
again. Up on top of the floats, valiant 
fighting drums are beating wildly. 
“Yoisaa, yoisaa!” and still no clear 
winner. When you think about it, it’s 
kind of miraculous that this traditional 
festival has survived, here in a town 
where almost every single home has 
been destroyed. Even in the midst 
of a battle for survival, people are 
enjoying themselves, spurred on by 
the cries of “Yoisaa, yoisaa!” 

Kesenchō “Fighting” Tanabata Festival Getting There

This traditional festival, held for one day only on 
August 7 of each year, is said to have been passed 
down over 900 years ago by fleeing soldiers of the 
Heike clan. Each of four neighborhoods in the town 
builds a float and covers it with colorful Tanabata 
decorations, with clashing “fights” between the floats 
a highlight of the festival. The sight of the huge, 
50-year-old logs of Japanese cedar lashed to the 
floats as they go crashing into one another is not to 
be missed. Anyone can participate in the “fights,” 
which take place at Osabe fishing port during the 
day, and on the streets of Imaizumi-chō in the 
evening. Designated as one of Iwate Prefecture’s 
intangible folk culture assets. 

●By train
Take the Tohoku Shinkansen and get off at 
Ichinoseki Station. A bus from there to Rikuzen-
Takata takes about an hour and 40 minutes. 
●By expressway bus
About 7 hours from Tokyo’s Ikebukuro station 
via the Kesen Liner (expressway bus); get off at 
the stop in front of Rikuzen-Takata’s temporary 
city hall. 
●By car
From the Ichinoseki interchange on the Tohoku 
Expressway, take Route 284, then proceed via 
Route 45 to the Kesen Elementary School exit, 
a trip of about 90 minutes.

Rikuzen-
Takata




