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Culture on Gray-faced Buzzard in the Miyako Islands, Okinawa, Japan
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Abstract

Since olden times, people of the Miyako Islands, widely known as the roosting place of
the Gray-faced Buzzard have been very excited during the autumnal migratory season.
Although today the Gray-faced Buzzard is a protected species, these islands have a long
history of catching the birds. When schools had athletic meetings during the autumnal
migratory season, the local people often protested to the schools because the sound of bells,
drums and voices scared the birds and meant that they couldn’t catch them.

The local people of the Miyako Islands have developed a unique method for catching the
birds. They built a special catching house (hunting blind) called a “ Tsugya” in the local
language.

In the days when the Gray-faced Buzzard were not caught, people would sat in a circle
and have beauty contests with the birds. A person who caught a very beautiful male bird
to use a decoy bird, or who made a catching house, “Tsugya” (hunting blind) in a good
location was envied by everyone. They were proud of the large number of birds they caught
and talked with each other about the best way to cook them. When cooked them, they
generally made a stew, a soup with them or out them into the boiled water and plucked
the feathers and fried them with their own fat. The stew was called “ Taka Jyushi” in an
miyakoan dialect. “Taka Jyushi” means a stew made of Gray-faced Buzzard. Children
made rings with the sharp claws of the birds and feathers were used brooms.

The migratory season of the birds brought it a good chance for the people to communicate
with each other. They would gather together and tell various stories about the birds, every
night after catching them. At that time, the Gray-faced Buzzard were given to all of the
children as their pets. Children competed with each other to see whose bird could fly the
further distance. They tied a string which was attached to a wooden clog around both
legs and then released the birds, holding on to the wooden clog, for race.

I have called them “Culture on Gray-faced Buzzard” in the Miyako Islands, Okinawa,

Japan.
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