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IAma of Anori

Shiho Tanimura

Novelist

The first ama who 1 interviewed, as research for a novel, lived in
Anori village, Shima Peninsula. I heard that her grandmother and
mother also were ama in the same village. She married a man from
that village. After she had a baby, she became a professional ama. 1
think the ama life is very simple from a woman’s point of view.
Dive in the vast ocean in front of your eyes and catch shellfish.
With the money earned, she wants to buy a nice backpack for her
child. She spends happy time with ama friends. When someone in
her family gets sick, she can give priority to her family.

Many people have a strong sense of belonging to the company
where they work. They promise to put their company first. Although
they receive money from the company, they wear down mentally
and physically, and may neglect their own family.

“I have no stress when I dive in the sea everyday,” the ama tells me
with a peaceful tone. When I see her bright smile, I understand
what she means.

Working for a company is not the answer for everyone. Many
people, especially women, are looking for a work style that can
accommodate their family’s needs and health conditions. Naturally,
ama have worked like that for generations. I feel they play appro-
priate roles among the village and family while working as ama.
However, they need skill in order to dive deep into the sea.

One day, I watched a film of real diving ama with a person who
liked SCUBA diving. It was boat style, with husband and wife. The
husband was the boatman. When he received the signal from the
sea bottom, he pulled the rope up fast. Of course, there was a wife
at the end of the rope who was diving where he could not see. My

SCUBA diving friend was very surprised by this image. The ama
was diving faster and deeper than he expected. He thought the
ama, with the chisel in her hand and the weight on her back, looked
like a princess going down into the sea, like snow falling.

In fact, the chisel that @ma hold is a very important tool.

“This was my mother’s keepsake.”

The chisel the ama showed me while making this statement was
still shiny and silvery. This is the chisel handed down from one
woman’s hand to another woman’s hand. I felt that I touched treasure.

After a dive to the sea bottom, ama whistle (isobue) at the surface
as they exhale and catch their breath. Ama approach their prey
quietly on the sea bottom and pry up shellfish. They take many
dangers with their bodies while they continue to fish. The skill of
ama surprise even experienced SCUBA divers.

Ama who I met during interviews said they were never scared of
the sea. Is it because ama are used to playing at the beach, gathering
shells since they were children? Or because these skills are in their
blood? I think they are exceptionally talented. Therefore, I want them
to continue for a long time.

Ama still pass down these exceptional talents, from generation to
generation, without formality. They are the guiding light of the beach;
they make their villages shine.

I wrote a novel, Isobue, about the life of an apprentice ama.
Although I wrote about her over and over again, I could never
capture her full beauty.
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