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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, April & May)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

1. Attus — clothes made of Manchurian elm bark

The 2015 News from the Botanic Garden Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern
Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials focuses on how
Ainu and other northern peoples have used the plants featured in the Northern
Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden, and associates such utilization with folk utensils

and other materials showcased in the Northern Peoples Museum.

Manchurian elms (Ulmus laciniata) are a deciduous tree of the genus Ulmus
in the family Ulmaceae. They are found in mountainous regions on the Japanese ~ Manchurian elm
archipelago and other parts of Northeast Asia. They are distributed throughout (Ulmus laciniata)
Hokkaido, and grow particularly densely in the Okhotsk and Kamikawa regions. The leaves of Manchurian
elms are oval in the same way as those of Japanese elms (U. davidiana var. japonica), but are toothed at
the edges.

Ainu people weaved cloth using fibers from the inner bark of Manchurian elms. Typical garments
made from this cloth are known as attus (bark clothes), and were worn by men and women of all ages as
everyday clothes and as formal attire. They are still worn today on ceremonial and other special occasions.

The Manchurian elm trees used for cloth-making are
straight with a diameter between 15 and 20 centimeters. As

Ainu people value relations with nature, they express their

appreciation to the tree before stripping off its bark. They then
remove the inner bark and soak it in hot spring or marsh water to
soften it before drying it and tearing it into thin fibrous strips. The fibers
are then twisted into thread and woven on a loom to make cloth. The
resulting material is soft, strong, water-resistant and highly breathable.
It also has the suppleness and unique texture associated with such
natural fabrics.

The technique used for making cloth from Manchurian elm bark has
been handed down as part of traditional Ainu culture.

The Northern Peoples Museum also showcases weaving equipment
used to produce rolls of attus cloth and a sash made of Manchurian elm.

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, June)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

2. Tenki — Crafts made from dune grass

Dune grass Leymus mollis (Poaceae family) — known in Japan as hamaninniku
or tenki grass — is a perennial grass that grows up to 50-100 cm tall. In Japan
it is found growing on coastal dunes and in sandy habitats from Hokkaido
to northern Kyushu, as well is in eastern parts of Siberia and in Northern
America. The grass grows in colonies, and has long, thick stems that spread
laterally underground. The erect spikes have many spikelets with 3-5 florets
and blossom from June to July. The Japanese name hamaninniku means “coastal
garlic” and is derived from the fact that the leaves are similar to those of plants
of the amaryllis family, to which garlic belongs. The alternative name, tenki
grass is derived from the traditional Ainu crafts that are made from the grass.

“Tenki” are baskets woven from the dune grass and are characterized
visually by the beauty and intricacy of the elaborate weave. Because of the high

visual quality, lidded baskets for the purpose of storing stones used in the game
of go were made for the “Wajin” or Yamato people, and baskets made by Ainu Dune grass
on the Kuril Islands were already widely known in the Edo and Meiji eras. (Leymus mollis)

To make tenki, dune grass are gathered and dried well in the sun. The dried leaves are not flexible and
break easily, and need to be soaked in water and lightly wrung before weaving. By doing so, the leaves
become more pliable. Some tenki made using a technique called coiling in which dune grass is woven in a
spiral, are highly water resistant and maintain their container shape even when wet.

The same weaving techniques are observed in baskets made by
indigenous peoples of the Kamchatka Peninsula, Aleutian Islands
and American continent, and research on this cultural connection is
currently being carried out.

Dune grass was also used for another purpose — as medicine. An
infusion of the entire plant was administered for food poisoning
symptoms, and an infusion of the dried roots was used for common

colds.

Tenki

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, July)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

3. Saranip — commodities made from Japanese lime trees

Japanese lime Tilia japonica of Malvaceae family is a deciduous tree endemic to

Japan and found in mountainous regions of Hokkaido, Honshu and Kyushu. It is
particularly common in Hokkaido, where it is one of the most dominant
deciduous broad-leaved trees that make up the forests. Japanese lime
bears pale yellow flowers from June to July and is highly evaluated
as a honey source plant. In addition, the fibers of the lime tree bark
are strong and have long since been used to make mooring ropes for
boats in Japan.

The Ainu also knew that the fibers of the lime tree bark are strong and
supple, and used them to make various things such as ropes and cloth.
One of the typical articles made from the fibers is saranip. Saranip Japanese lime
is a type of basket that was used for a variety of purposes, such as (Tilia japonica)
carrying food or tools when venturing out to the mountains, rivers or fields, carrying wild vegetables, and
preserving millet and other crops. Saranip had different names depending on the size of the bag, how it was
used, and the way it was made. For example, small saranip were called pon saranip (pon meaning small).
Commodities other than saranip were also made from the bark of Japanese lime, including gaiters* worn
when hunting or fishing, as well as threads and strings. _

The Ainu acknowledged the existence of spirits in the tools made from the gifts of {J -
nature, and used them carefully. When saranip became old, grain and s W ¥

tobacco were offered to them in gratitude to the spirits, which were
sent back to the world of the gods before the old saranip were discarded.
Saranip are still produced and used today as everyday commodities.

Articles made from Japanese lime tree bark, other than saranip, are
also displayed in the Northern Peoples Museum.

The Japanese lime trees in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden
are too small to flower but ones in bloom are found in the woodland to the
northern of the Shrub garden. —.

Saranip
* Gaiter is a cloth or leather wrapped around the shins for protection and warming.

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, August)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

4. Tetarape (retarpe) — grass garments made from two species of nettles

Attus is a well-known form of traditional Ainu clothing
made from the bark of Manchurian elm trees and the like. In
addition to this, there are also garments known as tetarape
(retarpe) and ka ahrus, which are made of grass fibers.
Grass garments were mainly produced and worn by the
Sakhalin Ainu. Here we introduce the nettles used to make
such garments.

Two species of nettles are used: one is Ezo-irakusa
(Urtica platphylla) ; the other is Mukago-irakusa (Laportea
bulbifera). Both of these belong to the Urticaceae family, but

to different genera. The differences between the two species
are shown in the table. They are distinguished mainly based Tetarape (retarpe)
on leaf arrangement and the presence/absence of bulbils.

The common features are that the both species are perennials that grow in mountainous areas, and that
the stems and leaves bear stinging bristles. Because of the bristles, the plants are called Irakusa (meaning
prickly grass) in Japanese.

The Ainu extracted fibers from the nettles and used them as threads. The garments made from the fabric
woven from these threads are a little whiter than the pale brown attus. You can compare these two types

displayed together in the Northern Peoples Museum.

Table. The differences between Ezo-irakusa and Mukago-irakusa

Japanese name Ezo-irakusa Mukago-irakusa
Scientific name Urtica platphylla Laportea bulbifera
Height (cm) 50 ~ 180 40 ~ 80
Leaf arrangement Opposite Alternative
Bulbils Absent Present .
Distribution Hokkaido, north of the Hokkaido to Kyusyu, 1} l.I
Chubu region of Honshu, Korean peninsula, S '
Ezo-irakusa Kuril Islands, Skhalin, China Mukago-irakusa
(Urtica platphylla) Sheria, Kamchaka (Laportea bulbifera)

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, September)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

5. Yarsu — Makeshift pots made from Japanese white birch

The Japanese white birch Betula platyphylla var. japonica (Betulaceae
family) is a deciduous tree distributed in Hokkaido, Honshu (the Chubu
region and northward) , the Kuril Islands, Sakhalin, the Korean Peninsula,
China and Eastern Siberia. The tree is named for the white bark. Japanese
white birches thrive in bright places on marshy land and among the
remains of forest fires. As the species is among the first to grow and form
forests on lands that has been cleared, it is known as a pioneer plant.

The bark of the Japanese white birch is smooth and flexible, and the
Ainu used it to make utensils, such as cooking pots, ladles, buckets,
hand-baskets and the like. The Monarch birch (B. maximowicziana) of

the same genus was also used in similar ways.

Japanese white birch

When the Ainu went hunting into mountains with ice-encrusted snow (Betula platyphylla var. japonica)

in early spring, they would fold the bark of the white birch to make a pot
(yarsu) for cooking. Before stripping off the bark,
they would pray to the tree. The bark pot filled with
water are not burn easily if flame strength is carefully
controlled.

Also, in early spring, the Ainu would put scratches
on the barks of the birch and use containers made of
the bark to collect the sap for drinking and cooking.
In Karafuto (Sakhalin), the Ainu also made alcoholic
drink from the sap by adding the juice of berries to
allow it to ferment. The bark contains oil constituents,
and was twisted into the rod shape and used as a torch.

Yarsu

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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News from the Botanic Garden (2015, October & November)

Series No. 17 Plants in the Northern Peoples Ethnobotanical Garden and Ethnological Materials

6. Sacred wooden artifact — inaw

In the Northern Peoples Museum, at the altar right opposite to the entrance, around the open hearth, and
also in the corners of the exhibition room, beautifully carved fringy plain wood “prayer sticks” used in
rituals are found. The sticks have various names according to their purpose, shape and region where they
were made, but are generally known as inaw.

Carved wooden artifacts are found over a wide area from Southeast Asia to Siberia,
and the creation of inaw was linked to the Ainu religion. Inaw have a range of uses
and are indispensable ritual implements in their religious ceremonies. Inaw have three
main roles: the first is an offering to the deity; the second is to convey messages to the
deity; and the third is the role of the deity itself.

Inaw are made from a variety of trees, and mainly from the Amur cork tree, giant
dogwood, Yezo spruce, Sakhalin fir, Japanese Rowan, white birch and various willows.

Here we explain about the most typical wood species used to make inaw — the Amur
cork tree and the giant dogwood.

The Amur cork tree, or Phellodendron amurense (Rutaceae), is a tall deciduous tree
found in mountainous areas of northeastern Asia including the whole of Japan. The
wood of Amur cork trees from the northern and eastern regions of Hokkaido is said to
be of especially good quality. In the Amur cork tree, the wood beneath the bark is bright
yellow, and the Ainu considered it as a golden tree. Inaw made from the wood of Amur
cork tree are said to turn to gold when received by the deities. Because of that, the Amur
cork tree is often highest ranked among the wood species utilized for making inaw.

The other wood species giant dogwood, Cornus controversa (Cornaceae), is also a
tall deciduous tree. The species has wide distribution in Asia from the southern Kuril
Islands, via Japanese Archipelago (Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu), the

Korean peninsula, Taiwan and China, to the Himalayan Mountains. Wood from the
giant dogwood tree is the most popular material used to make inaw. Straight trees Inaw *
growing in wind-sheltered locations are used for making inaw. Inaw made from this

species are said to turn to silver when received by the deities.

*The illustration is cited from “Ainu Ritual Implements” by courtesy of the author Jirota Kitahara

Botanic Garden, Field Science Center for Northern Biosphere, Hokkaido University
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