










inthecircleofwrestlersdoingsquats,sol
squatted alone otfto the side. All morning
long, in fact, I did nothing but do leg lifts
to stay warm and feel foolish for being
there at all.

I wasn't bitter though . When I left the
stable in a few days, I'd be disappointed
about having been treated like a guest. But
I was a guest and in the sumo stable-like
the rest of Japan - guests are lavished
with attention and courtesy, but are rarely
fully accepted. I understood why the
wrestlers didn't have time to indulge my
sumo fantasy: too much was on the line
for them.

T~~e~~~sB~~:Er:c~e~a~:~, s~arb~o;~~
for their upcoming NewYear's celebration.
This involved beating boiled rice ina stone
bowl into a sticky paste that would be
flattened into the cakes.

The stable's wrestlers took their mochi
making very seriously, putting on their
mawashi for the occasion and spending
an entire morning swinging wooden
mallets on the practice floor. It was
another example of the wrestlers doing
something traditionally Japanese with a
greater intensity than anywhere else in the
country .

This has long been a function of sumo
wrestling. The leaders of Japan's late 19th­
century modernization drive prohibited
Japanese citizens from wearing topknots,
but sumo wrestlers, serving as a vessel for
Japan's traditional identity,werepermitted
to keep theirs. These days, the wrestlers
can't stray more than a few blocks from
their stables dressed in anything other
than a kimono, while other Japanese dress
like their counterparts in New York or
London . Sumo life is steeped in Shinto
mysticism, although modern Japan has one
of the world's most secular societies. The
wrestlers are bound by codes of conduct
that predate Japan's contact with the West,
while other Japanese move toward Western
egalitarianism. They boast great strength
and persistence, traits to which Japan 's
post-war successesare popularly attributed,
while their countrymen grow comfortable
in their affluence. All this makes the sumo
world feel more "Japanese" than the Japan

that exists outside the stable.

It's as though sumo reallyhas become the

container for traditional Japanese values
that its 18th-century boosters imagined
it to be, though perhaps not as they
intended,since it is increasingly foreign
wrestlers who dominate this distillation
of traditional Japanese-ness. This irony is
not lost on many Japanese, who lament
their countrymen's relative failure at their
national sport.

I once saw a thin, white-haired man
waiting by the wrestler's entrance of the
sumo stadium in Tokyo's Ryogokudistrict ,
hoping to glimpse one of the fighters. I
asked him whom he wanted to see.

"Kaio," he answered, naming the only

Japanese wrestler at the time who stood a
chance of seizing a spot at the pinnacle of
the sport alongside the Mongolian champ.
"It's a Japanese sport. It's sad that there's
no Japanese grand champion ."

Why isn't there one? I asked.
"Foreignersknowhunger,"heanswered.

'j apanese have lost that."

THE MASSIVE indoor stadium in
Ryogoku is nearly empty as the

league's lowest-ranking wrestlers fight, but
fills up quickly once the senior wrestlers
begin to appear. Before long I see Ishide
emerge from the corridor that leads under
the stands to the locker rooms and sit
beside the ring to wait his turn .

When the match before his ends, the
announcer calls out Ishide's name.

"Ishide!" come voices from all over the
auditorium when he ciimbs onto the ring.
"You go lshide!"

Unlike the swift early matches between
low-ranking fighters, the upper division

wrestlers take their time. I watch Ishide

get in the ring and take a ladleful of water

intohismouth,ti}enspititout.Hegrabs a
handful of salt from a bucket in the corner
and sprinkles it onto his feet and legs in
another purification ritual borrowed from
Shinto . Then he walks into the center of
the ring and faces his opponent.

But they don't fight yet.
They return to their respective corners

to sprinkle more salton themselves, and
then do leg lifts for the crowd.

"Ishide!"yellssomeonebehindme.
They return to the center of the ring,

but again only stare into each other's eyes
before going back to their corners, where
they towel themselves off and once more
dip their hands into their salt buckets.
Ishide'sopponenttakesahugehandful
and throws it arrogantly into the ring. The
crowd roars.

Ishide's handful is much smaller. He
scatters it gently into the ring, then softly
rubs it into the earthen floor with his foot.
The crowd cheers even more loudly for
this. Ishide keeps his head tilted down. He
is temperate and humble.

"Go lshide!" l hear again to my side.
Again they return to the center of the ring

where they gaze fiercely into each other 's
eyes.Andthistime-having sufficiently
psychedoneanotherout-theystayput.
When the referee signals with his paddle,
they tap the ground with their fists and
lunge at each other.

Within moments, Ishide winds his arm
behind his opponent's back and flings him
from the ring. The crowd cheers wildly,
louder than I've heard all morn ing. .

I cheer too.
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