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‘Before enlightenment I chopped wood and carried water. After enlightenment, I chopped wood and carried water.’


    ZEN PROVERB
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Prologue





It’s February 2001. I’m standing by a school wall in the small town of Hongō in western Honshu, Japan. I have a hangover.


The night before, my brother, who is a teacher at the school, took me straight off the plane from London, to what he referred to ominously as a naked festival. It involved drinking lots of saki, wearing nothing but a mawashi loincloth like a sumo wrestler, standing out in the freezing night with around two hundred similarly dressed men, and trying to grab hold of a long piece of cloth. As we all fought to get hold of the cloth, priests threw cold water over us. The scrum of two hundred men kicked, pulled and barged around in the dark for hours before someone finally, mercifully, emerged triumphantly with the cloth and disappeared up some steps to a shrine.


The next morning there is a picture of the melee in one of Japan’s national newspapers, featuring my pale backside right there in the middle. I can tell it is mine because in my dazed, drunken state I asked someone to write ‘Flash’ across my back. I was thinking I was Flash Gordon, for some reason. A man on another planet wrestling his way through a scrum of men. We’ve had barely four hours’ sleep before my brother is up again.


‘I’m running an ekiden,’ he says. ‘You want to run?’ I have no idea what an ekiden is, but running is the last thing on my mind that morning. I was once a keen runner, but years of working in the office of a London publishing company have left me all soft and pudgy. My running days are long behind me.


‘No,’ I say, scratching the back of my neck.


Instead he positions me by the school wall, gives me a raincoat to protect me from the drizzle, and goes off to join his team. An ekiden, it turns out, is a long-distance relay race. Every town in Japan seems to have one, and everyone gets involved in some way or another. If they’re not running, people offer to help marshal, or at the very least they come out to cheer the runners on.


I stand by the wall nodding and bowing as people bustle by under umbrellas, the race officials all wearing matching yellow raincoats. Behind me, in the school yard, everyone is gathering. I watch through the railings as athletes in shorts and singlets sprint up and down on the soggy gravel, preparing for the race. Many of them seem to be high-school students, but there are men and women of all ages taking part. They line up and then, after the bang of a starting gun, swarm off out of the school grounds and into the town.


The rain is soaking through my thin shoes, making my feet cold as I stand waiting by the empty road. The first-leg runners wear a sash called a tasuki, which they have to pass on to their team-mates further along the course, in the same way sprinters pass a baton in relays on the track. At some point the race will come back past me again, with my brother among them.


I decide to walk up and down to keep warm. Across the road an elderly couple stand under matching umbrellas, occasionally glancing up the road. It’s almost an hour later before the runners come back into view, scampering down the street, people along the course calling out to them, cheering them on. My brother, when he appears, towers over everyone, all six foot four inches of him, his face flushed, the rain in his eyes, grinning to me as he lopes by.


‘Go on, Vinny,’ I shout, wishing suddenly I was out there too. It looks fun. More fun than hanging around here by this wall with my freezing hands stuck under my arms. I have an urge to throw off my jacket and start running. I get this whenever I find myself watching a race rather than running it, wondering why I’m not out there too. This is such a friendly, communal event, with the whole town busily involved, that I feel left out standing here by the wall.


It’s not until many years later that I get another chance to join a team and line up for an ekiden in Japan. But this time I’m primed, two stone lighter and raring to go.
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I enter through the revolving doors of the Tower Hotel, by the river Thames in London. It’s a warm April morning just a few days before the 2013 London marathon. My legs feel strong and bouncy. I’m ready to race and I can sense the quiet buzz of anticipation here at the elite athletes’ hotel.


Just inside the door, by a curving marble staircase, a small group of people are in discussion. I recognise one of them. It’s Steve Cram, my childhood running hero. He’s older now, of course, his hair shorter, flatter than in his heyday, but the same man I used to watch on television many years ago, his yellow vest whizzing around the track in pursuit of world records. I walk on, into the lobby.


As I stand there, runners walk by. Two Kenyan women in large puffer jackets wander past, their matchstick legs looking as though they might buckle under the weight of the jackets. They speak to each other so quietly it’s hard to know if they are actually talking. By the reception desk, two Dutchmen with big laughs are chatting to a man in sunglasses with his hood up. It’s only when I hear his voice that I realise it’s Mo Farah.


A lot has happened in the twelve years since I stood hungover by that school wall in Japan. Somewhere along the line I started running again. Slowly, at first. I ran my first 10K race in 47 minutes. For two years it remained my best time. But gradually I began to take things more seriously, joining a running club, heading out for longer and longer runs. Then I went to live in Kenya, to train with the great Kalenjin runners of the Rift Valley. I went partly to improve my running, but also I went on a mission to understand and unravel the mystery that surrounds these great runners. I wanted to know who they were, what they did, and what moved them. When I came back I wrote the book Running with the Kenyans: Discovering the Secrets of the Fastest People on Earth.


In a few days a battle will rage between a group of Kenyans and Ethiopians to win the most prestigious city marathon in the world. I’ll be running too, somewhere among the sweating throng of people strung out along the streets behind them. I’m hoping to beat my best time and run under 2 hours 50 minutes. I’ve trained hard for it, eaten the right food, bought the right kit. But today, as I stand in the Tower Hotel lobby, it’s neither me nor the Kenyans I’m interested in. Today, I’m looking for the Japanese.




*





Something is going on in Japan. From the outside, it’s easy to miss. Virtually every big road race around the world is won by a seemingly endless succession of superfast Kenyans and Ethiopians. No one else gets a look in.


But on one small group of islands in east Asia, they’re at least putting up a fight. In 2013, the year in which our story is set, only six of the hundred fastest marathon runners in the world were not from Africa. Five of those six were from Japan.*


In the women’s marathon, eleven of the top hundred runners in 2013 were from Japan. Again, that was clearly the third highest number after Kenya and Ethiopia.


In the same year, the year following the 2012 London Olympics, not a single British runner managed to complete a marathon in less than 2 hours 15 minutes. In the USA, twelve men ran under that time. Yet in Japan, a nation with less than half the population of the US, the figure was more than four times higher, with fifty-two Japanese men running a marathon in under 2:15.


And in the half-marathon, Japan is even stronger. On the morning of 17 November 2013, at a half-marathon in Ageo, a small city squashed in among the sprawling northern suburbs of Tokyo, hundreds of university students lined up hoping to impress their team coaches ahead of the important Hakone ekiden in January. Ageo is one of the main try-out races for the teams, but still many of the best university runners were missing that day, while virtually all Japan’s hundreds of professional road-runners were also absent. Yet, watching the end of the race on blurry YouTube footage† something amazing unfolds.


The winner, getting his nose ahead in a five-way sprint finish, crosses the line in 62 minutes 36 seconds. This is pretty fast, but the real story is what happens next. Usually, if you watch a top-level race anywhere else in the world, the first few runners will finish with clear daylight behind them. Often they have time to get changed, do interviews, have a drink and do a warm-down before more than a handful of other runners have crossed the line. But not here. The amazing thing is how they just keep coming. Runner after runner, one behind the other, crossing the line, sometimes in big groups, turning and bowing to the track, some collapsing on their knees. All of them checking their watches. All of them running fast.


In the final breakdown, eighteen runners finished the race in under 63 minutes that morning. In one race. In the whole of 2013, only one British runner ran a half-marathon that fast. Only twenty-one US runners, in the whole year, managed it.


The student finishing way down in 100th position in Ageo still completed the course in 64 minutes 49 seconds. That would have ranked him in eighth position overall in the UK in 2013. In many other European countries he would have been the national champion. That’s a remarkable depth of running talent.


So, something is going on in Japan. My mission with this book is to find out what it is.


I’m intrigued not only as a writer, but also as a runner. After my six months in Kenya I returned to England and broke all of my personal best times, from 5K to the marathon. For six months I was on one long, jaunty upswing, breaking ten PBs in a row.


But in the last two years I haven’t gone any faster. I’m about to turn forty, and I can’t help thinking, is this it? Have I passed my peak? Is it time to give up on the thrill ride of chasing personal bests, the buzz of breaking new ground, and instead begin on that calmer, post-peak journey of simply enjoying running? In some ways I look forward to those days, when running becomes a gentler pursuit, less determined and obsessive, when I’ll simply enjoy the sensation of my heart pounding, and the feel of the cold, fresh wind on my face without worrying about training plans and tapering and stopwatches.


But the competitive gremlin in my gut wants one last hurrah. Surely 2:55 is not going to be my final marathon time? Seventy-eight minutes for the half-marathon? It’s OK, but I’m sure I can go faster. I learnt much in Kenya, but perhaps the lessons in Japan will be different. Perhaps I can learn something new from those swarms of talented half-marathon runners in that fuzzy YouTube footage, something to push me on that one, final step further. My journey to find out begins here in the Tower Hotel in London.




*





A man is walking towards me, his white teeth gleaming across the lobby. It’s Brendan Reilly. Everyone I’ve spoken to about running in Japan has mentioned his name. He seems to be the linchpin for everything, the gateway between Japan’s insular running world and the outside. He has arranged a three-way meeting with me and a respected Japanese coach, Tadasu Kawano. Kawano trains the Otsuka Pharmaceutical ekiden team, based in the city of Tokushima on the island of Shikoku. A couple of his athletes are running the London marathon in a few days.


‘Hello,’ says Reilly. ‘How are you?’ A firm, American handshake.


He takes me to sit down at a table in the hotel cafe. Kawano is there, waiting. An elderly man, he looks tired, leaning over to one side. He nods his hello as I sit down.


‘Hajimemashite,’ I say in my best Japanese. Pleased to meet you. He smiles. ‘Ah, hajimemashite,’ he says, as though it’s a game. But that’s as far as we’re going. My full Japanese repertoire is already used up, so we switch to English, with Reilly translating.


‘I want to join an ekiden team,’ I say. ‘Can you help?’


Japan is unique in offering long-distance runners a salary to join a team. Big companies such as Honda, Konica Minolta and Toyota keep teams of professional road-runners who live and train together and compete in ekiden races. My plan is to join one. Not as a competitive runner – I’m too slow for that – but to embed myself with a team, like a war reporter embedded in a military unit. It seems a good way to get close enough to the athletes to understand how it all works. To learn the secrets of Japanese running. Although finding a team to take me on is proving more difficult than I’d imagined.


I’ve read that these corporate road-runners are huge sports stars in Japan. In fact, it was after reading an article written by Reilly, in Running Times magazine in the US, that I first realised what a big deal running was in Japan.


‘Chat with your taxi driver or sushi chef on a night out in most Japanese cities,’ he wrote, ‘and it becomes apparent that Yuko Arimori, Naoko Takahashi and Mizuki Noguchi are national icons even among the sedentary. Likewise, the employees of the corporate sponsors of distance teams are as fervent as fans of the Beautiful Game. The stands at a national ekiden relay championship are a rainbow of corporate colors and logos, as employees garbed in their company hues give raucous support to their runners.’


He goes on: ‘In Japan, live broadcasts of marathons and ekiden events, which carry all the expert analysis and technical quality given the NFL here at home [in the US], garner staggering numbers. While US marathon broadcasts rarely creep above 1% ratings, in Japan a 10% rating for a major ekiden or marathon would be a disappointment; certain athletes and events can bring Super Bowl-like 40%-plus ratings.’


One of these corporate ekiden teams is Otsuka Pharmaceuticals, and I’m sitting face to face with the coach. I’m hoping he will invite me to come and run with his team. He nods when I ask him, but it’s not the certain, definite nod that leads me to shake his hand and arrange my arrival date. It’s more of a wait-and-see, non-committal nod. He says he knows other people who may be able to help with my research. Reilly knows people, too. I’ve been emailing him about this for months. He keeps telling me everything will be simple to arrange, that it’s just a matter of picking the right team. But the ekiden season is looming, and still nothing concrete has been arranged.


In the end I leave Reilly and Kawano with little more than another two business cards to add to my collection. Rather than head home, I decide to hang around in the hotel lobby to sample some more of the pre-race atmosphere. Sitting quietly on a low wall beside some potted shrubs is another Japanese man. He’s checking his phone, but I notice him glance up occasionally at me, so I go over to talk to him.


‘Hi,’ he says, standing up. ‘I saw you talking to Mr Kawano.’ He speaks good English. I tell him about my plan to travel to Japan for six months to experience an ekiden season. He nods along thoughtfully as I tell him I want to embed myself in a professional team. When I say I also want to train with them, though, he laughs. ‘No, no, not possible,’ he says dismissively, as though it’s a foolish idea.


I tell him I ran with the great Kenyan runners in the Rift Valley. I’m sure I can cope with the Japanese runners. But he just smiles. ‘No, no,’ he says. Despite his insistence that a core element of my plan is impossible, he offers to help me. He says he has connections throughout the Japanese running world, and that I can call him if I get stuck. He gives me his business card. His name is Mr Ogushi.




*





Over the next few months, Reilly tries in vain to find me a team to join, contacting everyone he knows. But at the end of June I get an email from him telling me he has given up.


‘While the coaches generally think it is a great idea for a story, not one of them has come through with any enthusiasm to host you or to let you be a regular part of their training,’ he says. ‘There is a lot of reluctance to make any commitment that will allow you to really get in and see a team over an extended period.’


He adds pointedly: ‘It [Japan] can be a maddeningly closed society at times, and this is unfortunately one of those times.’


But by then my house has already been let, my job has agreed to give me six months off to complete my research, and my children’s school has arranged for them to have time off to come with me. The ekiden season begins in September, just a few short months away, and lasts until February. If I’m going to witness it, we need to leave soon. And so it is, that with absolutely nothing arranged, on a sunny Monday morning in July, we set off for Japan … on the train.




* I have excluded the year’s seventy-fifth fastest marathoner, France’s Abraham Kiprotich, because he was born and grew up running in Kenya, only switching nationality after serving in the French Foreign Legion; and also no. 87 on the list, Nicholas Kemboi, from Qatar, who was also born and raised in Kenya.


† See http://youtu.be/5THRBUH0MdY
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Gorky Park in Moscow is a seething mass of posturing men and women. We’re waiting in a line to hire bikes. The August sun is slow-roasting the back of my neck. I’ve forgotten to put suncream on and I don’t have a hat. But I dare not move. I’ve been queueing for forty minutes already. My children are hanging off my legs.


Across the Moskva river, the women’s world championship marathon is taking place. I want to go and see it, but I’ve promised the children I’d get them bikes. Eventually we make it to the front of the line. The sign, in English, says tourists have to show their passports, so I hand them over to the man on the till. Without even looking at me, he shakes his head and looks at the people behind me, asking them what they want.


‘Passports,’ I say. Maybe he didn’t see them. I hold them up so he can’t miss them.


‘No foreigners,’ the man says, and returns to the customer behind us.


I’m on the verge of turning into Basil Fawlty. No foreigners? All these signs everywhere in English. ‘Welcome to Gorkey Park Cycle Hire’ etc. etc. Who put those up? I’ve got three small children here, we’ve been queueing for an hour in the stupid Russian sun. And I’m missing the marathon.


‘Rule change,’ he says, looking at me through the squint of his eyes, as though he’s surprised I’m still there.


So we all walk away, defeated, cursing. ‘What happened?’ my children ask me, confused by the lack of bicycles. ‘Why can’t we get any bikes?’




*





I leave my wife, Marietta, to get them ice creams while I weave my way through the crowds to the marathon. I can still catch the lead runners as they come by for the last time if I’m quick. To cross the river there’s a huge pedestrian bridge. I rush up the steps, my camera swinging around my neck, my shirt dripping in sweat. It’s 27°c. I don’t know how they’re running a marathon out there.


The bridge is full of people heading to the park. Everywhere there are long bare legs; down in a riverside bar women are sunbathing topless. The air is charged with an intimidating mix of wealth and anarchy. It’s like Sex in the City meets Mad Max. Up on the bridge, two women are walking casually over the top of the huge, arched steel girders that hold the bridge up in the air. Nobody seems to pay them any attention, as though it’s a normal thing to do. At the top of the arch, they sit down to admire the view, their long dresses billowing out behind them.


And then I’m out of it. Down a steel staircase back onto street level. The road is barricaded off and here on this side of the river everything is quiet. A set of pipes spray water in a shower across the empty tarmac, while a handful of people lean patiently on the railings under the shade of the bridge.


Under a small gazebo, a couple of television technicians are sitting with a bank of electrical equipment and a television screen. On it is a small group of runners. An Italian woman is leading. Right behind her is the usual cast: a Kenyan, an Ethiopian, and two Japanese runners.


I watch the screen quietly, wishing I had some water to drink. As I stand there, I hear the distant whirl of a helicopter. It must be following the runners. From across the river drifts the rambunctious noise of the park in full flow.


Suddenly, as though they’ve popped out of a hole, two Japanese women appear beside me. They’re both wearing Japanese national tracksuits and are talking excitedly to each other, glancing anxiously up the road towards the helicopter. Across the street I notice a few people have draped a Japanese flag over the railings. They all start cheering in high-pitched voices as the runners come into view. The Japanese women on my side are leaping around and screaming at their teammates as the five women race by.


‘Gambare, gambare,’ they say, before rushing off, presumably to catch another glimpse of the runners somewhere else further along the course.




*





It was my wife’s idea to travel to Japan overland. After I took my family to Kenya for six months, I got endless comments about how understanding Marietta was. People told me only half joking that if they’d suggested such a thing to their partners, they’d have faced divorce proceedings within the hour. What they didn’t realise, however, is that she was a born adventurer and was delighted to be heading off to Kenya.


Japan didn’t initially hold the same appeal. Perhaps it wasn’t wild enough. It was only when she came up with the overland plan that she became fully enthused about the project.


‘Flying is so weird,’ she said. ‘You get lifted up from one part of the world and then dumped in a completely different environment and time zone. It’s a shock to the system. You have no idea about the time and space, the world, in between.’


It feels more natural, she reasoned, to traverse the world by land. Besides, the children love trains. It would be fun. Think of all the places we’d get to visit along the way.


I looked at her nervously. I wanted to feel as enthused about travelling nine thousand miles overland with three small children, but the idea filled me with blind panic.




*





So it was with sweaty palms that I climbed on board the 9.06 a.m. train from Tiverton Parkway in Devon on a Monday morning in late July, en route to Kyoto in Japan.


We took a route around the north of the Baltic Sea, through Denmark, Sweden and Finland. Scandinavia was a joy to travel across with children. When catching the train from Turku to Helsinki in Finland, the woman in the ticket office noticed I had children. ‘Would you like seats near the playroom?’ she asked. It had a slide, and a toy train to sit in, and a library of books. The time flew by.


But everything changed when we hit Russia. After less than a minute in Moscow, before we’d even left the station, my youngest daughter, Uma, looked0 at me and said: ‘Dad, I think I liked Finland better.’


I didn’t want to make hasty judgements, but I knew what she meant.


Our sense of foreboding is confirmed over the next few weeks. Friendly service seems to be an alien concept in Russia, with most staff in cafes, on trains, and everywhere else apparently sharing the view that customers are to be ignored and, if they persist in their stupidity, given exasperated shrugs.


By happy coincidence we arrived in Moscow just as the world athletics championships were rolling into town. Most of the city seems oblivious to the event, although I do spot a few Usain Bolt posters on bus shelters here and there.


Bolt himself, it turns out, is no more taken with the city than Uma, noting in one interview: ‘They [Russians] don’t smile a lot.’


After watching the women’s marathon – where in the end the two Japanese runners finish third and fourth – I rejoin my family in Gorky Park. The sun has cooled down a bit by the time I find them languishing in a dusty playground. Luckily for them, I have another treat lined up – an evening in the Luzhniki Stadium watching the athletics.


The stadium is half empty despite the appearance of Bolt in the 100m heats. We find ourselves sitting surrounded by flag-waving Brits from Basingstoke and Cheltenham. It’s somehow comforting to hear their familiar accents and complaints about the Russian service.


In front of us sit a couple of elderly Russians who look like they’ve wandered in from some remote village, bits of hay still poking out from under their shirts. I love the way athletics attracts people like this. It’s an old-fashioned sport at heart, despite the pumped-up razzmatazz of some of its sprinting stars.


Tonight, the big race is the men’s 10,000m. I’m as excited as anyone to watch Britain’s Olympic champion Mo Farah race against the best Kenyans and Ethiopians. Propping up the field are the other Europeans and a few Japanese runners. Despite their prowess on the roads, the Japanese have a poor record on the track and it’s no surprise to see their three runners drop off the back of the group as soon as the pace starts hotting up.


Farah toys with the field, running around right at the back for a while, before taking over and winning comfortably in the end. After the race I head down to the trackside to catch him on his lap of honour, and I arrive at the same moment his coach, Alberto Salazar, pops up to congratulate him. After their hugs and smiles, Salazar walks past me.


‘Good work,’ I say to Salazar. He is one of the most brilliant coaches in the world. As well as Farah, who won double gold in the 2012 Olympics, his other runner Galen Rupp from the US came second in London and fourth here tonight. If anyone is showing the world that the Kenyans and Ethiopians can be beaten, it’s this man.


‘Thanks,’ he says, and walks off.




*





Ever since we began planning our overland trip to Japan, the bit that has been giving me the knotted feeling in my stomach is the seven-day journey on the Trans-Siberian Railway from Moscow to Vladivostok.


We start the journey on a bright Sunday morning. Families loll around on the station platform surrounded by huge piles of luggage. Once the train pulls in, we climb on board and find our compartment, taking turns with everyone else to run bags down along the narrow corridor. Lots of people are outside wiping down their windows. Part of the appeal of the journey is to sit and watch the world chug by, but the windows are thick with grime. Marietta pulls out some wipes, finds our window and joins in with the mass clean-up.


A few minutes later, she’s being hurried onto the train by the attendant, and we’re off. We roll slowly out through Moscow, past wooden houses and grey apartment blocks, on past small villages, endless woodland, through into days and nights, up across the Ural mountains and then on to Siberia. The countryside along the way is surprisingly pretty, full of little fairytale houses with pointy roofs and wooden wells in the garden.


Russians are often amazed that tourists choose to take this train for fun. To them it is a means of transport and nothing else. The glamour aboard is certainly negligible. On our train the compartments are musty, the bathrooms consist of nothing but a grimy metal toilet and basin, while the restaurant car is all chipped wooden tables and faded curtains. It’s also mostly full of German tourists or drunk Russian men with sad eyes. When we visit, the waiter hands us a menu with pages of tasty sounding dishes, virtually all of which are unavailable. ‘Borsch,’ she tells us, which evidently means it’s that or nothing.


After a two-day stop halfway at Irkutsk, where we sit eating ice creams and skimming stones by Lake Baikal, the deepest lake in the world, we re-board to find ourselves on an even older, more decrepit train. The air on board is sweltering and reeks of cigarette smoke as we realise to our horror that the windows are sealed shut. As we rumble out of the station, I’m stripped to the waist, sweating, trying to make up the beds. I begin counting down the hours to Vladivostok almost immediately.


I spend the next three days opening the door between our carriage and the next one to let the fag-end air out through the tiny gap there. But someone always shuts it again. For three days we dig in, keep our door closed to protect our air, and spend time together, reading, playing chess, watching films. It’s not exactly ideal preparation for my Japanese running adventure. Apart from a steady jog around Amager Fælled in Copenhagen, I haven’t managed to fit in any training the entire trip. Usually I enjoy running when I’m away from home, using it as a way to explore new areas, but when we haven’t been cooped up in train compartments, we’ve had other things to do, such as find something to eat, or somewhere to sleep.


I think I’m finally going to go mad when on the last day the train grinds to a complete stop in the middle of the baking Siberian taiga. As the hours begin to tick by, the thought of missing the ferry and getting stuck in Vladivostok is enough to have me chewing the bed rails. Luckily the children, now tragically used to the smoky air, are happily running up and down in the corridor, playing with the other children.


Finally, when I’m not sure I can take any more, the train jerks back into life and resumes its slow crawl across the world.


The next morning we’re all giddy with excitement to be boarding the Korean ferry out of Russia. As we sail away from Vladivostok, the fresh air and warm sun on our faces, it feels like we’re breathing out again. Two easy days of sailing later, we arrive in Japan.

















3





We travel to Kyoto, our final stop, on the bullet train. Inside it’s wide like an aeroplane, with the seats in threes. The train is packed, but virtually silent, full of people returning from work. A quiet unwinding from the day. I sit with Lila, my eldest daughter, who is reading. Outside the window, glancing over the lap of a man playing a game on his phone, cities fly by in the blueing dusk. We ride along the rooftops. Out beyond the streetlights and buildings, forested mountains rise up, hulking black shapes dashed with white brush-strokes of mist.


‘Argh, stop it,’ I hear Uma yell, sitting further back in the carriage somewhere. ‘That’s naughty, Ossian. Umbaya.’


Her admonishment is met by a gut-wrenching yowl.


‘Oh, god,’ I say to Lila. She smirks, thinking it funny that her siblings are the only noise rising over the gentle hum of the train.


A full-scale fight is breaking out. Lila glances back down the train and then looks at me giggling.


‘They’re so loud,’ she says.


It’s four weeks since we hauled our bags onto the train at Tiverton Parkway in Devon. Finally, finally, we have arrived.


‘We will soon make a brief stop at Kyoto station,’ the train says helpfully in English as it begins to slow down. ‘The doors on the right-hand side will open.’




*





We drag our bags up from the illuminated belly of the station, through huge underground shopping-mall avenues, and out into the warm night. Thirteen bags in all, some of them so heavy you could almost see the carriages sinking down every time we hauled them aboard a train. Ossian, our youngest, sits on his suitcase and looks up at the tall buildings. ‘Where are we going now?’ he asks.


‘We’re here,’ I say. ‘Just one last taxi ride and we’ve done it.’


We’ve come out beside a huge car park. Taxis pull up one at a time, but without properly stopping. They look at us, with all our bags and children, and move on. They’re all small, saloon-type cars, with white lace-covered seats and uniformed drivers wearing white gloves. The illuminated taxi signs on the roofs of the cabs are in the shape of hearts. Finally a car stops and the driver gets out.


‘Hoteru?’ he asks.


I give him a piece of paper with an address on it in Japanese. We’re staying with an old friend called Max. The driver grimaces at the piece of paper for a while, then nods, picks up the biggest of our bags and loads it into the boot of his car.


It’s a squash getting everything in, but the driver is game, packing bags in around our feet, on our laps. Once we’re in, we drive north through central Kyoto, past the old Imperial Palace, the car moving gently, the streets full of upright bicycles, people strolling around in groups like tourists, young men standing in the windows of convenience shops reading comic books.


Inside the car the children watch the little sat-nav tinkling instructions in Japanese. The driver switches it to a television. A game show. Lots of laughter and people falling over. Outside the streets get gradually quieter, and smaller, until after about twenty minutes we stop. A figure stands in the street. An Englishman in linen trousers and a white shirt.


I first met Max in London about twelve years earlier. We were both following the teachings of an Indian man called Prem Rawat who talks about the essence of life, the beautiful reality of human existence. Things like that. Max was floating around like an enlightened soul, meditating for four hours a day. He had a sereneness about him that was slightly unnerving.


I don’t remember what he was doing for work, if anything. At sixteen, Max had seemed like just another lost cause. His parents had broken up when he was young and the teachers at his school in Leeds thought he was a troublemaker. Having flunked his GCSEs, when he said he wanted to stay on and do A-levels, they told him he was wasting his time.


‘It was a challenge,’ he tells me. ‘And that’s just what I needed.’ Two years later he was at the prestigious Somerville College, Oxford, studying biology.


One evening, in a cafe in London, he told me he had applied to teach English in Japan and had been offered a post. He was thinking of taking it. The next thing I heard, he had gone. Twelve years later, here he was, standing outside his house in the expensive Kamigamo neighbourhood in northern Kyoto, looking slightly concerned at where the taxi driver was stopping his car, telling him in Japanese to move it forward a bit.


Max is not only fluent in Japanese, but has written books in the language and gives lectures about childhood, lifestyles, dreams; anything people want him to discourse upon. He seems to have his own little following of devoted Max-ites.


‘Come in,’ he says, taking a bag and leading the way into a small entrance porch, where we take off our shoes. His wife, Maduka, and his two-year-old son, Sen, greet us as we all pile in, up some steps and into a small room with a tatami-mat floor, a low table and some cushions. The evening is still hot, so we’re not too disturbed when Max starts spraying us with a slightly strange-smelling water.


‘Effective microorganisms,’ he explains. ‘Good bacteria. It’s good after a long journey.’ The children are giggling, enjoying the coolness of the spray. Microorganisms, we soon learn, are one of Max’s favourite subjects. They seem to be good for everything. He drinks them, bathes in them, and sprays things with them. Including people.


Later that evening Max takes me for a walk around his neighbourhood. In the warm night, my head still racing after our journey halfway across the world, everything seems to take on a cartoon quality. The streets seem so neat and quiet, the street-lights drawn in coloured pencils, the leaves from the encroaching forest, each one picked out and quickly sketched. Every now and then a person wobbles by on a squeaky bicycle.


At the end of Max’s road there is a shrine set back among the trees. He bows sincerely at the red-pillared entrance, and instructs me to do the same. Inside, the stillness of the night seems to become even stiller, as though you could almost touch it. We walk up a gravel pathway to the shrine itself, its jutting roof and dark recesses emerging from the foliage like a place long forgotten. The melodic clicking of cicadas fills the air. Without either of us speaking, I follow Max through a simple ritual of washing hands, ringing a muted bell, and then bowing.


‘Now you can make a wish,’ he whispers. As I stand there, the engulfing silence seems almost magical. Is it coming from the shrine? Later I decide that through all the bowing and ritual, we had bestowed a sense of reverence on the shrine. Perhaps with everyone who visits, the reverence lingers and grows. I know I should wish for something grander, more worthwhile, but in that moment all that comes to me is my reason for coming to Japan: ekiden.


The words are not clearly formulated, but I ask for help to find an ekiden team. We throw a five-yen coin into the box, and then turn, bowing, back out onto the street, leaving the wish enveloped by the trees, to be digested and turned over at their leisure by the Shinto gods.
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The next evening, I head out around the same streets for my first run in Japan. Max comes with me. He’s not a runner, but he says he might try to run while I’m here. He was once the captain of his school football team. ‘Yorkshire champions,’ he says proudly.


We set off at an easy pace. Although I’ve hardly run in the last month because of all the travelling, the lack of food on the Trans-Siberian train means at least I’m feeling quite light, and I find myself skipping along easily next to Max.


It’s almost 11 p.m. by the time we set off, but the air is still thick with humidity. After the bustle of the day, the streets have returned to their nocturnal stillness, only occasionally ruffled by a slow-moving car or a bicycle. A man buzzes slowly by on a scooter motorbike with his dog on a lead scampering next to him.


Max tells me that his wife has been in touch with a man she used to work with called Kenji Takao. He is a former professional runner and has contacts in the ekiden world. He also has an amateur running team, which we’ve been invited to join. The first training session is in Osaka that Friday evening.


Once I realised I didn’t have a professional ekiden team to join, we were free to live anywhere in Japan. I was still hoping to get interviews and perhaps convince a team to let me join them, so one option was to live in Tokyo where many of the teams are based. But from the point of view of my family, this wasn’t ideal, as we’d struggle to find anywhere to live bigger than a storage container.


The next best location seemed to be Kyoto. There may not have been as many ekiden teams as in Tokyo, but there were still a few. In any case, it was only two hours to Tokyo on the bullet train, and we had our friend Max living there, who had offered to help us settle in and to help me with translations. Kyoto was also a beautiful city and close to Mount Hiei, home to the famous marathon monks. These Zen Buddhists use running as a way to reach spiritual enlightenment, traversing an incredible thousand marathons in a thousand days as part of a punishing challenge few men have ever completed. I didn’t know if it was possible to meet any of them, but I was hoping to try.


Kyoto also happened to be the birthplace of ekiden running. During Japan’s Edo period (1603 to 1868) couriers ran messages between Tokyo and Kyoto, the old Imperial capital. They used to stop at stations dotted along the way to rest and get refreshment, often passing the message on to another courier to carry along the next leg of the journey. It was from this that the idea for ekiden races originated.


The word ‘ekiden’, in fact, is made up of the Japanese characters for ‘station’ [image: alt] and ‘transmit’ [image: alt] and to symbolise this idea of passing something on the runners wear a sash, called a tasuki, over one shoulder, which they pass on to the next runner. The first-ever organised ekiden race began in Kyoto in 1917 and ran all the way to Tokyo, 508 km away. Somewhere in the city there is a plaque marking the spot where it all started.


The final thing that tipped us towards moving to Kyoto was a school. In England, my children go to a Steiner school, which has a different curriculum. We hoped that if they went to a Steiner school in Japan, it would feel familiar to them and provide a sense of continuity.


Steiner schools exist all over the world and there are a few in Japan. One of the biggest and most established of these is in a satellite town of Kyoto called Kyotanabe. So we decided to go there.
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We’ve only been jogging for about twenty minutes when Max has to stop. He’s dripping in sweat and clutching his sides. I hop around on my toes for a few moments, to see if he’ll recover, but he shakes his head. We start walking back to his house together without speaking. After a while Max gets his composure back. He tells me that Kenji, the former runner his wife met, who has the amateur team, is actually from Kyotanabe, the town where the school is. He will be our neighbour once we get there.


Before we get back to Max’s house, we stop at the shrine again, to sup the clear water and gather ourselves. At the entrance to the shrine is a small children’s playground. A young couple sit awkwardly on a little bench holding hands, trying to look invisible as Max walks over to the swings.


He has been telling me about his friend, a yoga teacher, who has taught him some moves. He wants to show me one. Pulling himself up onto the top bar of the swing, he spins around on it on his stomach so his legs are in the air. With a steely look, he takes a deep breath and starts swinging his legs up into the sky and over, back into his starting position. Up and around he goes, blowing out deep, forceful breaths. The couple on the bench try not to look. After a few more, he stops swinging, but stays hanging upside down on the bar.


‘I was told by an old university sprinting coach,’ he says, ‘that if you can do ten of these in a row, you can run 100m in under 12 seconds. Even to do one takes great strength.’ He fixes his eyes ahead and does one more, while I stand there watching. Then he drops down, brushing the dust off his hands. ‘I haven’t been practising,’ he says, ‘so right now I can only do six.’
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As a family from England, finding a house in Japan to rent for six months is not easy. I’m told by numerous sources that Japanese people are wary of renting to foreigners. Japan is often characterised as a homogenous island nation unwilling to engage with outsiders. For over two hundred years it was the North Korea of the world, banning people from entering or leaving the country on pain of death. Some of that isolationist feeling still lingers. A few years ago, the Japanese transport minister, whose brief included the promotion of tourism, had to resign after saying that Japanese people generally did not like foreigners. And a recent survey found hundreds of hotels in Japan that admitted they would actually turn away foreign guests.


In 2002, the Harvard Institute of Economics, in the biggest study of its kind, found Japan to be one of the most homogenous countries on earth. The whole concept of Japan as a unique, isolated island has been written about so much, both by Japanese writers and foreigners, that the genre even has its own name: Nihonjinron. The idea is dismissed by some academics as an outdated form of cultural nationalism, but even before I get to Japan I seem to be running into endless closed doors in my search for a team to join. As Brendan Reilly wrote in his email: ‘Japan can be a maddeningly closed society at times.’


But then, just as we were about to head into the tunnel on the Eurostar at the beginning of our journey to Japan, Max called me on my phone.


‘Dhar, I’ve found you a place to rent, but you need to tell me now if you want it.’ The Kent countryside flickered by outside the window. Uma was asking me to read something. Ossian was singing excitedly at the top of his voice and bouncing on his seat.


‘It’s nice. Not expensive. And it’s near the school,’ he said.


‘We’ll take it,’ I said. It was the first concrete news we’d had on anything since I’d started trying to arrange things in Japan. I didn’t want to lose it. Besides, everything already felt so random, so disconnected, that one place was as good as another right then. I felt we had little option but to trust in the gods on this one. And Max.


Seconds later our train nosedived into the Channel Tunnel, and the phone reception died.


‘Looks like we have a house to live in when we get there,’ I told Marietta in the seat in front.


‘Really? What’s it like?’


‘I don’t know.’
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The house is narrow and tall, neatly fitted in between two similar houses in a steep little cul-de-sac in suburban Kyotanabe. To get there we cram into Max’s little red sports car. As soon as we sit down he sprays us in effective microorganisms, and then he sprays the car. He even sprays the tyres, explaining patiently how it prolongs their life.


We drive down through the city, past the Imperial Palace, out into the suburbs of southern Kyoto and onto the motorway, which rises up into the air on concrete stilts. The roads curve and cross each other in large spaghetti junctions, before we descend once again to ground level, driving through some desolate-looking flatlands, rice fields dotted with unused warehouses, barns, peeling billboards.


After about ten minutes we arrive into another built-up area, full of large warehouse shops, parking lots, a drive-through McDonald’s.


‘Welcome to your neighbourhood,’ says Max, as Marietta and I look at each other nervously. The children get excited when we pass a fire station. The fire engines, glistening red in their sheds, are about half the size of the ones in England. There is also a mini-ambulance parked outside.


As we drive on, I find myself looking in vain between the gaps in the buildings for any sign of a park, somewhere green to play, to run, some respite from the endless concrete.


At a Lawson convenience store we turn right up a steep hill, past the Steiner school and into a residential area. It’s still the summer holidays, and the streets are quiet. The temperature is around 30°c. The houses sit side by side close to the road, with barely the width of a person between them. Most of them have the blinds drawn closed.


Finally, we stop outside our house. Our home for the next six months. We get out. We must be quite an unusual sight around here, but there’s no sign of life, of anyone watching us. Max unlocks the front door. Inside it’s dark, with the blinds down, and completely bare. No furniture, or pots or pans. Not even a fridge or washing machine.


‘Let’s go shopping,’ says Max.
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And so our new life in Japan begins. Before we left England, I read The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle by the Japanese writer Haruki Murakami. It’s set in a nondescript, suburban Japanese community, just like this one. But under the calm veneer of normality lies a dark, twisted and surreal reality. I wonder, as we roll our new futons out across the bare, wooden floor, what we’ll find in our little cul-de-sac.


The first neighbour to introduce herself is a lady called Rie who lives next door. She’s a solid woman with a big, friendly smile. And she speaks English. She spent six months living in London when she was younger, before she got married and had children. Over the next six months she becomes our own fairy godmother. Whenever we’re in trouble, when we don’t know how to read the mail in our mailbox, or don’t know how to pay our bills, or get books from the library, or find a doctor, she arrives in a cloud of sparkles, tinkling on our door, offering to help.


One time a few months after moving in we accidentally order a big box of shellfish. The doorbell goes and there’s a man on the step with a box and a piece of paper. I’ve no idea what he’s saying, or what the paper says, so I take them both from him. My kids come to see what it is. We lift the lid and inside it’s full of ice and bags of water filled with still squirming shellfish.


‘Marietta,’ I call. ‘Do you know anything about this?’


The only thing to do at a time like this is to go and see Rie. She looks at the paper and tells us we must have ticked the wrong box on a form or something. We use a local food-delivery service and do this a lot. One time we mistakenly order a box of about a hundred onions. We’ve barely made a dent on them when the following week, another huge box of onions arrives.


But this shellfish needs eating pretty quickly, judging by the way it’s wriggling around in the bags of water. The problem is, we’re all vegetarians. Rie, as always, giggles and tells us not to worry. She will buy the shellfish off us and eat them for supper that evening.


‘My children will be very happy,’ she says, as though we’re doing her a favour somehow.


The other people we meet in the first few days are a family who live across the street and have three children at the Steiner school. They have one daughter in Lila’s class and one in Uma’s, which is a happy coincidence. They also have a fifteen-year-old son. They don’t speak a word of English, but when they hear I’ve come to Japan to write a book about running, the mother, Yoshiko, gets very excited. It takes us a while to work out what she’s saying, but it turns out her son goes running with his friends. Every morning before school. At 5.30.


I think I must be misunderstanding her. A group of fifteen-year-old boys running at dawn every morning. Really? They’re not part of a team, they just do it for fun, she says. I can’t quite imagine it, so I ask her if I could join him one morning. She looks at me as though I’m a holy man offering her a free pass to heaven.


‘Thank you,’ she keeps saying, while I wonder what I’m letting myself in for.
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The next day, at 5.20 a.m., my alarm goes off. I pull on my running clothes and step outside the door into the quiet morning. It’s already warm. The boy from across the street, Ryohei, is waiting on the road, wearing a white mask over his mouth. He has his bike with him. He bows humbly and nods to the bikes lined up in our drive. We’ve managed to get hold of one for everyone except me, so I clamber onto Marietta’s and follow him down the road.


Outside the Lawson convenience store he stops, gets off his bike and starts looking around furtively in all directions, as though his friends might be hiding among the bushes. Nothing moves in the grey half-light of the morning. It’s still very early. Then we see another young boy cycling along the empty road towards us. He pulls up beside us without saying anything, hopping off his bike. He doesn’t look surprised to see me. A few minutes later a third boy arrives. He smiles and says hello, in English, before turning to the others and talking to them quietly. They’re all wearing shorts and T-shirts. Nothing specifically for running, just cotton T-shirts and regular shorts.


It’s hard to imagine teenagers in England getting up this early in the morning to go running together. I don’t know how common it is in Japan, either. It could be just some crazy coincidence that of all the back streets in Japan, I happen to have moved to the only one where teenagers go running at 5.30 a.m. But that seems unlikely. On another day, leaving the house early, I find a young boy in the street practising baseball. He’s throwing it repeatedly against a wall and catching it. Another time, returning home late one night, I find two men practising baseball with about two hundred shuttlecocks. The street is covered in them, like a spillage of little paper lanterns. What the two men, the young boy, and these teenagers I’m with this morning all have in common is the earnest intent of their practice. They are not ‘playing’, they are clearly training. This is serious. It’s an attitude to sport I will encounter repeatedly during my time in Japan.


After waiting a few more minutes without anyone else showing up, the three boys climb on their bikes and we ride off. They’ve got whizzy mountain bikes that glide smoothly through the quiet streets. Marietta’s bike is a clunky old sit-up-and-beg bike with no gears and a rattly child seat on the back. It’s also too small for me, so I have to work hard to keep up with them.


After about five minutes’ riding we pop out of the suburban streets into a wide, flat area of parcelled-up, cultivated land. The sun is just rising, landing golden across the rows and rows of aubergines and orange trees. Suddenly it makes sense to be up and outside this early, riding like four pioneers across the new earth.


We ride in silence, between the fields, until we get to a river. We then follow the river and come to a stop below a huge bridge. Above, the first cars of the day are purring by, the occasional lorry. Here, by the road, are warehouses, a car showroom, some apartment blocks. A few elderly people are out walking along the river path. Not strolling gently, or walking a dog, as they would in England, but in sports gear, swinging their arms purposefully, taking exercise.


We leave the bikes by the grass bank. There’s no need to lock them. Then we head up to the starting point, up on the bridge by the road.


It seems a shame to stand by the road to warm up, with all the space out along by the river, but this is their starting point, a line painted on the ground right here. ‘Five kilo,’ Ryohei tells me, meaning five kilometres, and I don’t doubt that they have it marked out exactly. In any case, they don’t warm up for long. Ich, ni, san … and we’re off.


They sprint away from me as though it’s a 100m race. My old legs creak into action. It hurts my still sleepy tendons to run this fast this early. I need to do some jogging first, but they’re running off along the river into the distance. Are they really this fast? I try to get my body moving, to catch them up.


After a few minutes, the first of them comes back to me. He’s barely jogging as I go by him. Ryohei and his other friend are coming back to me, too, running much slower now. As I catch them, though, Ryohei suddenly surges again. We reach a mark on the path and they both turn around. We run back towards the start together, moving at a decent pace, with Ryohei constantly surging and slowing. Eventually he drops off the pace and his friend and I push on. I’m feeling warmed up now and running easily, but I don’t want to race away from them. We finish together back up by the road, everyone stopping their watches. Ryohei has finally cast off his mask and I get to see his face for the first time. He is breathing heavily, but smiling.





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/02_online.png









OEBPS/01_online.png





OEBPS/9780571303182_cover_epub.jpg
Award-winning author of RUNNING WITH THE KENYANS

ADHARANAND FINN

THE WAY OF
THE RUNNER

A journey into the fabled
world of Japanese running

‘Finn is unusually engaging
company both on and off the

track.’ Evening Standard
"R -
I k3 NI
o . 3 AN 3 -y
- 2 \ i :






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





