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Ama are female breath-hold divers who gather abalone, sea urchin and seaweed.
As they work in the sea, ama treasure the natural environment of the ocean;

they have maintained a sustainable harvest of these resources for more than 3000 years
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I Get Very Excited
by the Start of Fishing Season

Chizuru Hamaguchi

Ama

My First Dive

I started swimming in the sea before I went to school. My parents
did not buy me a bathing suit so I swam in my underwear with my
big brothers and sisters. When I became a little bigger, I played at
gathering red rocks from the sea bottom. By middle school, I was
already catching abalone.

I started working as a professional ama shortly after my children
were born. I could only dive when I had someone who could watch
my children. That was 23 years ago, when I was around 30 years old.

I always like to be in the sea. I did not want to work initially, but
I could feed my children some abalone... If I could catch this much
abalone, I thought this was much better than working as a part timer.
I wanted to make more money as I kept working as an ama. A big

catch made me happy.

Beginning of the Year

Ama fishing begins near the end of June each year. We pray at the
fishery cooperative. I think, Now it is beginning! All Toushi Island
ama gather to pray for a year of safe fishing. We become religious at
this time. After this ceremony, fishing season begins. I get very excited
about going into the sea. I can catch abalone now; this is what I have
been waiting for.

Before I enter the sea, I throw washed rice grains toward the shrine,
put my hands together and pray. Afterward, I put my mask on my
face with both hands, fasten the belt on my waist, and check them

again. I make sure I do not forget anything.
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I have my way of entering the sea, too. I enter the water quietly,

so as not to disturb the water.

Favorite Fishing Site

Ama skilled at catching abalone know the good sites very well. If
I hit a good site, I can catch a lot, too. Sometimes I choose a bad
site. Because the sea was rough, I should have gone to the other
side of the rocks. However, I made the wrong choice. I sometimes
think I should have gone to a different place today. I regret the site
I chose, but when I choose a good site, I catch a lot. This makes me
very happy.

Anyone can dive at any site in the sea. A senior ama told me to go
to a good fishing site, but she never took me there. Another said
there was a good hole in the sea bottom, but you would not know
until you actually see it. If you ask me if I can ever go to that site,
where the good hunter goes, it is out of the question.

Fear of the Cave

Although other ama tell me there are abalone in a certain cave, I
am afraid to go inside. I am afraid that I will not be able to come
out. Going inside a cave is tricky. There is a curve you may not notice
when you enter. It is not what it appears. I do not mind a familiar
cave because my body knows how to get in and get out, whereas a
cave where | have never been inside is scary and dark. I cannot see.
What should I do? But I went and looked for this cave. I placed my
hand inside and abalone were there. I think about catching them,
but I do not have enough air. I think about going down there, but
I hesitate. I repeat this thought many times and decide not to do it
this time. I do not lose my life. I go back to a site where I already
have caught abalone, but I hesitate going to a site where I was un-
successful in the past. If I do not like a site, I never return.

I can simply come up for air from a regular diving site, but before

I enter a cave, I need to make sure I can get out. When I enter a cave,
my body is stretched and thin, but when I come out, my body is
crunched and round. It is easy to enter, but hard to get out because
my body is round and can be easily caught. I may get stuck to
something or bump into something. If I get caught on the edge of
a rock, I may not be able to come up. I may lose my life if I have

one more incident.

Bewitched by the Sea

My scariest moment was when I lost my concentration. I could
see the surface, but I could not get there. I got stuck on a rock and
could not come up. Sometimes I tear my wetsuit. As I come up, I
see an abalone and drop my marker. When I go down to find it, I
make a strange motion. I know I left the marker right below me, so
I need to dive down in a straight line, but I lose my calm and become
disoriented. Sometimes I swim to the wrong place, although there
is no current. After I look back, I feel bewitched by the sea and I
panic. I scare myself when that happens.

I no longer struggle against the sea. If you enter the sea when the
current is strong, it is hard. When I was young, I would go in even
if the current was strong. If I enter the sea when the current stops, I
can enter the sea easily. The sea is gentle, if you do not go against it.
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