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FESTIVAL 

NAVAL AIR FACILITY ATSUGI,  Japan – According to  Japanese 

folklore ,  many years  ago,  a  devout  Buddhis t  pr ies t  sat  in  deep 

medi ta t ion when he was suddenly aware that  his  mother’s  spir i t  was 

suffer ing in  a  place cal led the Realm of  Hungry Ghost .   Dis t ressed,  the 

pr ies t  went  to  Buddha and asked what he must  do to  re lease his  mother  

f rom such a  horr ible  place.  

 Buddha advised the pr ies t ,  in  order  to  re lease his  mother  he 

would have to  make offer ings of  food and beverages7 to  the pr ies ts  who 

had just  re turned from their  re t reat .  The pr ies t  did as  he was told and 

upon his  mother’s  re lease was so overjoyed he began to  dance.  

 Of  course the folktale  has  var ia t ions throughout  Japan,  but  two 

aspects  of  the  s tory are  foremost  –  fami ly and dancing.  

 These two aspects  are  the basis  for  the Bon Odori  fes t ival  which 

once again enveloped the country of  Japan.  Tradi t ional ly  held near  the 



end of  the Summer months ,  c i t ies  throughout  Japan hold fest ivals  

celebrat ing family through the ar t  of  dancing and Naval  Air  Faci l i ty  

(NAF) Atsugi  is  no except ion.  

 “Bon Odori  is  held during the Bon week which is  held Aug.  13-

16,”  said NAF Atusgi’s  Community Relat ions Special is t  Sumie 

Maruyama.  Bon Week is  a  t ime when ancestors  are  invi ted to  visi t  their  

famil ies  in  their  homes.  “To enterta in  the spir i ts ,  we dance.  That  is  

what  we cal l  Bon Odori .”  

 During the week long celebrat ion,  famil ies  spend t ime catching 

up with re la t ives ,  vis i t ing and cleaning the graves of  loved ones past  

and par t ic ipat ing in  the Bon Odori  fes t ivals .  At  the end of  the week,  the 

ancestra l  spir i ts  re turn to  the spir i tual  realm,  sometimes being guided 

by f loat ing lanterns  launched by the l iving.  

 Opening the base to the local  communit ies ,  NAF Atsugi  kicked 

off  their  Bon Odori  celebrat ion with an American-s tyle  fes t ival .  This  

par t  of  the celebrat ion included American food and enter ta inment ,  as  

wel l  as  a  burr i to  eat ing contest  between major  league eaters  and act ive 

duty service members  and l ive musical  performances with Edwin 

McCain as  the  headl ine performer .  

 “We look forward to  our  open-base events  every year  because 

i t ’s  our  chance to  showcase what  the Navy base is  about  and to  

highl ight  the people  that  we have on the base,”  said Capt .  Steven 

Wieman,  commanding off icer  of  NAF Atsugi .  “Most  of  the Japanese see 



our  uniforms coming and going in  town,  they see our  a i rcraf t  f lying,  

our  bui lding from afar  but  this  is  a  chance to  t ruly interact  with our  

Sai lors  and famil ies .”  

 With the sun set t ing,  the  instal lat ion’s  Bon Odori  fes t ival  

began.   

 In  the spir i t  of  creat ing fr iendships  and understanding through 

cul tural  di f ferences,  member  of  the NAF Atsugi  community and 

command s taff  par t ic ipated in performing the t radi t ional  dance and 

ta iko rout ines  a longside the local  community throughout  the fes t ival .  

 “I  think [ the Japanese]  do appreciate  the  fact  that  we are  

honoring their  t radi t ions ,”  said  Wieman.  “Obviously i t ’s  a  very 

spir i tual  t ime for  them. A chance for  them to ref lect  and look on their  

ancestry and to  make sure  that  they know where they come from and 

that  wil l  help them know where they are  going.  I  think they real ly  do 

appreciate  the fact  that  we’re  paying t r ibute ,  in  an understanding way,  

to  what  makes them who they are .”  

 Dance groups from the local  communit ies  surrounding the base 

were invi ted to  perform the t radi t ional  Japanese dances a t  the event .  

Also performing the t radi t ional  dances were ladies  f rom the NAF 

Atsugi  community.  

 Ladies  f rom the Atsugi  Enl is ted Spouses’  Associat ion,  Atsugi  

Off icer  Spouses’  Associat ion,  and a  few service members  pract iced 



count less  hours  throughout  the summer months to  make sure  the dances 

were performed just  r ight .  

 “Hopeful ly ,  [ the Japanese community]  wil l  see  that  we 

appreciate  their  dancing and want  to learn about  their  cul ture ,”  said 

Fel icia  Ful lbright ,  one of  the NAF Atsugi  Bon Odori  dancers .   

 Throughout  Japan,  each region and town has  i t  own dance.  To 

recognize the many different  local  communit ies ,  the  ladies performed 

13 different  dances to  their  respect ive songs.  They even performed the 

dance Yokohama Ondo as  Mako Yuki ,  the  or iginal  s inger ,  performed.  

 After  the Bon Odori  dancing, NAF Atsugi’s  leadership 

performed Chidori-ren Awa Odori  a longside the leadership of  Japan 

Mari t ime Self  Defense Force which topped the events  of  the  evening.  

 “[I  hope to  convey to  the Japanese]  that  we are  par tners  in  this  

a l l iance,”  said  Wieman.  “We can’t  do our  jobs without  their  support .  

We t ruly do want  to  be good neighbors ,  good ci t izens,  and good fr iends 

both in  disaster  preparedness  and community re la t ions.”  

 As the hour  became la te ,  a t tendants  and dancers  began to  make 

their  way elsewhere,  the week of  Bon f inal ly  ended.  

 “In Bon Odori  everyone is  welcome to  par t ic ipate  in  dancing,”  

said  Maruyama.  “The people  who lef t  their  hometowns vis i t  their  

parents  and relat ives  and i t ’s  more l ike  a  reunion of  the community 

i tself .  And we always welcome everybody who is  vis i t ing the area to  

enter ta in .”  



 The Bon Odori  Season is  about  remembering and honoring 

famil ies  and their  ancestors .  The spiri ts  may be gone for  another  year ,  

but  the NAF Atsugi  community wil l  be ready to  welcome them back 

next  year  with food,  music ,  and above al l ,  dancing.  
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