














@ Old Haguro Road

Starting from the Hachiko hamlet and stretching to the top
of Mt. Haguro, the old Haguro road is the route that
Prince Hachiko is said to have taken when he practiced
shugendo training on Mt. Haguro. Traces of previous
pilgrimages remain in Subeno, a sacred area associated
with Prince Hachiko.
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@ Remains of the Kiyokawa Checkpoint

Pilgrims who came by boat along the Mogami River
began here, then paid their respects at Goshonaji Shrine
and headed for Mt. Haguro via the old Haguro road from
the Hachiko hamlet. This also marks the location Matsuo
Basho landed at before visiting the Three Mountains of
Dewa at the start of the Edo period, and a commemora-
tive monument has been erected accordingly.

@ Gassan Shrine

The deity worshipped at the top of Mt. Gassan is called
Tsukuyomi-no-Mikoto. Amitabha, the Buddha in control
of the afterlife, was enshrined there long ago. On the
13th of August every year, consecrated bonfires called
saitogoma are lit to send ancestral spirits home during
the Saito Festival.

@ Happo Nanakuchi: Entrances to Mt. Gassan

(photo: The Hondoji entrance, one of the Happo Nanakuchi entrances from the Edo period)

Happo Nanakuchi refers to the eight pilgrimage entrances to
Mt. Gassan. Each entrance previously had its own temple and
pilgrims’ lodge. The entrances are the Arasawa entrance
(Haguro entrance) on Mt. Haguro, the Hijiori entrance at
Aun-in temple, the Iwanesawa entrance at Nichigatsuji temple,
the Shimekake entrance at Chirenji temple, the Oami entrance
at Dainichibo, the Oisawa entrance at Dainichidera temple, the
i entrance at Hondaji temple, and the Kawadai entrance
at Shokaji temple (closed during the Kanei era, 1624-1644).
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Branch Shrine of Gassan Shrine, Ideha Shrine, Yudono-san Shrine &
Gassan-Ideha-Yudono-san Sanjinja Satellite Shrine (Former Nichigatsuji Temple Main Hall)
(Nationally Designated Important Cultural Property)

This hall is located at the Iwanesawa entrance, one of the Happo Nanakuchi entrances to the mountain, and was built in honor of
the three spirits of Mt. Gassan, Mt. Haguro, and Mt. Yudono. The former Nichigatsuji temple was first built in 1387, with the
current iteration being a reconstruction; however, the priceless building still maintains the structure it had before the separation of
Shinto and Buddhism, and is the biggest wooden structure in the Tohoku region.
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@ Mt.Yudono Shrine (Former Hondoji Temple)

Mt. Yudono Shrine is located near the Honddji entrance,
one of the Happo Nanakuchi entrances. There were
previously around 20 pilgrims’ lodges near the entrance,
and the nearby collection of daisanto (substitute-visit
monuments) stands as proof of the commoners’ faith, a
glimpse into a bygone era when the temple was popular
among pilgrims to The Three Mountains of Dewa.
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@ Mt.Yudono Shrine (Former Dainichiji Temple) @

Mt. Yudono Shrine is located at the Oisawa entrance, one of
the Happo Nanakuchi entrances. St. Dochi built the pilgrimage
path called “the Dochi path” to Dainichiji temple during the
Oeci era (1394-1427), and it is said to have become very
popular among worshippers from Kanto, Fukushima, and the
Okitama region.

@ Group of Substitute-Visit Monuments

at Hondoji Temple
(Nishikawa Town Designated Tangible Cultural Property)

Substitute-visit monuments were used when someone who was
physically unable to go pay their respects requested the chief
priest do so in their place. They were commissioned using part
of the contributions from the people who requested them.
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Group of Substitute-Visit Monuments
at Dainichiji Temple

(Nishikawa Town Designated Tangible Cultural Property)
Dainichiji was most prosperous during the middle of the Edo
period, when the lines of pilgrims heading for The Three
Mountains of Dewa are said to have become very long. The
many substitute-visit monuments and other artifacts that
remain in the vicinity offer a glimpse into the lives of
contemporary people.
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The Ancient Road of Dewa Province:
Rokujtrigoe Kaido

The ancient road of Dewa, Rokujirigoe Kaido, stretches about
100km to connect inland Yamagata Prefecture with the coast,
and prospered as a path for pilgrims to the Three Mountains of
Dewa during the Edo period. The remains of lodges and
teahouses that once welcomed pilgrims, along with the
Nanatsu-taki falls that Yamabushi used for takigyo (waterfall
meditation), can be found lining the road.
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@ Nid Gate at Dainichibd Temple

(Prefecturally Designated Tangible Cultural Property)

Dainichibo is the administrative temple of one of the Happo
Nanakuchi entrances, the Oami entrance, a training dojo
Sfor visitors to Mt. Yudono, and the shrine of a mummified
“Buddha of the flesh” (St. Shinnyokai). Statues of Fijin, god
of wind, and Raijin, god of thunder, can be found at the Nio
Gate, as can the enshrined statues of Nio, the Deva kings.

@ Churenji Temple’s Shimekake
Cherry Tree

(Tsuruoka City Designated Natural Monument)

The Chiirenji Shimekake Cherry Tree is a 200-year-old tree
that blooms on the grounds of Chirenji at the Shimekake
entrance, one of the Happo Nanakuchi entrances. Kobo Daishi
(a.k.a. Monk Kiikai) is said to have practiced shugyo training
under this tree. Legend has it that in the year of the ox, a lucky
year for Mt. Yudono, the sacred rope around the tree ties itself.

@ Historical Three-Story House

of the Endo Family
(Prefectural Designated Tangible Cultural Property)

Tamugimata is a small district along the ancient road of Dewa,
Rokujirigoe Kaido, and the location of the historical
three-story house belonging to the Endo family, once a lodge
that welcomed pilgrims to the Three Mountains of Dewa. The
multi-story building has a thatched hipped roof built to combat
the deep snow that falls in the region.

@ Odan-sugi at Dainichibo Temple

(Prefectural Designated Natural Monument)

Dainichibo Odansugi is a giant cedar tree that towers over
the grounds of the old Dainichibo lodge at the Oamiguchi
entrance to the mountains. The tree is an estimated 1800
years old, is 27m tall, with an 8m circumference at the roots,
and a 6m wide trunk. This is a key location along the
Rokujirigoe Kaido where pilgrims clasp their hands together
to pray for successful completion of their Shugyo training.

The Fuyu-no-Mine Ritual
and Shoreisai Festival

Text by Daisabur6 Sakamoto

One of the Three Mountains of Dewa, Mt. Haguro, is known
as home of the Yamabushi and the training rituals that they
undertake in each of the four seasons—though only the
Aki-no-Mine ritual and Fuyu-no-Mine ritual remain.

Due to anti-Buddhist sentiment in the Meiji era (1868-1912),
Jakkoji temple at the top of Mt. Haguro was abandoned and
became Dewa Sanzan Shrine, and the Aki-no-Mine ritual was
moved to Kotakuji Shozen-in at the base of Mt. Haguro, with
the newly-named Dewa Sanzan Shrine taking over the
Fuyu-no-Mine ritual. The Fuyu-no-Mine ritual takes place in
conjunction with the Shoreisai festival during New Year’s: after
being temporarily cancelled following the anti-Buddhist
movement, Shoreisai was moved to Shozen-in Koganedo
before returning back to Dewa Sanzan Shrine at the top of Mt.
Haguro in the middle of the Meiji period.

On New Year’s Eve two Yamabushi, called “Matsuhijiri,” are
chosen from the Toge township at the base of Mt. Haguro to
stay on the mountain for 100 days and train while praying for
a good harvest of five staple grains (rice, barley, soy beans,
azuki beans, and sesame seeds). This is known as the
Fuyu-no-Mine ritual. During the festival the two Matsuhijiri
compete by showing the results of their training in a ceremony
called “Genkurabe.”

Exactly what sort of festival is the Shoreisai? 1,300 years
ago, a demon named Soranki came to the area and sent
down flames between a gap in the black clouds, creating a
stench on the mountain top that drifted down and caused
many people to get sick and die. The people started praying
and were answered by the gods, who said, “Create the
likeness of the demon and burn it to ash!” By following this
command, the people were able to destroy Soranki, which is
how the Shoreisai festival is said to have originated.

The festival is run following tradition: on New Year’s Eve at
around 3pm there is the Amimaki ritual, in which an effigy of
Soranki is woven out of straw and then sliced to death.
However, the demon has a strong will to live, and once the sun
goes down it is thought to come back to life. This is represent-
ed in a ritual called “Maruki-naoshi” in which the demon is
remade as two pine straw torches about half the size of the
original effigy.

At 11pm, the straw “demons” are pulled along by young
people in the open area at the top of the mountain, before being
burned in a rite that kills the demon, Otaimatsu-hiki, which
coincides with Mt. Haguro bringing in the New Year.

Following this, a ritual called “Kuniwakeshinji” is performed by
Yamabushi who were reborn in the New Year: Dewa Yamabushi
from the 33 eastern provinces, Kumano Yamabushi from the 24
western provinces, and Mt. Yasuhiko Yamabushi from the 9
provinces in Kyushu.

The 33 provinces that make up the territory of the Haguro
Yamabushi are thought to derive from the pre-Meiji (1868) belief
that the Kanon enshrined on Mt. Haguro split into 33 separate
vessels to save the people. 33 life-size Kanon statues are
enshrined at Shozen-in Koganedd at the base of the mountain,
and on New Year’s Eve there is a big prayer session with a truly
mesmerizing atmosphere.

Unfortunately, there are many aspects of the Shoreisai that |
must leave out: | have only touched on the tip of its deep
meaning, but the above is essentially what the Shoreisai festival
means to me.

Remains from the Jomon period (14,000-300BC) are visible at
the bottom of the mountain, which means it is easy to see that
New Year's celebrations have been held there for a very long
time. This festival has seen changes and has been held by
many people over the course of time. If you get the chance to
experience the festival, you will be able to feel the sheer power
of this history rock you to your core.
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