
 

© Denver Art Museum 

 
 

 
 
 
 
About 1000 years ago a great samurai lord gave two of his best warriors 
amazing horses. They called one horse Man Eater because he snapped at 
anyone who came close. They called the other horse Charcoal because he was 
completely black. Both horses were superior in strength, size and boldness to 
all the other horses in the land.  
 
The two warriors rode their great horses toward the battlefield. They came to 
the Uji River, wide and dangerous with rushing water. The water made white 
capped waves against the stream banks and sounded like a roaring waterfall. 
There had once been a bridge over the stream but the enemy had torn it down 
and planted sharpened stakes in the river bed where horses and riders might fall 
on them and die.  
 
The two warriors on their great horses looked at each other and both had the 
same thought—“I’ll be the first to get to the other side and to engage the 
enemy in battle!” And so they both plunged into the dangerous water. To the 
other warriors in the army it looked as though they were galloping as friends 
but they were really racing each other to get into the battle.  
 
As they reached the middle of the stream the warrior on Man Eater yelled to his 
friend and said “You are in trouble! Your saddle is coming loose and you will 
fall into the water!” Hearing this, the warrior on Charcoal slowed up and reached 
down to tighten the strap on his saddle. But his friend had tricked him! The 
warrior on Man Eater raced past him and barely beat him to the other side of 
the river. There the winning warrior stood up in his saddle and yelled “I am the 
greatest warrior and my ancestors were great fighters. I am the first rider across 
the river! Who will meet me in a battle to the death?”  
 
The End  

The First Man Across the Uji River 
taken from The Tale of Heike 

 


