
Tuesday, July 27, 2021

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 11
L i f e s t y l e

Erla Fridriksdottir, owner and manager of the King Eider
company in Stykkisholmur, harvests eiderdown on
Bjarneyjar island, Breidafjordur Bay, Iceland, on July 4, 2021. 11-year-old Bryndis Jonsdottir cuddles an eider duckling. 10-year-old Arnar Hrafnsson and his cousins dry the eiderdown in the open air. — AFP photos

Skateboarders
hope Olympic gold
changes minds in
‘strict’ Japan

At the Tokyo park where skate-
boarding’s first Olympic gold
medalist, Yuto Horigome, learned

to grind, ollie and kick-flip as a child, the
sport is now banned. It’s just one exam-
ple of Japan’s strict attitude to skate-
boarding, which fans say they hope will
change following Horigome’s victory on
Sunday. The 22-year-old’s top score in
the street competition at Tokyo 2020
sparked an ecstatic reaction in Japanese
media and praise from Prime Minister
Yoshihide Suga, who said his tricks had
“enchanted the world”.

But teenage skaters in Tokyo told AFP
there are not enough skate parks to
practise in, and they are often ordered to
put their boards away. After he landed
three huge tricks in a row to beat
American favourite Nyjah Huston,
Horigome was asked about the Tokyo
district where he grew up, not far from
the Olympic skateboarding venue. He
singled out Ojima-Komatsugawa Park, a
green space with benches, steps and
slopes, where a signboard now warns:
“No skateboarding or riding of motorized
vehicles.”

Despite the ban, a lone 16-year-old
turned up with his skateboard to cele-
brate Horigome’s achievement on

Sunday. “I came here to train, as the vic-
tory rekindled my motivation,” the high-
school student, Taiki Taniyama, told AFP.
“I’m so proud of him... I know it’s hard,
but I want to skateboard like him in the
future,” he smiled.

‘Supposedly dangerous’ 
The homeboy’s win made top news in

Japan. The Mainichi and Yomiuri dailies
issued extra editions full of photos and
stories about the triumphant return home
for Horigome, who is now based in the
United States. “Congratulations for
becoming the first gold medalist! You
enchanted the world with a series of
stunning tricks,” Prime Minister Suga
tweeted. And the Nikkan Daily daily
hailed “A major step for skateboarding
with Horigome’s gold.”

But teenage skaters in Tokyo’s west-
ern suburbs told a different story. “Japan
is quite strict when it comes to skate-

boarding,” Yuma Nagase, 19, told AFP
outside Komazawa Skate Park. “It
would be great if i t could be more
relaxed after this win.” The skate park is
currently closed because of a virus state
of emergency in the capital, which has
also forced most Olympic events behind
closed doors. There “aren’t enough”
dedicated skate parks in Japan, Nagase
said. “For example, here, when we
gather to have fun and skate, some
security person would randomly come
and complain that we are too loud, and
ask us to stop.”

Deo Suzuki, also 19, said he hoped
the victory would help Japan change its
views on the sport. “There are many
places in Japan where skateboarding is
banned, because it’s supposedly danger-
ous. I hope it will get more open, and
more skateparks will open,” he said. After
his win, Horigome said he became inter-
ested in skateboarding thanks to his
father Ryota, who would take him to
Ojima-Komatsugawa Park to skate.

Ryota told reporters his son’s accom-
plishment had not yet sunk in. “This is
too great a thing. It just does not feel
real,” he told reporters. “His biggest
strength is that he skates and has more
fun than anyone else.” And the win may
have already inspired Japan’s future
skateboarding stars. Japanese-Brazilian
14-year-old Ayumi Yamaguchi-Irisu,
practicing outside Komazawa Skate Park
with her younger brother under their
mother’s watch, called Horigome’s feat
“amazing”. “I just started skateboarding.
It made me want to try harder... I started
practicing ollies today, and I’ve got the
feeling that I succeeded after watching
(Horigome) do it.” - AFP 

Ryusei Ouchi has all the usual trap-
pings of a skateboarder - the bag-
gy T-shirt, the low-slung trousers,

the flat-peak baseball hat. But he also
skates with something else: A cane. The
21-year-old, who goes by Jido, has lost
95 percent of his sight because of a con-
dition called retinitis pigmentosa. But that
hasn’t stopped him skateboarding, or fol-
lowing the sport that debuted at the
Tokyo Olympics this week.

Ouchi is a regular at a skate park in
Tokorozawa, north of Tokyo, where he
confidently performs tricks. He lays down
the board and pushes off with his cane
out in front, swiping from side to side to
feel out the obstacles. “Most people can
see what it will be like just by looking at
it,” he told AFP. “But in my case, I have to
first try it out. I try touching, I try riding.”

He started skateboarding as a teenag-
er, when a friend offered to let him try his
board. “I tried skateboarding for the first
time and then got hooked,” he said. It
wasn’t easy to get into the sport, which
involves regular tumbles and injuries
even for those without a visual impair-
ment. “People who can see get injured
too, but the fact that I can’t see has led to
more injuries,” said Ouchi, who is training
as an acupuncturist. “I don’t know there’s
an object there because I don’t see it,
and I’ll run into it, collide and be injured.”

‘An amazing feeling’ 
To try to keep himself safe, especially

at new venues, Ouchi does a careful sur-
vey of the site before he starts. “First I
check the skatepark’s environment by
walking. If necessary, I touch it using my
hands and feet. I then try to memorize
the layout (of the park), and imagine it,”
he said A lot of Ouchi’s practice involves
visualizing his skating and his tricks. “I
just think about what I want to do,” he
said. “My skateboarding, whether it is a
trick, the method or style, is just my
imagination put into shape.”

Despite his preparations, he’s suffered
injuries from bruises to fractures, but
says it “doesn’t matter how painful it is,
how tough it is”. “When I achieve (the
move) I was aiming for, it’s an amazing
feeling.” The skateboarder is following
the sport’s Olympic debut and said he
was thrilled when Japan’s Yuto Horigome
had scooped the first-ever gold medal. “I
found it really heroic,” he said.

And Ouchi has his own sporting ambi-
tions - he wants blind-skateboarding to
be registered as a Paralympic sport. It’s
“a bit like a personal project,” he said. “I
think it is something like an order from
God, to do my best to get it registered as
a sport.” — AFP 

Japan’s Yuto Horigome competes in the
men’s street final during the Tokyo 2020
Olympic Games on Sunday. 

This picture taken on July 21, 2020 shows
visually impaired skateboarder Ryusei Ouchi
taking part in a practice session at the Haleo
Skateboarding Park in Saitama in the Tokyo
suburbs. —  AFP photos

Ouchi reacts after a fall during a practice session.

A skateboarder practices at Ariake Urban sports park ahead of the Tokyo
2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo, on July 21, 2021. — AFP photos

On a remote island in
Breidafjordur Bay off the west
coast of Iceland, a thousand-

year-old harvest takes place - the hunt
for elusive eiderdown, used to make
some of the world’s best duvets and
quilts. The handpicked down sells for
thousands of euros a kilo, catering to
those looking for exclusive products.
Every summer, nearly 400 Icelandic
farmers comb through hollow surfaces
in the rock, on the sand or in the tall
grass to unearth a few handfuls of the
grey feathers of this polar duck.

From May onwards, the eider comes
to nest in sparsely populated marine
landscapes around much of Iceland’s
coast where there is seaweed to feed
its ducklings. “When there are eggs, we
only take a part of the down. And when
the eider has already left the nest, we
take everything,” Erla Fridriksdottir,
head of King Eider, one of the country’s
main exporters, told AFP.

The eider, a sea duck from the sub-
arctic oceans, leaves a trail behind con-
sisting of a natural treasure: One of the
warmest natural fibers on the planet,
both light and highly insulating. The
female, with her dark brown plumage
with black stripes - similar to that of a
mallard but slightly larger - releases the
down from her breast and lines her nest
with it to insulate it during incubation.

Meticulous cleaning 
About 60 nests are needed to pro-

duce one kilo of down - a quilt needs
between 600 and 1,600 grams, depend-
ing on the quality chosen. Worldwide, the
annual harvest of eiderdown is no more
than four tons, three quarters of which
comes from Iceland, by far the world’s
largest producer, ahead of Canada and
other countries bordering the Arctic.

There are five Icelandic companies
exporting eiderdown, according to the
Eider Farming Association, but around
15 companies in total involved in some
capacity in its production. On the island
of Bjarneyjar, the tradition of searching
for abandoned nests has been passed
down for generations. The local practice
is said to have started in Iceland as

Vikings from Norway settled on the
island at the end of the 9th century.

Since 1847, the eider has been fully
protected in Iceland, as hunting and pick-
ing its eggs are prohibited. But it still
faces dangers, as predators such as
seagulls, crows, eagles, minks and foxes
eat the sea ducks or their eggs. “We feel
that the ducks like to have their nests
close to us, where we are staying,” Jon
Fridriksson, Erla’s brother, told AFP,
adding that it could be a strategy to keep
predators at bay.

Once harvested, the down is dried in
the open air so it doesn’t mold. Then
Fridriksdottir’s employees begin the first
stage of sterilizing and cleaning the
down in a huge oven at a temperature of
120 degrees Celsius for eight hours.
“When the down comes in here, it’s

mostly going to be full of grass, eggshells
and all kinds of things from the ocean...
and we put it in the oven to kill off any
organism and it (the high temperature)
also makes the grass brittle,” Pall
Jonsson, in charge of the machines at
the workshop in the nearby town of
Stykkisholmur, told AFP.

In a second step, rotating machines
remove other dirt from the down by
pressing it against a thin wire mesh. As a
last touch, expert hands - which no tech-
nology has been able to replace for this
process so far - do another thorough
cleaning. Even for the most experienced,
it takes four to five hours to clean out a
kilo of down by hand. Finally, the down
feathers are washed with water and dis-
infected, again by hand, before being
wrung out and dried.

4,000-euro blankets 
While world famous, eiderdown pro-

duction is a drop in the bucket of the
world’s total down production, estimated
at 175,000 tons per year, according to
the International Down and Feather
Bureau. According to Icelandic law,
eiderdown must pass strict quality con-
trols before being sold, ensuring cleanli-
ness, smell, color and consistency.

“You have to be able to pick up a 40-
50-gram package between two fingers
and if it remains intact and does not fall
out, then the down is of good quality,”
Asgeir Jonsson, one of the inspectors,
explains. In addition to its rarity, the pro-
duction of eiderdown - from its manual
collection to its rigorous cleaning - helps
explain its high price. 

A simple duvet containing 800 grams
of feathers is sold for about 640,000
Icelandic kronur ($5,116). The customers
“are often nature lovers and people who
care about the environment,” Fridriksdottir
said. “It is the only one that is harvested,
the other down is often a by-product of
the food industry” added Fridriksdottir,
whose small business mostly ships to
Germany and Japan. — AFP 

Fridriksdottir holds with two fingers one light
and small feather of eiderdown at the King
Eider company in Stykkisholmur, Iceland, on
July 5, 2021. 

A woman hand-cleans eiderdown feathers at
the King Eider company.

Pall Jonsson puts eiderdown in a spinning
machine that slowly catapults all the brittle dirt
out of it at the King Eider company.


