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About the Book

The Ninjas today are the stuff of myth and legend in comics, film and electronic games. But once they were real, the medieval equivalent of the SAS: spies, saboteurs, assassins. In their secrecy, undercover skills and determination to survive, they were the opposite of the overt, self-destructive samurai. Could they fly? Make themselves invisible? Of course not. It was just that their skills gave them a magical aura. As a result, martial artists and story-tellers have turned them into fantasy creatures, from James Bond to Mutant Turtles.

In Ninja John Man goes in search of the truth. In a journey to the heartland of the ninjas, he takes us from their origins over 1,000 years ago, through their heyday in the civil wars that ended with Japan’s unification in 1600. But that was not the end of the ninja ethos. That re-emerged in World War Two as a little-known counterpart to Japanese militarism. Ninja ways live on in the real ‘last of the ninjas’, Hiroo Onoda, who held out in the Philippine jungle for 30 years.

From feudal Japan to 21st Century Hollywood, John Man’s epic story reveals the reality behind one of the world’s most enduring legends.
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A NOTE ABOUT TRANSLITERATION

Except for Japanese names and words common in English (e.g. Tokyo, Kyoto, shogun), Japanese has been romanized according to the ‘revised Hepburn’ system, with a macron on ō and ū to indicate long vowels.
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INTRODUCTION: GHOSTS OF THE SHADOW WARRIORS

Once you get the details and layout of the castle or the camp, all you need to do is get back with the information as soon as possible.

Ninja instructional poem

THE RESTAURANT OWNER, in his mid-70s but as fit as someone half his age, was talking about his ninja ancestors. A firm gaze behind huge glasses, a ready laugh, a torrent of words: Mr Ueda’s ninja blood had kept him youthful and exuberant.

‘But how do you know all this?’ I asked, because ninjas were famous for leaving few written records.

‘It’s in the family. My grandmother was a Momochi.’ A famous name, an eminent family, one of several hundred who used to share these forested hills and steep-sided valleys. ‘She used to talk to me about the past, when I was helping her on the farm and when we went away on holiday.’

It was from her, with her childhood memories of her grandparents – his great-great-grandparents – that he had learned about Iga’s ninja families, about the way they had worked together to build an early form of democracy, keeping themselves independent of power-hungry lords. Did people where I came from know about this? No, I said, it would be news to them, because most people thought ninjas were comic-book creatures.

He had much more to tell, but I was short of time, and interrupted with a glance at my watch and an abrupt question. Was there anything else? I was hoping for another swift bullet-point that I could follow up at leisure, and was utterly unprepared for what came next.

‘I would like to show you what I inherited from my grandmother.’

How could I refuse, without seeming impolite? He led the way past tables, pushed aside boxes and revealed a narrow door into the roof space, for like most countryside buildings in this earthquake-prone country, the restaurant was a single-floor structure, with a loft for storage.

‘Be careful,’ he said, carefully stepping over a mat on the floor. ‘That’s to catch rats. Very sticky. If you step on that, you will not get off.’

The stairs rose steep and shoulder-width into shadows. I followed, with a twinge of anxiety at the delay, wondering how on earth I could beat a graceful retreat.

Above and ahead, he stooped clear of the sloping roof along a little space too small to be called a corridor, and led the way into a gloomy attic packed with, of all things, what looked like tailor’s dummies. It took my eyes a few seconds to get used to the half-light before I realized what I was looking at: suits of ninja armour.

There were ten of them, slung over simple wooden cross-pieces, lined up among piles of empty cardboard boxes. They were nothing like the theatrical creations favoured by samurai, with segmented breastplates and garish face-masks and exotic helmets. These were austere, dark, cloak-like things for medieval hoodies, the ghosts of shadow warriors. When I got up close, they turned out to be chain-mail doublets made of minute metal rings. From a metre away they looked more like material than metal, hardened versions of the black peasant costumes that are nowadays considered traditional ninja garb.

Downstairs, he had regaled me with family memories which may have been no more than folklore. These were the real things, direct links back centuries to a time when ninjas were ordinary farmers until called upon to defend, not some lord, but themselves, fighting for their families and villages against armies that had to be opposed with covert, night-time operations because to engage with them in open, daylight conflict would be suicidal.

Nothing could have brought home more powerfully something I had hardly glimpsed until that moment: that I was dealing with a tradition both very Japanese, yet completely different from the more obvious, better-documented traditions of the samurai. To learn about ninjas, I would be peering into shadows, and it would take a good deal of help and luck to discern underlying truths.

Before starting on this book, I thought I would be engaging mainly with cartoon turtles, invisibility, flying and other such nonsense. I was wrong. The ninjas, for centuries the secret agents acting for their communities and their employers, had remarkable qualities – among them an extraordinary ability to inspire myths – but there was nothing magical about them. If ninjas ever mastered the art of invisibility (the subtitle of at least one book about them), they did so by being masters of disguise and camouflage.

I found instead a complex subject, rooted in real events, real people and a charming region, little known to outsiders, of steep, forested hills, hidden valleys, mountain streams and patchworks of paddy fields. Here, in the two areas that used to be the provinces of Iga and Kōga (and are now parts of Shiga and Mie prefectures), the ninjas were part of life for centuries, and still are, because they are an essential tourist attraction. I got to know a little about a way of life – ninjutsu – that had less in common with martial arts than with the arts of survival. And I learned something of the mystical traditions which the ninjas shared with those who sought to gain power, by undertaking rigorous mind-and-body training regimes in sacred mountains. The true ninjas were, it turns out, not only masters of exotic fighting skills: they were men who sought ‘right-mindedness’ for their work as spies, mercenaries, police and soldiers.

What was going on here? What was it about Iga and Kōga and the late Middle Ages that suited the development of the ninja way of life? In the 1970s, the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins suggested that ideas take root and spread in the same way as genes. He called the intellectual equivalent of a gene a ‘meme’. Perhaps ninjutsu started as a recessive ‘meme’ in ancient China and Japan, evolved into a dominant one because it proved useful to its hosts, and was then spread to outlying areas by carriers, who in this case were mercenaries. It seemed there was much to explain: Why then? Why there? Why did ninjutsu in the end cease to be so effective?

Perhaps most surprising to me was the realization that the ninjas had been around in Japan for 700 years before the word ‘ninja’ appeared, and remained a thread in Japanese history long after the ‘real’ ninjas had been deprived of almost all relevance by unification in 1600. The ninja ethos resurfaced, remarkably, in World War II as the very opposite of mainstream Japanese militarism: these ninjas (though not named as such) were no less loyal to the emperor, but imbued with a spirit of generosity, creativity and internationalism utterly at odds with the arrogance and xenophobia that typified the armed forces until they went down in defeat in 1945.

There have been several ‘last of the ninjas’. In fact, ninjutsu seems to have found its final and most extraordinary expression in the career of the soldier who held out for 30 years in the Philippines, Hiroo Onoda. In his commitment to survive, in the techniques he used to do so, and in his humanity, Hiroo – who, as I write, is still going strong at 90 – is in many ways the real last of the ninjas.
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1

ORIGINS

Make yourself resolute with the idea that you will win whenever you go on a ninja mission, and you can win even if it is not so realistic.

Ninja instructional poem

JAPAN’S ‘SHADOW WARRIORS’ rose to fame at a particular time, roughly 1400–1600, in a particular region, and in particular circumstances. But they did not spring into existence fully formed. To find their roots, look far away and long ago, to China, almost 800 years earlier.

In the early seventh century, Tang dynasty emperors emerged as rulers of a great empire and a great culture. The Japanese, precariously united under their own ambitious emperors, wanted to know its secrets. Court officials, students, teachers, monks and artists visited, were vastly impressed, and returned with the ‘new learning’, which was in effect all the main elements of Chinese civilization – Confucianism, medicines, textiles, weaving, dyeing, the five-stringed lute, masks, board games, and whole libraries of books on scripture, history, philosophy and literature, all in Chinese.

One thing China knew a lot about was war. For centuries, it was war that divided the nation, yet it was war – and ultimately conquest – which, in 221BC, brought peace and unity. China’s military wisdom had been summarized some 100 years earlier (or more, no one knows for sure) by the great military theoretician, Sun Zi (Sun Tzu as he is in the old Wade-Giles orthography). His Art of War was already one of the great classic books. Sun Zi was a professional through and through. He spelled out the ‘five fundamentals’ – politics, weather, terrain, command and management – and went on to analyse details like the cost of entertaining envoys and the price of glue. He was not interested in glory; he was interested in fast and total victory, for, as he said, ‘There has never been a protracted war which benefited a country.’ Only by quick victory can more war be avoided. Today’s generals study him. Politicians ignore him at their peril. George Bush might have had second thoughts about invading Iraq, let alone boasting of ‘mission accomplished’, had he pondered one of Sun Zi’s aphorisms: ‘To win victory is easy; to preserve its fruits, difficult.’ The lessons were clear: don’t engage unless sure of victory; don’t take risks; better to overawe your opponent than fight. But if you have to fight, do it my way! Learn the rules of military leadership, logistics, manoeuvring, terrain and, in particular – he saves this for last – deception.

This is the chapter which interests us, and these are the crucial words:

All warfare is based on deception. Therefore when capable of attacking, feign incapacity; when active in moving troops, feign inactivity. When near the enemy, make it seem that you are far away; when far away, make it seem that you are near. Hold out baits to lure the enemy. Strike the enemy when he is in disorder. Prepare against the enemy when he is secure at all points. Avoid the enemy for the time being when he is stronger.

Only in this way can you gain the essential – speedy victory.

Of all the weapons vital for a speedy victory, the most vital is information. ‘The reason a brilliant sovereign and a wise general conquer the enemy … is their foreknowledge of the enemy situation … this foreknowledge cannot be elicited from spirits, nor from gods, nor by analogy with past events, nor by astrologic calculation. It must be obtained from men,’ namely spies.

There are five types of spies, he says: native, internal, double, doomed and surviving. In brief, your own people, the enemy’s people, double agents, expendables, and ninja-like spies who can penetrate enemy lines, do their job and return. All these men are vital for victory. None should be closer to the commander and none more highly rewarded, and of all matters none is more confidential than spy operations. He who is not sage, wise, humane and just cannot handle them, ‘and he who is not delicate and subtle cannot get the truth out of them. Delicate, indeed! Truly delicate,’ for if plans are divulged prematurely, the agent and all those to whom he spoke must be put to death.

An example of what he was talking about occurred when King Zheng of Qin, the First Emperor, was halfway through unifying what would in 221BC become the heart of modern China. The First Emperor, brilliant, ambitious and utterly ruthless, was the target of several assassination attempts. Like many a head of state today, he took care to protect himself at all times. When travelling he was particularly vulnerable, as we know from an archaeological find made near his tomb mound close to Xian, and also near the tomb’s greatest treasure, the several thousand life-size soldiers that make up the Terracotta Army.

In 1980, archaeologists working at the western end of the First Emperor’s tomb mound found a pit divided into five sections, in one of which were the remains of a wood-lined container, crushed beneath the fallen earth. Inside lay what have become the crown jewels of the Terracotta Army museum: two four-horse, two-wheeled carriages, in bronze, half life-size, complete with their horses and drivers. The carriages had been smashed into fragments, but after eight years’ work they were restored to full working order, perfect down to every rein and harness and free-spinning axle-flag.

One chariot is an outrider, with a driver standing on a canopied platform. The other is the emperor’s. It has a front section for a charioteer and a second, enclosed, section for the emperor, with a roof of silk or leather waterproofed with grease. In the windows there is mosquito netting – all this being rendered in bronze, of course – and, on the side windows, a little sliding panel so the emperor can see out, get air in and issue orders without his august person being seen.

But his chariot is not exactly a tank. It had to be relatively lightweight for easy movement, and was therefore vulnerable to heavy-duty arrows or swords, such as might be carried by would-be assassins. The solution, as Sun Zi knew, was deception, which meant exactly the same solution as adopted by many a head of state today: decoy vehicles. The emperor travelled in any one of several identical carriages. At least one assassination attempt failed because the assailant attacked the wrong carriage. Possibly, another four decoy carriages remain to be found, so that a would-be assassin had only a one-in-five chance of attacking the right carriage.

So to get at him, a conventional approach would be useless. What was needed, in effect, was a ninja.

They got half a ninja, in what became one of the best known incidents in Chinese history, one that has become a popular subject for film and TV dramatization (most effectively in the 1998 epic The Emperor and the Assassin, directed by Chen Kaige). The source is the Grand Historian Sima Qian, whose account, written a century after the event but based (he says) on eyewitness accounts, is as vivid as a film synopsis.

Prince Dan is the heir apparent of Qin’s neighbour-once-removed, Yan. Dan lives in fear of King Zheng, because he was once a hostage in the Qin court, where he was so badly treated that he fled. A Qin general, Fan Yuqi, defected, and is now under the protection of Prince Dan. The general needs all the protection he can get, for Zheng has offered a reward of a city plus 250 kilos of gold for his head. Qin troops are massing on Yan’s border, and the only way to stop Zheng’s meteoric rise is to find an assassin to kill him. A young adventurer named Jing Ke is chosen for the task. He is an ice-cool character of high intelligence, who likes ‘to read books and practise swordsmanship’ – in brief, the essence of the true ninja. He refuses to quarrel: if offended, he simply walks away. Jing Ke is too smart to agree at once, but his reluctance is overcome by being made a minister and given a mansion.

Knowing he has no chance of getting close to Zheng without a good excuse, he approaches the renegade Qin general, Fan, with an extraordinary suggestion: if only he can have the general’s head, he will go to Zheng offering Yan’s surrender, with the head as a sign of good faith. He will also have a map of Yan territory. These two items will gain him access. Inside the rolled-up map he plans to conceal a poisoned dagger, with which he will stab Zheng. The general finds this an excellent idea – ‘Day and night I gnash my teeth and eat out my heart trying to think of some plan. Now you have shown me the way!’ So saying, he obligingly cuts his own throat.

Head and map gain Jing Ke and an accomplice entry into the court, and an audience with the king. At this moment the accomplice has an attack of nerves, leaving Jing Ke to go on alone. Watched by a crowd of courtiers, Jing Ke unrolls his map, seizes the dagger, grabs the king by the sleeve, and strikes. The king leaps back, tearing off his sleeve, and Jing Ke’s lunge misses its mark. Zheng flees with the assassin in pursuit, while the unarmed courtiers stand back, appalled, watching their lord and master dodging around a pillar, trying in vain to untangle his long ceremonial sword from his robes. A doctor has the presence of mind to hit Jing Ke with his medicine bag, which gives the king a moment’s grace.
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Even as Jing Ke comes at him again, the king manages to untangle his sword, draw it and wound Jing Ke in the leg. Jing Ke hurls the poisoned dagger, misses, and falls back as the king strikes at him, wounding him again. Jing Ke, seeing he has failed, leans against the pillar, then squats down, alternately laughing hysterically and cursing the king. The crowd moves in and finishes him off.

Would it be fair to call Jing Ke a forerunner of the ninjas? Hardly. True, he gained entry to the emperor by means of a trick. But the plot demanded that he operate in public and be prepared to die. Ninjas operated in secret and planned for survival. If there are lessons in this story, they are that rulers should be more careful and that secret agents should up their game. There’s no point in half a ninja.

The incident, along with much of China’s recorded history, became familiar to the Japanese from their embassies. Scholars knew about the First Emperor and were familiar with the ‘Five Classics’, among them Sun Zi’s Art of War, known in Japan as Shonshi, a Japanese version of ‘Sun Zi’. In theory, therefore, they knew about Sun Zi’s admiration for the dark, covert arts of deception and spying. In addition, a number of wealthy Chinese fled the war-torn mainland in the early Middle Ages (10–12th centuries), many travelling through the Japanese heartland to the court and some settling along the way, emphasizing to their Japanese hosts the importance of Chinese culture, including the techniques of covert warfare. The famous Takeda family, which rose to prominence in the 16th century, owned at least six of the Chinese classics, including those by Sun Zi, Confucius and Sima Qian (the Grand Historian who told the story of Jing Ke), proof that the fundamentals of ninjutsu, the ‘art of invisibility’, are Chinese in origin.

In fact, the idea of deception has well-established Japanese roots, as two stories reveal. They appear in Japan’s most ancient surviving book, the Kojiki, the ‘Record of Ancient Things’. The Kojiki was one of two works produced for Emperor Temmu, who in AD682 commanded his princes and nobles to ‘commit to writing a chronicle of the emperors and also of matters of high antiquity’. Produced for the court thirty years later, the Kojiki’s amalgam of written and oral tales purports to explain the origin of the nation, from the beginning of heaven and earth, ‘when the land was young, resembling floating oil and drifting like a jellyfish’. From three gods sprang the islands of Japan and eight million – ‘eight hundred myriad’ – other gods, among them Amaterasu, the sun goddess, ancestor of the royal family. In a slurry of myth, song, legend, pseudo-history and history, the 149 brief chapters reveal how, over 1,200 years, 34 emperors imposed their wills on rival clans as Japan’s divinely ordained ruling family.

Two stories tell of a young hero called Wo-usu, later renamed Prince Yamato the Brave, who still wore his hair up on his forehead in the style of a teenager. He was (supposedly) the younger son of the 12th emperor, Keikō of Yamato, which in the second century AD was one of the five provinces of central Honshū, the heartland of the almost-unified nation. The words in quotes are from the original as translated by Donald Philippi.

The Wiles of Prince Yamato

Emperor Keikō tells the elder of his two sons, whose name is Opo-usu, to bring him two beautiful sisters to marry. Instead Opo-usu marries the sisters himself. Then, in embarrassment, he avoids coming to eat morning and evening meals with his father.

The emperor tells the younger son, Wo-usu, to summon his brother.

Five days later, Opo-usu has not appeared.

‘Why has your elder brother not come for such a long time?’ says the emperor. ‘Is it perhaps that you have not yet admonished him?’

‘I have already entreated him,’ replies Wo-usu.

‘In what manner did you entreat him?’

‘Early in the morning when he went into the privy, I waited and captured him, grasped him and crushed him, then pulled off his limbs and, wrapping them in a straw mat, threw them away.’

Wo-usu’s ruthlessness strikes the emperor as a pretty rough punishment for skipping a few meals. He instantly finds a mission that will suit his son’s ‘fearless, wild disposition’.

‘Towards the west,’ he says, meaning the southern part of Japan’s southern island, Kyūshū, ‘there are two Kumasotakeru’ – kumaso being a word for the aboriginals of that part of untamed Kyūshū, and takeru meaning ‘brave’. If this were an English fairy tale these aboriginal chieftains would be ogres, and Wo-usu a Japanese Jack-and-the-Beanstalk. Anyway, says the emperor, ‘They are unsubmissive, disrespectful people. Therefore go and kill them.’

Before departure, Wo-usu’s aunt, who in other versions of the story is a high priestess of the sun goddess, gives him two items of clothing suitable for a woman, an ‘upper garment’ and a skirt. Why? Because very soon they will become vital to the story, and he has to get them from somewhere. Armed with a small sword, which he tucks into his shirt, he sets off.

When Wo-usu arrives at his destination, he finds the ogre brothers inside a newly built pit-house, for in olden days aboriginals often lived in houses hollowed out of the ground. There is much noise, for the ogres are preparing a feast to celebrate the completion of the house. Wo-usu waits, walking around until the feast day. Then he dons a ninja-like disguise. He combs his hair down in the style of a young girl, puts on the robe and skirt given him by his aunt, hides his sword under his costume, mingles with the women and enters.

The two ogres take one look at this vision of loveliness and command the ‘maiden’ to sit between them.

When the feast is at its height, Wo-usu draws his sword, seizes the elder ogre by the collar and plunges the sword into his chest.

The younger ogre, seeing this, takes fright and flees, with Wo-usu in pursuit. At the foot of the stairs leading out of the pit-house, Wo-usu catches up with his victim, seizes him by the shoulder and stabs him in the rectum.

‘Do not move the sword,’ says the ogre. ‘I have something to say.’ At this the action, as if in a dream, comes to a dead halt, giving the ogre, to whom it has now occurred that the ‘maiden’ is no maiden, time to ask, ‘Who are you, my lord?’

Wo-usu launches into a long explanation of his origins, naming his father the emperor. Hearing that ‘you [ogres] were unsubmissive and disrespectful, he dispatched me to kill you’.

Then the ogre, still ignoring the sword up his backside, says politely, ‘Indeed this must be true. For in the west there are no brave mighty men besides us. But in the land of Yamato there is a man exceeding the two of us in bravery. Because of this I will present you with a name. May you be known from now on as Yamato the Brave.’

Then, at last, Wo-usu, now Yamato-takeru, Yamato the Brave, killed his long-suffering victim, ‘slicing him up like a ripe melon’.

In the next chapter, Yamato the Brave comes to an old province in south-western Honshū, intending to kill the ruler, Idumo the Brave, otherwise known as Many-Clouds-Rising. To do this, he uses two deceptions. First, he pretends to be Idumo’s friend, then he makes an imitation wooden sword.

The two ‘friends’ go to a river to bathe.

Yamato comes out first, and says, as a friend might, ‘Let us exchange swords!’ Idumo agrees, and straps on Yamato’s wooden sword.

At this Yamato issues a challenge, but of course Idumo can do nothing with the imitation sword and falls an easy victim to Yamato, who exults in his unsporting victory with a song:

The Many-Clouds-Rising

Idumo the Brave

Wears a sword

With many vines wrapped round it

But no blade inside, alas!

After my visit to the restaurant owner and his collection of ninja armour, we – my local guide Noriko and I – had gone south in a small, swaying train to Akame, to explore a beauty spot known as the Forty-eight Waterfalls. We were on a paved path, walking up a gorge beside a river that fell over rocks and trees brought down by a typhoon a few days earlier. Japanese of a certain age strolled ahead and behind. Walking shoes, backpacks and jackets with many pockets: these were people prepared for a serious day out, the ladies shielding themselves with parasols from the late summer sun filtering through the near-vertical forest. I wanted to see the falls because the mountain from which they flow was a place once favoured by ascetics who practised Shugendō, Japan’s ancient folk religion. The practitioners, uncounted generations of them coming here for over a thousand years, included warrior farmers who would eventually be known as ninjas, for they wanted to share in the knowledge and skills that gave the ‘mountain ascetics’ – the yamabushi – their power. That was why I was interested in this extraordinary tradition.1

They came for two reasons. The first is that mountains have a particular significance in Japanese religious thinking. In old Japan, existence depended on rice, which grew in patchworks of fields that had to be created and managed with expertise and hard work. Men and women needed to be in control. The landscape was flat. Water must flow gently in and out, at the right time. Mountains are the opposite of all this. They are steep and forest-covered (not rocky eminences, like the Alps), and home to wild and dangerous things, like bears and snakes and the supernatural beings called tengu, with their red faces and long noses and scaly forearms. Mountains were uncivilized, untamed places, where the souls went after death, and where countless deities lived. They were the sources of life-giving water, of the spirits that cause disease, and of the medicinal plants that can control the spirits and cure the diseases. In short, they were places of power. The only way ordinary people could respond to the world of spirits was with subservience, expressing gratitude, or awe, or contrition to the spirits that came and went from the mountains.

But you could be less subservient, more proactive. That was what it took to develop what ninja sources call ‘correct mind’. For ‘shadow warriors’ were – in principle, at least – more than the traditional idea of warriors, as one of my advisers was keen to make clear. Toshinobu Watanabe, a remarkably fit 70-something from the ninja base of Koka (or Kōga, as it used to be), will appear several times in this book, guiding us here and there, but here he is a guide to the state of mind sought by the ideal ninja. ‘You Westerners often think of ninjas as men of darkness who only knew how to assassinate. Completely wrong! The records, every single one of them, insist in their first lines that you need the correct mind.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Do no evil! The ninjas believed in peace. They gathered information in order to avoid as much war as possible. They were dedicated to the idea of killing only if necessary, and to their own survival. They practised martial arts only for self-defence. Of course, not all ninjas were like this. That is why the sources emphasize the need for “correct mind”. But most of the time they did their best.’

If you wanted ‘correct mind’, if you wanted power over your own life, over others, over events, and over the world of spirits, you would go to the mountains, find yourself a master and subject yourself to rigorous physical, mental and spiritual rituals. This was and is today the practice known as Shugendō, the Way of Mountain Asceticism. You walked the sacred spots, the groves, the exposed rocks, the ancient trees, the waterfalls, the streams. You fasted, you purified yourself by sitting under waterfalls, you hardened your body with feats of endurance, you got to know the spirits of the mountain, and because the spirits might object to your presence on their territory, you learned how to propitiate them. Having done this, you became a yamabushi, a mountain ascetic. Moreover, you got a certificate from your master to prove you were not a fake.

‘And there were plenty of fakes,’ said one of my advisers, Tullio Lobetti, an Italian expert in Shugendō at London’s School of Oriental and African Studies. He is a graduate of one of Japan’s most famous training centres, on Mt Haguro in Yamagata prefecture, and thus one of the few Western yamabushi (‘though I have only the lowest form of certificate’). ‘How else do I show I am not a fake? By being able to perform supernatural feats. Like being able to stay in a cauldron of boiling water.’ He saw my raised eyebrows. ‘Being boiled – really!’

‘You have actually seen this?’

‘Yes. It was not much water, but still – it was hot.’

‘Do you know how it was done?’

‘I know the rituals, but not the mechanism. I didn’t ask. It’s not the kind of thing they want to talk about. Also walking on swords.’

‘You’ve seen that too?’

‘I have done it. Anyone can. It’s not hard. You just have to know the right technique. It’s all part of proving you have the right credentials and are part of an established group.’

Perhaps, if you were an advanced adept, you would become a priest. That was the equivalent of an MA or PhD. But at the very least you would emerge with a technical and professional qualification – knowledge and skills and power to cure diseases, exorcise evil spirits and perform rituals essential for ordinary people, like funeral rites and the breaking of new ground for building a house. You would be respected, and people would pay for your services.

As a ninja, the advantages of Shugendō training was obvious. Miyake Hitoshi, a pioneer in Shugendō studies, explains why:

Especially remarkable among the activities of the shugenja, or yamabushi, in the Kamakura and Muromachi periods (1185–1573) were those in time of war – performing magico-religious rites, acting as messengers or spies, and practising the martial arts. The shugenja, who knew the mountain trails and through their travels were familiar with conditions all over the land, were well qualified to undertake these activities. Before battle, they blessed horses, arms and armour and prayed for the defeat of the enemy. Their intercessory rites were called for when camp was set up or broken … Then too there were significant links between shugenja and the ninja masters of Koga (Omi province), Iga and Negoro. So skilled were the shugenja at stealthy appearances and disappearances that they were compared to the legendary mountain creatures called tengu, who were said to inhabit the very mountains where the shugenja had their centres.2

I asked Tullio about the training. In summary, this is what he said:

In Japan, mind and body are not separate. In the West, we often say it doesn’t matter how you are outside, it is the inside that matters, the mind. But in Japan, that is not true. How you are outside matches how you are inside. If you are tall, strong, beautiful and rich, that is how you are inside. If you are weak, bent, diseased, that is how you are inside. You want to achieve some inner benefits? Well, you can do it by improving your body.

The idea is that whatever you do, it should take physical effort. When you walk from sacred spot to sacred spot, it’s sort of like a pilgrimage, but harder. You can walk 20 or 25 kilometres a day over mountains, over rocks. There are often no paths. You may have a rope to climb down to worship a sacred spring or rock. It’s not a matter of imposing pain for its own sake, but of doing something hard, and the harder it is, the greater the reward. So if it is done in winter, so much the better. You know, there is energy within us that we do not use. If you sit under a waterfall and it is minus 10 degrees, what you feel is a surge of heat. That’s the way your body reacts, if you don’t die.

There is a whole universe of lore – religious, philosophical, literary – that you can do in advanced Shugendō, and an encyclopedia of magical gestures to be mastered and then performed hidden by clothing. Take the reading of the texts, which is mainly in kanji. But there is also a secret reading, with special Shugendō pronunciation, which is meant to be more powerful. Then you have Sanskrit mantras. In the Heart Sutra, for instance (he started a rhythmic, low-voiced chant, Ya-te-ya-te-para-ya-te-parasan3), the sutra says in effect, ‘Now I will teach you the greatest spell of all, the spell that conquers all passion, the spell which says, “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form, there is no ear, no nose, no eye …”’ Ultimately, this high-level esoteric practice is all about being reborn at ever higher levels until you become a Buddha and achieve enlightenment and enter Nirvana.

Well, no ninja, surely, would be interested in this. How would it help with spying and fighting and survival? But one thing is certain: if you, as a warrior, undertook even part of the training, you would emerge tougher in mind and body. Tullio knows why because he has been through it. ‘You become completely estranged from everyday life. You are so exhausted you do not think any more. You do not remember where you are from. This is the point at which you can rebuild yourself in a different way.’ Tullio chose a computer analogy: ‘The experience resets you. I was told by a friend who had joined the SAS that an SAS training course has the same effect. You emerge rebooted, refocused, ready for battle.’

Why would you, as a would-be yamabushi or shadow warrior, come to one mountain as opposed to another? Because it had a tradition of being sacred, a tradition that was guaranteed by an oral history (or in rare cases a text) that led from master to master, right back to the time the mountain was ‘opened’ by the very first religious adept to come there, the one who marked out the sacred spots. The more ancient the opening and the more eminent the opener, the better. The most eminent of all was and is Shugendō’s semi-mythical eighth-century founder, En no Ozunu, also known as En no Gyōja, En the Ascetic.

En is a vital figure in Shugendō, because he was everywhere, or so countless traditions claim. ‘He’s a sort of a wild card,’ as Tullio Lobetti put it. ‘If you issue certificates to qualified yamabushi, you have to legitimize your practice. You do this with an impressive foundation narrative, and there is no one more impressive as a founder than En no Gyōja. That’s why he is everywhere. Well, obviously he cannot possibly have been to all these places, although he is imagined as running and jumping from one to another. That doesn’t matter. What matters is the impressiveness of the claim.’

So who opened the Forty-eight Waterfalls? Why, En no Gyōja, of course.

So the future ninjas joined the shugenja (as those who practise Shugendō are called) and other would-be curers and warriors and priests. They came here to train on the mountain ways – in effect, marking out commando routes and running and climbing them at speed and subjecting themselves to endurance tests, but also aiming to acquire purity of mind, with the hope of achieving magical skills, medical powers and longevity.

It wasn’t just here, either; and it wasn’t just then; and it wasn’t any one sect or religion. Japanese religion is a unique mixture of Buddhism, introduced from Korea and China, and the native Shinto practices, with their assumptions about a parallel universe of spirits – kami – which had to be worshipped, propitiated and befriended so that their powers could be used. (The mixture also includes traces of Daoism and Confucianism. Japanese culture has integrated religious ingredients like a kitchen blender.) The two – Buddhism and Shinto – were only seen as separate in the 18th century, when scholars became interested in identifying the (supposedly) original, indigenous Japanese traditions. Though formally separated in the late 19th century, they still co-exist, with Shinto gates leading into Buddhist temples, and Buddhist temples displaying Shinto charms. Shugendō, as much Buddhist as Shinto, is alive and well, practised by many groups all over Japan, as my guide Noriko was happy to tell me, because as mentor and fixer for films and TV channels she had explored many training areas, entered more temples and shrines than I knew existed and met uncounted priests, martial artists and ninja experts.

‘My grandfather did Shugendō. He died from sitting under a waterfall.’

‘What?’

‘It happens all the time.’ She sounded really casual.

‘But what happened?’

‘I don’t know. It was long before I was born. He was forty-five. My father was five.’

‘But …’ I stuttered. ‘Did he drown? Or catch a cold?’

‘Well, it was December.’ She was speaking to me as if surprised at my surprise. ‘It’s religious training! If you don’t believe in the religion, don’t do it. It has to be tough, so obviously it was winter. If you go under a waterfall in summer, it’s not training, it’s called “nice”.’

That was half a century ago, but the traditions are still strong. My hosts in Kōka took us to a Shugendō fire festival, where, in an open space on a mountainside, a high priest in a green mantle led 20 elderly acolytes in honouring the spirit of the mountain. It deserved respect because this mountain, Iwao, had an eminent pedigree: it was one of three where the ninth-century founder of Buddhism’s Tendai sect, Saichō, built temples and trained. A respectful audience of two dozen included five ladies in white, who would later offer light refreshments. There was much single-note, rhythmic chanting, punctuated by the sound of two conch shells being blown like bugles. Once upon a distant time I played the trumpet, so I tried one after the ceremony. It had a simple mouthpiece, and its sound was something between a hunting horn and a very resonant one-note fart, which could be briefly pushed up an octave if you felt ambitious. Everyone was in traditional costume – white shirt, baggy white plus-fours, white bootees moulded to divide the big toe from the other toes, a white cape and a sort of harness with two red bobbles on the back. In the middle of the open area was a pyre of green cedar branches. After more chanting and conch-blowing, a devotee picked up a bow and arrow, and prepared to fire. For a moment I imagined the creak and twang of a longbow, and an arrow zipping away over treetops, but it was a ritual bow and a toy arrow, which flopped to the ground after a couple of metres. Never mind: it did its symbolic job, which was to break the power of evil spirits. A ritual axe and a few ritual chops cleared the holy space of invisible trees.

Then, despite my scepticism, the ceremony began to get to me. The high priest threw some bits of wood and paper with writing on them on the pyre. They were messages to the god, I discovered later, to be burned like a child’s Christmas list. ‘It’s very, very strange,’ the priest told me, ‘but if you make a wish, it often comes true.’ Candles lit long broom-like tapers, which were applied to the pyre. Smoke poured out along the ground, like liquid oxygen in a stage show, before the heat built, and the crackling branches slowly caught, and the smell of fir spread like incense, and smoke billowed round us, turning the participants to ghosts and the cathedral of trees to a faded backdrop, all this happening to the hypnotic, regular beat of a chant. Ma ka han ya ha la mi ta … It was, I discovered later, a Japanese version of the Sanskrit Heart Sutra.

Afterwards, I asked the high priest to explain. ‘We do this twice a year, in autumn and spring, wishing everybody good health and success in business. We are praying to a dragon god. A long time ago, a white snake was found here and someone heard the god saying that one should pay respects to it, because when snakes become old and die, they often become a dragon god. There is also Fudō-myōō’ – a guardian god – ‘which you can see carved into the stone up there, where the shrine is. Have some sake.’ He gestured to a tray held by one of the white-clad women. ‘It is the best sake, and now purified because it has been touched by the god, which makes it taste even better.’

The shrine, up a flight of steps, was a wooden side-chapel of this natural cathedral, set on stilts. It shielded a rock face into which was carved a rough bas-relief of a man with a club over his right shoulder, as if he were a bodyguard ready to spring to the defence of the dragon god.

It was, of course, as much theatre as many a Christian religious service. But I was touched by an element absent from Christianity: the sense of being present at something primeval, stemming from a time when we were awed by nature and were part of it and eager to please its good spirits and defend ourselves from the bad ones. The spirits were once part of life. For these worshippers, they still are. I’m no believer, but I could imagine myself believing that the good wishes and the smoke and the chanting and the shell blasts summon, or create, the very spirits that must be honoured or banished. A Stone Age shaman would have understood. A shadow warrior would surely have been inspired.

All of which is to explain the background to the Forty-eight Waterfalls, which in their foundation narrative reach back to the roots of Shugendō. You can’t actually become a modern yamabushi or ninja by walking or running through these towering cliffs and looming forests nowadays, because the Forty-eight Waterfalls is a protected area, but it doesn’t take much to see the challenges they present from the safety of the paved path.

White waters foamed under little bridges and past massive boulders shaken loose by earthquakes. Falls tumbled into the sudden silence of pools that would have been crystal clear, except for the grey-green cloudiness left by the recent floods. Not far upstream, a sheer cliff and a series of falls, flickering in the dappled sunlight, once blocked the way, which today is carried on upwards by a footbridge. It was entrancing. If I ever seek enlightenment, this is my sort of a place, especially on a still September day, with the heat of the sun reduced by leaves above and cool waters below, and absolutely no chance of defying death on some vertiginous rock face or overarching forest. I glanced down, and saw, where rock gave way to rising undergrowth, the stone statue of a cow with red eyes.

‘Yes,’ said the guide, Kazuya Yamaguchi, raising his voice above the roar of rushing water. ‘When En was training here, he saw a red-eyed cow, which is how this place got its name – Akame, Red-Eye.’

This, apparently, was as far as ordinary people could go in the old days. But off to the right, clear of trees, was a petrified cascade of boulders. In heavy rain, like the storm that had hit earlier, it turned into a torrent that stripped it of vegetation. Now, after a few days of warmth and sunlight, it was a steep and rocky way leading up into the overhanging forest. That, said Kazuya, was where Shugendō practitioners and their ninja students could climb to get to the upper falls. Remember this place: we shall be returning here to follow the last of the ninjas as they escape the army sent in to eliminate them, some 900 years after En opened it up.

Another tale of ninja-like intrigue takes place during a famous rebellion in the tenth century by the warlord Masakado against his own family, the Taira. This was a time when local lords had all but broken free of the central government and set up what were in effect independent kingdoms with their own armies. Masakado was the most ambitious of these great landowners. He claimed that the sun goddess Amaterasu had actually intended him to be emperor, and set about making this a reality by seizing eight eastern provinces as a prelude to taking the capital Kyoto and ruling the whole country. He had one main obstacle, the opposition of his uncle Yoshikane. In early 940, Yoshikane attacked, devastating his nephew’s lands, forcing him into hiding, but inspiring in him a fierce determination for revenge. The main source, Shōmonki, describes the two armies skirmishing back and forth, without either gaining an advantage, until Yoshikane found himself a spy, in the form of one of Masakado’s young servants. The teenager, a boy named Koharumaru, had been travelling back and forth to a nearby farm to visit relatives. Thinking that the boy might be a useful source of information, Yoshikane summoned him and put the idea to him, bribing him with a bolt of silk and talk of high office and all the food and clothing he could ever want. The young man happily accepted, his only condition being that he wanted an accomplice in the form of one of Yoshikane’s farmhands.

So the two spies, ninjas in all but name, went to Masakado’s residence as nightwatchmen, each carrying a load of charcoal. Over two nights, Koharumaru took his accomplice around, showing him the armoury, Masakado’s sleeping quarters, and the four gates. Yoshikane’s man then returned to report to his boss.

All to no purpose. Masakado infiltrated Yoshikane’s army, discovered the plot, executed the young servant and was ready when Yoshikane’s attack came. Yoshikane’s soldiers dropped their shields and ran away, dispersing ‘like mice unable to find their holes, while those who gave chase showed the strength of a hawk leaving the hunter’s gauntlet’.

In the end, Masakado’s victory was in vain. A few months later, he himself was defeated, killed by a stray arrow, and beheaded, his head being exposed in Kyoto as a warning to other rebels.

The stories of Yamato and Masakado do more than show the importance of deception. They also highlight opposing themes in Japanese history: the capital, the emperor and unity, set against the provinces, warlords and diversity. It would take 700 years for that conflict to be resolved in favour of capital, emperor and national unity. Along the way, shadow warriors would play vital roles, though largely obscured by the glitter and drama and public displays of their counterparts, the samurai.

1 Yamabushi is sometimes translated as ‘mountain warrior’, because bushi means a warrior. In this case, not so. This bushi has a different sign, and derives from a word meaning ‘to prostrate oneself’. A yamabushi is one who ‘prostrates himself on a mountain’.

2 The Mandala of the Mountain, see here.

3 Wikipedia quotes one translation: ‘Gone gone, gone beyond, gone altogether beyond, O what an awakening, all hail!’ However, it comments, the string of words resists analysis and, like most mantras, is not a grammatical sentence.
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The same system applies to the signs and words usually
transcribed in English and many other languages as ‘ninja’. In
Chinese, the signs B/ rén <hé mean ‘one who endures or
hides”. Japanese uses the same signs. But in the Japanese pro-
nunciation, the term is distorted into nin sha, usually
translierared as sinja. In spoken Japanese, the word for ‘one
who endures or hides' is shinobi mono (‘enduring or hiding
person’), usually shortened to shinobi. The ‘nin’ part of ninja
consists of two elements, ‘blade’ (7]) placed above *heart” (1)
in the wide sense of incclligence, soul, life. By tradition, the
wo suggest a_ hidden meaning. Perhaps a ninja is someone
wha has a sword-blade hanging over him, ready to end his lfe
if anything goes wrong; perhaps he is someone who knows
how to make his intelligence as sharp as a blade.

Until quite recently, Japanese were happy o use both terms
indiscriminately, because they have the same signs and mean
the same thing, except that the mock-Chinese version s higher
status. Since early contacts berween foreigners and Japanese
were ar a high social level, “ninja’ became the preferred ver-

sion in both forcign languages and Japan.
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‘His ability to put us in the picture, to feel, smell and almost touch the surroundings
he describes, is matched by his ability to tell a good story” /|20 L1
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Ninja: the Word Explained

English-speakers are often puzzled that the word ninja is
sometimes rendered shinobi. How can two such different
words in English be the same in Japanese? Here's how:

From the seventh century, Japanese took on Chinese culture
as the foundation of their own. This included writing with
Chinese signs, despite the fact that there s no connection
between the two languages. This script — karji — is used in
combination with twa other scripts, hoth of which are syl-
labic. The two syllabic scripts are relatively easy o learn, but
in practice they are not much use withour knowing several
hundred kanji signs as well. Its a strugele, and frankly, for
non-Japanese, a nightmare.

The kanji signs have two pronunciations: mock-Chinese,
which, being more scholarly, has high starus, and real
Japanese. For example, a mountain in Chinese is written Ll
and pronaunced shar, the line over the a [d] representing a
level tone of voice, as opposed to a rising [4], falling [a] or
falling-rising [] tone. In the Japanese version of the Chinese,
that becomes sar. But in proper Japanese ‘mountain’ is yanma.
“The Japanese use both, with sar as the higher starus: hence
Fuji-san for their most famous mountain, rather than Fuji-
yama, which is favoured by forcigners. One sign, two utterly
different pronunciations.
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