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<Health> —Hay Fever—  
Today, kafunsho, or hay fever, is called a “national affliction” in Japan. 

From around mid-February, when the cedar trees begin to disperse their 

pollen, many people become afflicted with uncomfortable symptoms, such as 

itchy eyes, sneezing, and runny or blocked noses.  

At first glance, hay fever symptoms seem like those of a cold, but there 

are some differences; for example, when you have hay fever, you do not have 

a fever or sore throat, and you sneeze continuously. Hay fever is a type of 

allergic reaction in which your body’s immune system reacts to a foreign 

substance from outside the body (pollen), and so the important thing is to 

try not to come into contact with pollen.  

There are a number of things that you can do. Don’t leave your window 

open, and try as much as possible not to air your futon or dry your washing 

outside. Wear a mask when you go out; when you come home, brush the 

pollen off your clothes before you go inside; and wash your hands and gargle 

after you go inside.  

If you do get hay fever symptoms, like itchy eyes, coughing or a runny 

nose, it can affect your ability to concentrate at work and in your daily life, 

and so you should go to see a doctor straightaway.  

  <Japanese Words and Phrases> —Setsubun (End of Winter)— 

February 3 is Setsubun, or the end of winter. Setsubun actually means 

“change of seasons,” and refers to the day before risshun, the first day of 

spring. To welcome spring, on Setsubun people drive away jaki (evil) and 

sainan (misfortune) and wish for fukuzen (good fortune) in the New Year.  

On Setsubun, either the toshi otoko (a man who was born in a year with 

the same sign of the Chinese zodiac as the present year), or the head of the 

household, scatters roasted soy beans while saying “Oni wa soto, fuku wa 
uchi.” (“Out with demons, in with good fortune.”) It’s a custom to pick up 

and eat the number of beans that corresponds to your age, or your age plus 

one year, in order to wish for mubyo sokusai (good health and good fortune) 

for the year.  

In Japan, there is a proverb that says Iwashi no atama mo shinjin. 

Roughly translated, this means that “with faith, even the head of a sardine 

becomes holy.” On Setsubun, it is a custom to fry the head of a sardine, 

skewer it with a holly branch, and hang it at the entrance to the house. It is 

believed that the bad smell of the sardine’s head will prevent demons from 

entering the house.  
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