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For my oya, at last.


And for Tetsu






                Why travel if you
                know where you are?


                One travels for the
                pleasure of being lost.




                Christopher Hope
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CHAPTER 1


Lost



Don’t look for the donkey since you’re on it.

Don’t look for your head, since it’s on your shoulders.

The donkey, you and the universe are one and the same.

(Zen teaching)





There is something about being hopelessly lost that is strangely enjoyable. Flailing around in a vortex of unfamiliarity can give rise to a bout of what the Japanese so enchantingly call doki doki – that arousingly fluttery and faintly nauseating sensation that ricochets from heartbeat to stomach and makes pupils dilate and throats turn dry.


Doki doki can strike in moments of intense trepidation, expectation or unpredictability. Breathing becomes barely discernible as a sudden thrilling shiver surges through your system. Fear, bewilderment, confusion, passion – all have their finger on the doki doki trigger: while a part of you is longing to turn tail and run, another part is luring you into an enticing lair, to be encapsulated, uprooted and spun off your feet.


Dizzy from the heady heights of Oriental disorientation, I was struck by a lavish dose of doki doki as I found myself wavering with a growing sense of uncertainty while weaving my way around neon-flashing puddles amidst the meaningless melee of Tokyo.


I felt lost. ‘One is never lost, just seeing new places,’ the travel writer Hilary Bradt once said. Somehow I seem to combine the two fairly adroitly.


My earliest memory of becoming lost took place in Waterloo Station. I was about six. After a day out in London with my mother and two elder brothers we were hurrying – late afternoon, rush-hour sort of time – to our train. In one of my hands was my mother’s. In the other was a fresh copy of Dandy. Up ahead my eldest brother clutched Cor! while the other clasped Whizzer and Chips.


It was my first day of being a Dandy reader. Until then my mother had only allowed me the embarrassingly sissy Disneyland and, although Dandy was definitely a breakthrough into a more rough-and-tumble read, I secretly pined for the Beano. In my eyes Dennis the unyielding Menace was ‘naughty but nice’, a rogue worthy of deification, but in my mother’s he was irrefutably a yob, a no-gooder, a bad influence. He would have to wait, she said in a rather tantalizing manner, until I was older. So the exploits of Desperate Dan had to suffice before I could unleash myself upon the misdemeanours of the Menace.


Thus, it was Desperate Dan who diverted my attention as I was steered around a labyrinth of legs that Waterloo afternoon until I was suddenly aware that my mother’s hand was no longer a part of mine. The warm, reassuring, pianist-strong palm had gone and so had she. So had my brothers. I stopped amidst a tide of commuting suits rushing past me. Fear. Heartbeat. Doki doki. I was adrift on a platform among a sea of knees. Alone. Lost. And Desperate Dan.


But I didn’t stop for long. The stampeding, scurrying crowd saw to that. Caught in a rip-tide of churning train-rushers I was bowled along, knocked by the force of the flow, pitched, rolled, dragged under, breathless, flailing, drowning. Just me and Desperate Dan rolled into my tightly clenched grip. Lost. Unattached. Adrift. British Rail flotsam. Yawing wildly, I was tugged and turned over from one slipstream to another until I finally resurfaced at the knee-level of a pair of sturdy black trousers.


Raising my gaze, I identified the top-heavy helmeted head as that of a Plod from whom questions issued forth. Lost? Name? Home? An alien leather-gloved hand wrapped tight around mine. More questions, more distortion. Unfamiliarity. No mother. Waiting and worrying and shiverings of spine. Doki doki. Noise, excitement, uncertainty, waiting. Then a face, a warmth, a soaring elation – engulfed by a tearful and loving form. My mother, shuddering with relief, squeezing our breaths, holding tight, not letting go. Found, with Desperate Dan.




CHAPTER 2


Confused


It was the bath that threw me. At least I took it to be a bath – either that or a very big sink. Cubular, compact and containing a seat, it was a far cry from the wallowing sort of tub that I was used to. Unlike many baths I have known, this one was not attached by umbilical cord to an integral shower unit. Instead the shower head lay severed from the bath and, coiled incongruously, sprouted from the wall at about calf-level, half-way between the base of the bath and the door.


The door, incidentally, was no great distance away as the bathroom was more cubicle than room, more bath than space. No sooner had you stepped through the door than you found yourself immersed in the bath. Elbow room was indeed at a premium. Floor space was about as generous as an unfurled broadsheet and consisted of an uneven mosaic of black and white glazed pebble-tiles the size of postage stamps set in concrete. The whole floor (or what there was of it) had a sink-like, built-in tilt enabling all the shower water and bath overspill to surge down to an open drainhole set in one corner. It was the sort of darkly ominous and bottomless drain from which you could imagine a host of alien livestock, sporting pincher-serrated proboscises, crawling in menacing style.


Apart from the bath, the only other furniture in the room was a pink plastic bowl inverted upon a toddler’s pink plastic stool. Wedged into the corner sat a small, plastic, two-tiered triangular rack containing a used razor, remnants of soap and a dark wooden scrubbing brush in the shape of a hedgehog. Fixed to the wall just above the spiralling shower coil was a small mirror. There were no hooks, no towel rails, no shower curtains. Clothing was obviously not shed from within. I went back out before coming back in and stood naked, ready to begin.


It was by pure chance that I embarked upon my ablutions in correct Japanese fashion. Instead of running the bath and climbing in for a soak and a scrub in the Western way, I began by showering. This would have roused a round of applause in itself had any Japanese been watching, as Japanese don’t actually wash in the bath but only wet themselves. To them, the peculiar foreign method of sloshing and wallowing in your own grime is quite repugnant and just goes to reinforce the widely held view that those big-nosed and hirsute foreigners are a smelly lot. And how right they are.


The reason I chose to shower first was because I wished to wash my hair. Having observed that the shower was situated outside the bath I concluded, without too much dilemma, that this operation could be conducted more smoothly before entering the tub.


The shower in itself was a novelty: I had never before had a shower sitting down. Perched on the small plastic stool I felt more in position to start milking a cow than shampooing my hair. And watching myself in the low-lying mirror through sudsy eyes as I washed was an innovative experience. Instead of just eyeing the repetitive curly-mazed pattern of bathroom tiles (as I did at home), here, when I sluiced away the steam, I was actually looking at something. Me. My reflection. It came as a bit of a shock: I looked absurd, stooped low on a milking stool with drowned features apparently sprouting from my knees. Through a shroud of suds and peach-scented lather I sat with a vacuous expression looking at a foaming form looking back at me. Odd. But then, as I was to discover, life was only to become odder.


Shower accomplished, it was time to adjourn to the bath. This had already been run for me by some unseen presence and kept steaming hot by a detachable, rollable cover; in effect, like a lid. I rolled it back half-way before hoisting an eager leg ready for the plunge. But this was no ordinary hoist, as the wall of the bath seemed of formidable height and to scale it was quite an operation in itself. This struck me as strange – it’s not as though the Japanese are giants. Then, a flashing thought occurred to me. Perhaps that was what the milking stool was for: to ease elevation in the ascent of the mountainous face of the bath. Spurred on by this unexpected revelation, I drew up the stool and in tottering style embarked upon entering the bath from this novel standpoint.


Usually when I have a bath I blithely step straight into about six inches of water before turning prostrate, face uppermost. But this time, aware of the thick swirling clouds of copious steam arising from the water, some rare instinct told me not to be so hasty. It was an instinct for which I was most grateful. I felt it judicious for a tentative hand to turn guinea-pig and test the waters. Rapidly, an explosive heat registered in my brain as the roving rodent hand squealed in shrivelling pain and impulsively withdrew. Nursing a fiery extremity I reassessed the situation. Obviously I was faced with a boiling cauldron which logic told me to leave well alone but which a parlous but dogged curiosity lured me to pursue, come hell or hot water.


In such steamy circumstances I was confronted with an option: either add cold or burn. Had I been on home ground I would have simply turned on the cold without further ado. But this wasn’t home ground, it was Japanese ground and Japanese bath and I fancied adopting Japanese practices. Why enter an exotic culture and yet live in habitual safe and cosy ways? How can foreign flavours be properly sampled if you carry a homely carapace upon your back? You may stick out your head but not your tongue. To taste an unfamiliar clime, shells must be shed, strings must be severed, habits must be loosened. Thus, I was doomed to fry. And fry I would, in true Japanese style.


So, still on stool and anxiously conceding that there was no turning back now, I once again hoisted an experimental leg in preparation for the plunge. If there is one cut-and-dried way of entering a hot and wet bath, it’s slowly – painfully slowly. Steam billowed from ears.


Naturally when one enters a bath one expects to find a bottom. Inch by inch I continued lowering my hesitant foot, expecting to ground any moment. As I straddled the wall of the bath in ungainly fashion and clumsily clutched the sides, my boiled-lobster limb continued to be submerged and swallowed by what now appeared to be a bottomless bath.


Feeling faintly perturbed by the thought that what goes down might not come up, I continued to sink into this aqueous conundrum until my foot finally, and thankfully, ran aground. Seemingly, Japanese baths were as deep as European ones are long and, although now standing, I was virtually submerged and could scarce see out over the side. It was like being in a large saucepan on the stove and I was momentarily overcome by a few vague pangs of guilt for all of those carrots and parsnips that I have nonchalantly tossed into the boiling pot over the years. In a vicarious way I could now see (and feel) things through a brassica’s pores and it wasn’t altogether pleasant.


But compared with the fate of a lowly carrot, at least I had the benefit of a seat (or was it a step?) sunk into the side of the bath. Thus in a Japanese bath if one can’t lie one can sit in style. So, with knees up and bottom down I sank to my neck, reclined back grandly and thought not of England but of the Land of the Rising Sun.


Finding myself in Japan had come as a bit of a shock. I had been planning on going to New Zealand and how I came to be some 6,000 miles off course is one of those things that I’m not altogether sure about. Sometimes, life can become hazily unsteady as the vacillating veil of vagueness lowers its shroud. One may strive to follow a steady course of clear intentions but sooner or later a straying elbow knocks you adrift and you find yourself reeling with both paddles out of the water.


But there’s no getting away from it; 6,000 miles is a fair old distance to go astray. Fortuitously, for lesser mortals such as myself, so vast and discrepant a navigational misplacement generally incites no point-blank explanations, no painful tearings apart, no harrowing and interminable internal enquiries. Frankly, what I suppose I’m trying to say is that it’s a good job I’m not a pilot or else I could have some serious, mealy-mouthed explaining to do.


I know it’s no excuse to say that Japan and New Zealand bear a rough resemblance (at least in my Philips School Atlas) in shape and form and that they are both found to be stretching curvaceously in the same sort of angle afloat in the mighty Pacific, but it’s … well, an excuse of sorts.


Then there’s the fact that while New Zealand is renowned for bearing an inordinate number of sheep, Japan is renowned for bearing an inordinate number of people. That’s a shaky comparison, but if one finds oneself 6,000 miles off course one has to dig deep to justify one’s error. And dig deep I will. Sheep have an inherent tendency to cluster together in groups. It is a sort of homing instinct, and some say (with sweeping generalization) that the Japanese herd themselves together in similar style. To me, they are more like birds, moving in formation.


Some people travel with firm ideas for a journey: following in the footsteps of an intrepid ancestor whose exotic exploits were happened upon in a dusty, cobweb-laced attic containing immovable trunks full of sepia-curled daguerrotypes and age-discoloured letters redolent of bygone days. Others travel for anthropological, botanical, archaeological, geological and other logical reasons. Some are smitten by a specific country brewed from childhood dreams. For others, travel is a challenge, a release, an escape, a shaking off of the shackles, and even if they don’t know where they will end up they usually know where they will begin. For me, the opposite stands true: I tend to begin where I thought I’d end up.


I landed at Tokyo’s Narita airport with a bump and a bicycle and a handful of clichés about Japan: swarming armies of identically sombre-suited businessmen; houses more like hutches, with no room to spare; pollution and Walkmans and yeses that mean no entwined among inscrutable smiles and impenetrable speech and an enigmatic people whose names sounded like makes of motorcycle.


Floating in my mind among these clichés were two indelible and disparate sounds that had spurred a sudden intrigue with Japan: Madame Butterfly, and a drum. Puccini’s illustrious opera had always ruffled my feathers, tingled my spine and alluringly drifted in and out of my head. Then I set eyes and ears upon Kodo, a troupe of bewitching Japanese drummers powerfully unleashing themselves like coiled springs upon their traditional taiko drums, beating frenetically with a raw, naked and primal rhythm that resonated deeper than the heart and made me suddenly realize what the hairs on the back of my neck were for. These two contrasting sounds – Italian opera and Japanese drum – oscillated around my head until they inexplicably merged and grew into a haunting crescendo full of a nebulous titillation and a sudden stirring desire that led me impulsively to Japan.


My entrance into Japan was a decidedly unsteady one and saw me reeling last off the plane and lurching past spick-and-span satellite stations while clawing at thin air for support.


Had I been flung at midnight straight into the subterranean world of Tokyo’s subway, then my apparently inebriated condition would have passed scarcely unnoticed among the surplus of semi-conscious ‘salarymen’ either recumbent or staggering home after a typical daily dose of after-work drinking with business companions. But no, I hadn’t imbibed a cargo-hold of duty free during the twelve-hour flight, nor had I braved the notorious rubberized and creamy-blob globules that passed as airline food. I had touched neither solid nor liquid and yet, for the whole of the endless time on the wing, I had been struck down with a stomach that kept me doubled over like a Japanese rice planter and a head that felt embedded with blades.


My condition was marginally improved by a genial Finnish air hostess informing me that she had never seen a passenger so ill. A doctor materialized who dutifully doled out an impressive and unappetizing array of pills and potions, which I obediently threw down the hatch and swallowed hard. Moments later up they came. Nothing would stay down.


Scarcely conscious, I was dimly aware of being borne aloft and elevated to Business Class (being unwell has its advantages), where I remained a perplexity for the rest of the journey. Try though they might, none of the cabin crew could put a definite finger on the cause of my poorliness. Appendicitis, food poisoning, ruptured hernia, flight fear, motion sickness and pregnancy were all ideas mooted and batted to and fro. But despite these interesting suggestions I knew the cause was simple and, although not particularly practical at 33,000 feet, could be easily rectified by the mere opening of a window.


Needless to say, my self-attained and remedial diagnosis was pooh-poohed by the wary souls around me but I knew what was what and had suffered from it (though not as debilitating) in times of airborne past. Basically, it was nothing more exciting than an allergy to sealed windows and dead regurgitated air. That such an apparently innocuous but artificial atmosphere can strike with such incapacitating vengeance is understandably treated by many with sceptical bemusement. But stomachs are stomachs and, for mine, those pervasive air-conditioners spell sickness to a violent degree.


This dubious disorder has gradually built up over the years as a result of, quite simply, having spent too much time living in tents out of doors. It seems I’m one of those sorts who has to be constantly attached to a howling gale to be able to function efficiently. Hurling open windows wherever I go is not a particularly sociable way to conduct oneself in modern life. Most people like their train windows up and their vehicles well sealed. On those rare occasions when I’m permitted to be conveyed by car I find that fans tend to be for heating and windows for closing. ‘Air?’ enquires he at the helm when I’m suspiciously observed grappling with the multi-switch, electric-windowed door panel. ‘Oh, yes please – if that’s not too much trouble,’ says I in eager ingratiating style, only to be quelled by an automatically opening fume-tinged side-vent or that lovely equilibrium-displacing, sweet dead-dog smelling air-conditioner. Turning pasty of face, I’m occasionally granted half an inch of real-life open window and sit pinned to the glass, neck askew – panting canine fashion with snout sniffing the breeze.


For a country which evokes the image of no room to manoeuvre, with everyone on top of each other and everything compressed together in compact form, it seems a trifle odd that Narita, Japan’s main airport and Asia’s busiest, is located a sizeable forty miles from Tokyo.


Vast international airports tend to be the same the world over – spectacularly ugly expanses of concrete and glass and massive phalanxes of fuselage that swallow the scurrying hordes of sky-borne passengers. Narita is no different, despite the translation of its name, ‘Becoming Rice Fields’, which in reality is quite the opposite. ‘Concreting Over the Paddies’ would perhaps be more apt although I doubt the Diet (Japanese parliament) would agree.


For ten years the proposed construction of two new runways and terminals was plagued by terrorist threats, riot police and political demonstrations involving 20,000 anti-airport activists (anyone from children to farmers to housewives to grandmothers) claiming to support the farmers of the area who had been dispossessed of their centuries-old homesteads by heavy-handed government tactics.


Iniquitous circumstances have kept heels dug in, temperaments volatile and, with the occasional eruption of violent protest, security stringent. Riots in the Land of Wa (harmony) and Peaceful People could come as a bit of a shock should the average newcomer to Japan happen upon them. But, as I discovered, they are kept mostly under cover, under wraps and out of sight behind bulwarks of sky-scraping fences, so that the freshly landed traveller is greeted by nothing more than the sort of scene that tends to embellish the average hefty airport anywhere: swathes of exhaust-churning freeway, ponderous towers of concrete hotels, wasteland and eyesores and billboards and buses.


Feeling of delicate disposition after my rocky ride on the wing, the prospect of cycling forty-odd miles through alien urbanization to the core of Tokyo (one of the largest and most polluted cities on earth) was a little daunting. So instead I opted for a more gentle approach and jettisoned myself a short distance down the expressway to Narita-shi (Becoming Rice Fields City).


By luck and by chance I found myself weaving along the colourfully narrow, winding and lantern-strewn streets of the Old City, as opposed to the featureless, wide and flavourless ones of the New. Neon pink and silver plastic cherry-blossom streamers hung like bunting from the telephone poles, fluttering brightly in the spice-laced wind. Weird pickled foods of improbable colours and textures lay unprotected in squelchy, stomach-churning style upon wooden racks that lined the bustling streets, the stallholders soliciting passers-by with untempting cube-sized samples pierced on cocktail sticks. Everything looked strange, felt strange, smelt strange.


It is a common assumption that the more a person travels, the less their feathers are ruffled on entering a new country. The worries, the waverings, the doki doki uncertainties when feet touch down on unfamiliar soil are thought to dilute, dissolve, disappear even, into a fruity and foreign air pushed aside by a cocky self-assured confidence that beefs up your mettle, intuitively telling you (with a dismissively insouciant wave of the hand) that experience has delivered you an impregnability such that no new sights or sounds are likely to sway you from your groundings. After all, you’ve done it and seen it all before – haven’t you? Or have you?


I’m not so sure. Maybe for much-travelled travellers worldly experience eases the fretful pangs of being delivered into an alien culture, but for me this only seems to exacerbate it. Unlike others who may stride forth into the world with dauntless step, I find that the more I wave goodbye to green, grassy, asphalted England, the more my moorings are left afloat, awash with a growing unease.


I used to head off into the world with an unfettered and all-embracing gay abandon, my arms open, my ignorance a blessing. I didn’t brood, I didn’t ponder, I didn’t agonize. I just went – come what may. These days I still just go but I tend to take with me a progressively burdensome baggage of gnawing fret that I drag along heavy-handedly, at least for the first few days.


Perhaps this is a good thing. Perhaps, having had a number of shaky close shaves and having read about more, heard more and seen more undesirable things and people, it’s expedient to be wary, almost untrusting. Confidence, not diffidence, is a valuable trait with which to travel, but with a confidence too pumped up, too buoyant, too overt, too heedless, it can be easy to slip, to fall fast prey to a malevolence that creeps insidiously from the shadows, shaking you to the ground, or even the grave.


With senses bombarded by the cacophony of an unaccustomed land and still not yet reunited with a dicky stomach which had left me high and dry somewhere over Siberia, my first priority was to flop on a floor, a bed, a bench – anything, so long as I could turn horizontal out of the heat.


Some sort of hostel or guest house that wouldn’t break the bank would of course be most welcome, but was this wishful thinking in the land of the rising yen? Indeed, what was I even supposed to look for, or for that matter ask for, when not a single Japanese word nor even a single piece of writing made a single piece of sense? Arriving so suddenly, so unprepared, into a land so enigmatic was the price I had to pay for my spontaneous switch from the plan to travel to New Zealand; and it left me reeling. I didn’t even know the basics: hello, good morning, excuse me, toilet, thank you – I had planned on learning these on the plane, but then I should have known that me and plans on planes are not a promising mix.


The week before I had left for Japan (which, incidentally, was the same week that my cycling destination flipped hemispheres) I had the good fortune to meet Roger and Maggie Bellamy, who lived just a few hours’ cycle from my home and had previously lived for a few years in Yokohama. ‘Come for tea,’ they said, so for tea I went and sat in an immaculate sitting-room containing a fine selection of large and sumptuous coffee-table books about Japan. Tea was poured, maps pored over and photographs of awesome splendour were pawed with a rapturous delight. Glorious pages of mysterious colour leafed before my eyes – pages and places that meant much to Roger but little to me.


On the turning of each glossy page Roger would effuse over an exotic array of meaningless places – the sounds so far-reaching that, had there been no images, they would have been enough in themselves: Izu Honshu, Kinki, Unzen, Matsushima, Miyajima, Amanohashidate, Fukuoka, Kumamoto, Miyazaki. Was I really heading for these places? They sounded too good to be true and floated deep in my head with an alluring thrill as I vigorously spun my pedals homeward after tea.


Before leaving, Roger and Maggie had handed me their well-thumbed copy of a small yellow phrasebook improbably titled Japanese in 3 Weeks. ‘It’ll get you out of a fix!’ they said, as they waved goodbye. ‘And good luck!’


Pausing alongside a seaweed stall, I stood in the shade of a long rippling banner and extracted the phrasebook from my handlebar-bag, opening it for the first time in the hope that it would shed some light on my search for accommodation.


Foreign phrasebooks are notorious for providing some of the most useless sentences in times of dire foreign need. Sometimes I have a nightmare in which I am on an operating table, still conscious, and desperately trying to tell the Urdu-speaking, knife-wielding surgeon to rummage in the murky depths of my bicycle panniers for the hypodermic syringes that I’ve lugged half-way across the world for just such an emergency as this. But, thanks to my handy phrasebook, the best I might come up with is something like: ‘Help! My carburettors have blown. Let’s bury the tomahawk!’


Although the circumstances were now much less fraught, I was still faring no better in my search for a bed. Japanese in 3 Weeks – Revised 83rd Edition was not a lucid read. The first rather bizarre phrase that caught my eye when I opened the book was: ‘You kill my cat and I’ll kill your dog.’


I read on: ‘I should like to be taken full length. Don’t shave against the grain. These are quite damp yet. Why don’t you call oftner? I have been tolerably well. This is like carrying coals to Newcastle. There is many a slip ‘twixt the cup and the lip. Every Tom, Dick and Harry was there. All roads lead to Rome. Bless me! How you happen to be here? Well, by gosh, I am from Missouri.’


A trifle stunned I looked up and blinked hard, believing (or hoping) that perhaps my state of sleepless disorientation was playing tricks with my sight and that the words before me had scrambled illogically in my brain. But no, as sure as eggs are eggs, I was provided not with the ‘Excuse me, is there a cheap hotel nearby?’ that I was searching for but with ‘The mountains will be in labour; an absurd mouse will be born. Call me sweetheart.’


Was this a cruel trick? Was I being taken for a ride? Did the Japanese language revolve around idioms and proverbs? ‘It is folly to be in Rome and strive with the Pope’ said the useless phrase on page 172. What was I to make of this? Was this some sort of linguistic Candid Camera? ‘Women and weather are not to be trusted’, page 170 kindly informed me. Huh! I thought, and nor are Japanese phrasebooks – especially ones published in Japan and written by a certain S. Sheba.


In desperation I turned to the preface in the slim hope of finding a plausible explanation. This was a tall shot as the preface page title was a cruelly misleading ‘Simple but Practical’ (‘Simple and Practical’ ways to get tongue-tied and twisted maybe, but certainly not a ‘Simple and Practical’ way to speak Japanese).


I read on:


The author’s aim has been to make this little book as simple but as practical as possible … Remembering however, that those who use this book are not children but adults who know some language, the author was not forgetful of the vital necessity of constructive as well as analytic explanations – a sort of a grown up person.




I felt I was losing him already but things were only to get worse:



The phrases in this book are like milk, of easy and speedy digestion, while the diagrams explaining the peculiar construction of Japanese sentences are comparable to a palatable and nutritious food in a solid form.

The students may say, after going through a few Japanese sentences that Japanese talk backwards, that is to say, the head in English is the tail in Japanese, and vice versa. So it is, but please remember that you are on the opposite side of the globe when you are in Japan …





Gracious! But pray, forgive me for interrupting; is one to assume that one is on the opposite side of the globe even though one might abide in, say, Hong Kong? What an interesting concept!


… America sees the setting sun before Japan bids welcome to the rising sun which again, after the few hours it goes down beyond our western horizon, rises up in Europe as the morning sun. It is the same sun whether it rises in the East or sinks in the West.




How encouraging! What a caring and sharing world to discover that the sun is there to burn not just my bum, but everybody’s! What a revelation! S. Sheba continues to shed more light:


If you always use your own standard of time, you are bound to mix up American P.M. with Japanese A.M. or Japanese P.M. with European A.M., as you get confused in other matters by measuring other people with your own standard. Forget the hour in New York or in London while you are in Tokyo: otherwise you might say ‘Ohayo’ [morning] when you retire at night or ‘Oyasumi’ [goodnight] at breakfast, in the Land, that stands just as much on a level as your own country but on the opposite side of the globe.




Ah, useful tip this one. After all, don’t most people travelling overseas keep the hands of their watch firmly synchronized with those of the clock beside their bed at home, however many hundreds or thousands of miles away it might be? Does everybody who surfaces after being washed up in new time zones find themselves saying in the early morning air: ‘Well, by gosh and be darned. I am from Missouri and although the locals may be taking breakfast the folks back home will sure as hell be eating dinner. Waiter! I’ll have the steak hollandaise, medium-rare, double portion of fries, Caesar salad and a bottle of your best, I’ll take the table on the back deck so make it snappy if you will – I wanna eat before sundown.’


Feeling neither wiser nor better verbally equipped to accost a local for directions to nearby accommodation, I thought that I would, to quote from page 140, ‘Be done with it; there isn’t a least chance of success [as] there are eleven houses all told and a cracking good show in town [where] curses like chicken always come back to roast [sic].’ Tucking my Japanese in 3 Weeks – Revised 83rd Edition (ha! more like years!) back into my bag (I was sure that after a hefty 83 editions something must have come adrift in the translation), I headed off down the bustling street to see what came my way.


And what came my way was a quite unexpected but auspicious low-lying white plastic sign which peeked from behind a blur of scurrying knees informing me, with a rare splash of English, that here stood ‘Hotel Ohgiya Japanese style, Cozy atmosphere’. Sounded good to me so, with buoyed spirits, I slid aside the sliding door (finding it strange to slide and not to push) and stepped into the air-conditioned interior where I was greeted by a perfectly aligned row of lime-green plastic slippers.


Despite my nigh-on complete ignorance of Japan, I did at least know that to enter a Japanese abode with one’s shoes on is considered virtually sacrilegious. No sooner had I extracted a pair of sweaty feet from my trainers than they (my shoes, that is, not my feet) were whisked away by a sweetly smiling and nodding woman who placed them neatly on a rack, heels to the wall, toes facing out – and awarded them a small rectangular tablet of wood inscribed in mysterious Japanese characters. What, I wondered, could it say? ‘Warning: smelly foreigner’s pumps – approach with caution’ seemed perhaps the most probable. After all, my shoes had not had a break from my feet since England as I had been in no fit state to remove them on the plane.


The woman smiled and nodded some more and emitted a trilling sing-song sentence that sounded very nice but meant absolutely nothing to me. Unable to reciprocate in a common tongue, I could at least reciprocate with a common smile and so attempted to reflect her beatific beam as she obligingly proffered me a pair of those lovely green plastic slippers.


I duly slid into them and shuffled in the woman’s wake towards the reception desk. Uh oh! Asking the price of a room isn’t going to be a bag of roses, I thought, as I grappled with my phrasebook sentences, churning them unconvincingly around my head: ‘Hands off! The mountains will be in labour; an absurd mouse will be born. I don’t care a fig. Don’t tread on one’s corns. You kill my cat and I’ll kill your dog. Cut your capers!’


‘Ohayo gozaimasu!’ said the cheery-faced woman standing behind the desk. Plucking at straws and out on a limb I realized that she was issuing some form of greeting. Feeling that I couldn’t go too far wrong by attempting to echo her sounds, I bounced back a sort of slurred ‘O-hayo-murmurmurmur-masu!’ and left it at that. Unbeknown to me I had in fact scored rather well by batting back a cropped form of ‘good morning’ and all this without even having to resort to the steadfast ‘Don’t shave against the grain’ inanities of my tongue-tying phrasebook.


The verbal ball now being in her court, I stood swaying with slight trepidation as to what rat-a-tat-tat form of ‘the Devil’s language’ (as Jesuit missionaries once termed Japanese) would be fired my way.


‘Harrow,’ she chirruped. ‘May I help you?’


I almost swooned with relief on learning that Sumiko Oki spoke a little English. That at least was one hurdle overcome with ease.


Asking for a room I discovered that, yes, this ‘Japanese style, Cozy atmosphere’ hotel did have a vacancy and, yes, they did have a place to store my jitensha – bicycle. I imagined that the neat and tidy Japanese would tuck it in some nook around the back, preferring to have it out of their sight. But, astonishingly, it was respectfully wheeled into reception and allocated an honourable perch on a ledge beside the shoes. There in the window was my bike, standing proud for every Tom, Dick and Harry to see.


And it was not only my bike which was to receive such deferential treatment, but also myself. No sooner had I filled out the hotel’s register than I found the receptionist, Sumiko Oki, calling me Jodie-san – ostensibly the ‘honourable’ Jodie (Jodie being the closest that most Japanese came to pronouncing my name correctly).


The Japanese unfailingly put family before self, so it is logical for them to put a person’s family name before his or her given name – Bloggs Joe instead of Joe Bloggs. However, when it comes to the gaijin (foreigner, literally ‘outside person’) surnames and forenames can be a bit confusing, especially as it is common practice for many Japanese to reverse their own names for the benefit of the outsider by introducing themselves in the format with which the foreigner is familiar. This tends to add to the confusion as it can leave the gaijin never quite sure whether they are addressing someone with a familiar and disrespectful use of their forename.


Because gaijin tend to give and write their names contrary to that of Japanese tradition, many Japanese automatically assume that Joe Bloggs is Mr Joe and accordingly refer to him as Joe-san, who surely can’t be offended at this slight slip, as the Japanese are so endearingly respectful in virtually everything they do – it is impossible to feel piqued.


The suffix san is an honorific and more or less means Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms all rolled into one (at least some things in Japan are simple to grasp), but it is important not to adopt the san on to your own name because to introduce yourself as Bloggs-san is considered most arrogant.


At £36 a night Ohgiya hotel emptied my wallet faster than felt good, but compared with Japanese hotels on the whole, the price was a breeze. Ohgiya was also not a hotel in the Western sense of the word. It was a ryokan – a Japanese-style hotel and about as far removed from a hotel as I knew it as, say, a calculator is from an abacus or a knife and fork from chopsticks. My room was not a number but a name and struck me as consisting mainly of matting – tatami, the plaited rush floor covering that floats like liquid gold in the warm wavering rays of a setting eastern sun. Only feet that are bare or stockinged are privileged to touch down on tatami; shoes and slippers must strictly keep their distance.


Softly, I padded across the golden surface. The room so simple, so uncluttered, made me feel an awkward addition and my dusty, world-worn panniers an insult. Never before had I entered a ‘hotel’ room and felt so poignantly obtrusive. Usually I would cast aside my cares and various belongings haphazardly upon the floor before flopping prostrate to try out the bed. This time, however, there was no bed. Over to one side of the room crouched a heavy, low-lying table, beside which, as if standing to attention, was a generous pile of silky-covered zabuton – cushions. Instead of a cupboard stood a wooden skeletal frame, with a few hooks and hangers, on which I hung my cycling helmet – it clung there like a skull, naked and incongruous, so I added my jacket to make it feel more at home.


Brooding in the corner sat a plastic toy-town type of television with big clumsy buttons and dials. It was topped with a maelstrom of angular antennae, like an out-of-control hairstyle. I popped a switch but nothing happened, so I delivered a hearty thud on its side and it squawked into life. Some sort of games show blared out a meaningless clamour of squeals but then, as if to spare me the sight of the raucous and glaring screen, the picture died. Just sounds of howling laughter, clanging buzzers and clanking bells assaulted the simplicity of the room. Then I noticed that, sitting elegantly in quiet contrast beside the blind and booming box, there was a plain vase holding a serene and single flower. The simple and the ugly; the silence and the noise. These two opposites standing paradoxically beside each other were to appear to me time and time again as a stark epitome of Japan.


The door opened and a maid entered, balancing a big thermos of hot water on a tray of tea things. She shed her slippers with graceful alacrity in the tataki (the small carpeted slipper ‘drop-off and pick-up point’ of each room) before gliding across the tatami, bowing amicably.


Despite my complete ignorance and inability to speak a word of Japanese, the maid appeared a remarkably chatty soul and treated me to all sorts of intriguing tones from her delicate bird-like mouth, not in the least deterred by my lack of conversation. Smiling, I cocked my head in a bemused look of incomprehension and was surprised to hear myself stutter some short staccato sounds, which merely seemed to encourage her all the more. I could only guess at what she was saying – probably something about the weather (the weather in Japan, as in England, is always a handy topical standby and features prominently at the outset of conversation) and maybe something about having a nice cup of tea?


Tea sounded like a good idea so I cast my sights upon her pots and took a telepathic and gesticulative approach. A delicate handle-less cup of steaming green tea was borne aloft towards me.


Feeling rather encouraged at having got this far without either speaking a word of the maid’s native tongue or resorting to an inane ‘There is many a slip ‘twixt the cup and the lip’ phrasebook-type phrase, I produced my map of Japan (picked up for free in the airport) and proceeded to ‘tell’ her, by way of a smattering of haphazard utterances and rudimentary sketches of bicycles, that I was planning to cycle around her country.


This statement produced an impressive sucking in of breath between the teeth before being released with a long, throaty ‘Ahhhhhh – so – desu-ka?’ – Is that so? – an unfailingly popular response which I was to hear (as well as emulate) in every conversation, wherever I was in Japan.


By now we had quite a little rapport going. By means of depiction, I pencilled a couple of stick-people together with their attendant stick-offspring and, along with an abundance of map-plottings, I gathered that she had been brought up in Tohoku, the northern-most area of Honshu (Japan’s main island), and that her father was a fisherman.


I was in the midst of illustrating what sort of family I had when we were interrupted in our sketchy communication by a fleeting beak-type tap at the door. It swung open and in stepped my bed. A tiny, frail old woman, with legs as fragile as chopsticks, shuffled in, almost hidden from view by a mountain of futon, over twice her size, that clung like a shell to her back. Somehow, despite being dressed in a bed, she still managed to execute a touching little bow before deftly shedding her protective cocoon on to the floor and metamorphosing into a maid.


Swiftly, my bed took shape upon the tatami and before I had a chance to fumble through the misleading leaves of my phrasebook for ‘thank you’ (wishful thinking) the maids had disappeared in a rustle of silk kimono and a ripple of bowing.


Alone once more, I proceeded to explore my room. The futon, being a newcomer, needed some careful investigating. So, sinking to my knees, I endeavoured to find out just exactly what my bed comprised.


The futon was in fact two narrow mattresses unfurled on top of each other, the upper one covered in a sheet. This I smelt, as I am wont to do when faced with an alien sheet, and, although smelling clean, it evoked a hidden trace of incense.


The next layer took me slightly by surprise. Spread directly above the sheet was a thick, woolly ochre blanket. Above this lay a covered quilt (which happily passed the smell test) the upper side of which had a large, cut-out square linked in a nylon mosquito-netting-like mesh. The misfit was definitely the blanket. What was it doing suspended between the sheet and the quilt? Had the maids overlooked a secondary sheet? I doubted it, as I guessed they had made a futon or two in their time and knew what was what.


On examining the blanket, I was a little disconcerted to discover that it passed neither the smell nor the bodily hair test. Had the unusual assemblage of this bedding been a one-off occurrence I would have let the matter rest, but the same bed-building format followed me throughout my time in Japan.


Baffled by this blanket-covering-skin method of slumber, I tried on numerous occasions to enquire delicately of some families I stayed with, in faltering Japanese, why their flesh favoured the feel of a blanket as opposed to a sheet. Lacking not only understanding but also the intricate innuendos of the Japanese language, I failed to unravel my blanketed conundrum until I received a letter from Mariko Inoue, a good friend from Kyoto, who shed not only the light, but the sheet:


Japanese houses do not have heaters in night in winter time. So, the way is much warmer (I have found British body temprature [sic] is warmer than Japanese. (at least than me). We traditional never sleep with naked bodies or near naked, always with nemaki (nightwear Pajama) [sic] or yukata [an unlined, broad-sleeved cotton gown, worn after taking a bath or during the summer months]. That’s true putting a blancket [sic] on top is not being hygienic. Yes. So, blanckets should be clean. But … bacicaly [sic], we do not mind about that kind of hygienic so much.




The makura (pillow) was another oddity. In fact when I first felt it I mistook it for a sack of potatoes – it was that heavy. Thinking that the maid had perhaps mistakenly picked up the ‘proper’ pillow, I almost took the ‘sack of potatoes’ to the kitchen lest the cook was on the point of boiling up a pot of pillows. Further investigation proved that it was filled not with potatoes, but with a curious mixture of buckwheat and rice husks. I tried it out and was not impressed. It felt like my neck was supported by a large, cold lump of concrete, more apt for sinking a ship than for sinking a head into. Only later did I learn why Japanese favour propping their slumbering heads on sacks stuffed with rice husks – keeps them cool, or so I’m told.


Having studied the idiosyncracies of Japanese bedding to exhaustion, I felt that my next best move was to sink into it to replenish the sleep that had escaped me over the past two days. But no sooner had I cast aside my husky head support and stretched out futon-flat than I was hit by a second wind, bounced back up and breezed out the door to explore.


The sky was cloudless but the street was full of waves of bobbing umbrellas, all chasing the shadows. Beneath this wild array of colourful mushroom heads were mostly women, all darting and scurrying with weighty bags of shopping from one side of the street to another.


Come rain or shine, umbrellas get a lot of airplay in Japan. Down come the drops and up goes the brolly: out pops the sun and up shoots your shade. Even when there isn’t really any weather – grey days that just loll around doing nothing in particular apart from riling people’s nerves – giddying swirls of umbrellas spore like fungi, burgeoning from the heads of crowds like a profusion of protective antennae.


I strolled the streets, floating along with the sort of illusory neither-here-nor-there feeling that assails the senses when dropped suddenly into an exuberant and outlandish world. The streets, narrow and winding, a colourful confusion of pedestrians, cyclists, mopeds and hand-pushed carts piled high with mountains of carpets or cardboard or rice sacks or fridges, were pressed to the edges by tidal waves of spanking shiny cars. There were no pavements as there was no room – just an ankle-twisting channel of concrete slabs that bridged the river of untreated drainage at the sides of the road. In some places they were missing altogether and I would hop the gap, thinking: lucky I saw that. Too bad if I broke my leg, swallowed by a drain on Day One.


Limbs intact, I followed the flow and passed on by a curious assortment of small stores and sights: ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diemonds’ [sic] (a type of cut-glass jewellery gift shop), a tiny tucked-away hole-in-the-wall shrine, swaying red-paper lanterns, noodle bars, rice cracker and seaweed stalls rubbing shoulders with the head-damaging din of pink-spotted mechanized yapping toy-dogs performing somersaults in front of a Japanese pop-song-pounding pachinko (pinball) parlour. Next door was a shoe shop crowded with slippers, then an open-fronted tatami workshop with an old man in long, baggy underwear asleep on the floor, and a sushi-bar with a woman in wellingtons skinning alive piles of slithering eels.


I stepped into a small family-run foodstore with a cement floor and creaking wooden shelves full of tins and bottles and packages labelled in dizzy colours and indecipherable script. Nothing looked or even smelt remotely familiar. I poked and prodded a bag of something that resembled dead jellyfish and was a bit alarmed when it moved. Bottles of vivid pink drink looked more like something to clean out the toilet than actually consume. I picked up a cellophane tube that would have passed for a brightly coloured sweet-sticky stick of Brighton rock had it not flopped in my hands like putty and reeked of fish.


I was fascinated. Everything looked so wonderfully weird – more the sort of thing you would expect to find in the experimental section of a science laboratory than a foodstore. At least things in the cooler looked a little more familiar. Tucked beside trays of tremulous milky-white bean curd was a token offering of fruit and vegetables. The only problem was that they looked as if they hadn’t seen a glint of sun or a speck of soil in all their developing lives. Too good to be true. Too perfect to be edible. The carrots too suspiciously orange, too carrot-shaped for their own good. The apples as round and red as cricket balls, only bigger and shinier – an unblemished tribute, I feared, to the agrichemical industry as much as tender, loving care. To add to their look of artificiality, they were packaged to extremes. Each pack contained two ruby-red apples sitting regally on a throne of meshed polystyrene and copiously cocooned from the hazards of the outside world by being swathed in princely seals of plastic. After a moment of prolonged mental currency conversion to ensure I hadn’t been over-enthusiastic with my application of zeros, I discovered that the shocking price for the honour of eating this supercilious, pampered pair of apples was hard to swallow – bid farewell to a fiver and the fruit would be mine. Hunger struck me as a more acceptable option.


The fruit and vegetables in Japanese supermarkets, all so unblemished and so perfect in colour, shape and form, can, in an oversimplified way, exemplify how Japan is found more often to value the exterior over the interior. That rosy red apple, so big, so seductive, so flawless, is nothing more than glossy appeal – an almost waxen parody of nature that deludes the anticipatory taste buds: a fruit that appears more the product of the lab than of the tree.


So too can the importance of the exterior seem to pervade Japanese society, which places so much emphasis on harmonious relations that this ‘harmony’ can result in an apparent discrepancy between what Japanese say and what they think. Japanese language, both bodily and verbal, has developed in such a way as to allow incredibly vague forms of expression. The concept is that by not making direct statements, the speaker has a better chance of not offending anyone. For Japanese people the priority is to maintain external appearances while suppressing internal differences. This can be seen continuously in the conflict between tatemae (the mask of the public face, the situational voice that forms the facade behind which one conceals and protects oneself) and honne (the true intention, the private face, the inner and honest voice). The exterior sheen of the apple may please the eye, but it’s the bite of the interior that counts.


Stepping back outside I was washed along again by the oscillating wave of flurrying umbrellas. I resurfaced some distance down the road at the foot of a grand flight of stone steps that led to Naritasan Shinshoji (‘Newly Won Victory’) Temple – the main temple of the Shingon-shu Chisan-ha sect of esoteric Buddhism. Although Naritasan was founded some 1,000 years ago, the main hall, with its sweeping trilby-like layers of traditional Japanese roofs, is a fresh 1968 reconstruction.


I meandered along with the milling crowds, momentarily pausing beside a small troop of elderly Japanese tourists as they encircled a large burning cauldron type of urn. Clutching the ubiquitous umbrella in one hand, they reverentially waved hallowed clouds of incense over themselves with the other. Different groups had congregated at the top of the steps of the main hall; with wishful prayers for good fortune, they were tossing one and ten yen coins into a large wooden-grilled chest with such enthusiastic gaiety that their actions could have been interpreted as competitively lassoing a prize at the fair.


From some gilded and mystical corner of the temple stirred the deep reverberations of a muffled gong. Moments later, surfacing from a panchromatic processional sea of brolly-shaded heads, there emerged, in blood-red splendour, the ‘Mother of all Umbrellas’. Resembling an inverted bowl, the parasol, big enough to shade a whole garden party, slowly skimmed, like a UFO, surveying the lesser mortals in high and haughty style. Hovering, then slowly advancing, it cut a dead straight swathe through the crowds, parting them as effectively as did Moses the Red Sea’s biblical waves.


In the blood-red shadow was a shiny-domed and bespectacled priest in purple and golden robes, clopping along on clogs that looked like boats. Two steps behind him a fine-featured minion, topped with a full head of thick black hair, bore aloft the munificent umbrella that glowed like a rosette of rising sun. As the priest passed, the multitudes dropped from the waist like wilting flowers, in a show of obeisance.


Following in his wake clip-clopped an impressive entourage of clogged and hair-cropped acolytes, all dressed in robes of brilliant colour. Keeping scrupulously to a colour-coordinated crocodile-line they glided across the expanse of Naritasan’s grey-gravelled courtyard, splashing it in their swaying cloaks of electrifying hues with a vividness that belied the monastic air of solemn simplicity. Down the sweeping flights of steps they floated, moving in perfect crescent-moon formation, before vanishing with a whisper of silk into the cool, dark recesses of the lower temple.


I spent hours happily pottering among Naritasan’s many temples and pagodas. For a while I sat in the shade watching a few pilgrims transcend the bustle of the eddying crowds by shuffling their way, slightly bowed, in a state of meditation, a hundred times around the hondo (main temple). They moved like phlegmatic somnambulists, with an odd unconscious deliberation and purposefulness, and a strange entranced expression ingrained on each face. Round and round they went, deep in prayer and chant, while keeping careful tally on specially prepared and numbered strings.


Slipping back into the sun, I ambled past stone lions and lanterns and a medley of small figurines that sprouted from the earth among a high bank of severely cropped shrubbery. The pathways behind the temple led into the slightly undulating land of Naritasan Koen, a wonderfully wooded and flowering park entwined with a cornucopia of flowering-cherry, plum, apricot and maple trees. I walked past budding azalea bushes, waterfalls and fountains, and flowerbeds meticulously tended by sinewy workmen in baggy jodhpur-style trousers and curious split-toed canvas boots. At first these boots baffled me, much as the split-toed socks baffled early European visitors to Japan. Once the Westerners had become accustomed to the peculiar practicalities of flip-flops (something I now never leave home without), it wasn’t all that hard for them to get used to mitten-shaped socks, each housing the big toe in its own little nook while allowing the other four to bivouac down together. Rumour has it that these pasty-skinned and furry-faced visitors, who arrived in monstrous ships, assumed from the local socks that the Japanese only had two toes. On the other hand (or foot) the Japanese, assessing the visitors’ toe-less socks, thought that Europeans had none. That, in essence, is the enchanting legacy of Japan: mystery and misunderstanding.


I emerged from the woods beside a large, peaceful pond on which a couple of stately white swans were patrolling its green glassy surface. I wondered why it was so quiet: why everyone seemed to stay up at the temple. After all, it was Sunday, the busiest of all busy days in Japan. Surely the gardens should be packed with people? A few secluded groups were picnicking on rocks beside the water’s edge, eating from their bento (lunchboxes), which displayed an aesthetic selection of multi-coloured food, cordoned off from alternating taste and textures by delicate wood partitions.


A small cluster of black-maned and lithe young mothers with porcelain faces and cherry-blossom lips sat in a perfect row on a bench, knees neatly together and hands delicately folded upon laps, watching their toddling offspring who played and romped in exquisitely mannered and muted form – no shrieks, no shouts, no fights, no tears, just an angelic synthesis of cherubic smiles. The mothers softly twittered and tittered in chattering bird-like tones, occasionally sweeping back tufts of wind-displaced locks or adjusting various items of figure-hugging apparel, pruning their plumage.


As a wave of weariness washed over me in the form of jaded jetlag, I decided a nice sit-down was in order. I spotted a pagoda-roofed open-sided shelter hovering above the water on the opposite side of the pond, trailing an arm of wooden walkway to the bank. As it looked peaceful and people-free I sauntered to the end, removed my shoes and trailed my legs over the edge, my feet dangling a foot or two from the water.


Submerged in a dreamy state I watched the swans sliding effortlessly across the barely ruffled surface, their long elegant necks extended and pivoting like periscopes. Mesmerized by their tranquil toing and froing I nodded off, retreating into the addling vagaries of the mind. Moments later, as I stirred back into consciousness, I found an old man in bare feet and worn baggy breeches, rolled up above his knees, sitting beside me. Wrapped in a rope-like roll around his head was a lime-green towel which cordoned off his glistening copper-coloured dome from the rest of his face. An intricate weave of grooves and furrows laced together the walnut-wrinkled skin of his bony physiognomy, and yet, despite his obvious age, his demeanour conveyed an almost youthful fervour. He was reading a Japanese newspaper which looked as if it had already been read a few times over; its pages were crumpled, food-stained and torn.


All of a sudden he looked up, looked at me and smiled. I smiled, albeit a little tremulously, because I was sure he was on the point of saying something of which I would understand nothing. His mouth opened and I braced myself for an onslaught of meaningless sounds. But then, just as suddenly, he turned away and embarked upon an enthusiastic and prolonged hawking session that culminated with a hefty projectile of phlegm sent scudding across the pond. Adenoids cleared, he again turned to me with a smile. Again I reciprocated. Then he started. Speech flew forth with an impressive rapidity; a speech gutturally drawn, the words flinging and mingling from all directions. Some slid from the tongue with an almost mellifluous air, others lay in wait sheltering behind a wall of front incisors or lurked in shady cavities before launching a surprise attack, while the rest ricocheted from the roof of the mouth, firing with uncanny velocity.


Although the actual words may have been wasted on me, the exhilarating form in which they were delivered was not. It was the most bizarre and exciting language I had ever heard; a language punctuated with a wonderfully disconsonant mix of Italian, birdsong and hedge-strimmer.


Despite my inability to understand a single word of what he said, the old man was not in the least discouraged from his chatty discourse. Somehow or other, by offering him a liberal supply of encouraging smiles and grunts and ‘ahh sooors’ we were able to engage in a hearty spot of convivial ‘conversation’. He unfurled his newspaper while I whipped out my map (always a handy standby as a topical back-up) and together we compared notes on geographical plottings and newspaper weather charts – the weather charts being the only part of the paper I had any chance of understanding. At one point the old man became so animated that he slapped me on the back in jovial style – and this from the supposedly ‘reserved’ Japanese. It was baffling stuff.


When it comes to conveying comprehension in a language that one neither speaks nor understands, there is only a certain amount of appropriate sounds that one can muster. After twenty minutes of this conversational carry-on my supply of eager grunts and ‘ahh sooors’ was turning decidedly lacklustre and my attention flickered back to the still, reflecting surface of the water beneath my feet. As I searched for an appropriately polite way in which to conclude our cheery tête-à-tête, I was saved by a boy with clouds on his head shimmering upside-down in the pond.


‘America?’ he said.


I turned from the reflection to the real thing and looked up into a smooth, young, inquisitive face.


‘America?’ I repeated, thinking in a vague way that perhaps he was lost – looking for the ‘new world’. Then, waking up, it dawned on me. ‘No, not America,’ I said, ‘England. I’m English.’


‘Ah so, desu-ka?’ he said. ‘Is that so? San Flancisco?’


‘San Francisco?’ I repeated, a trifle confused.


‘Ahhh, you are San Flancisco.’


‘Er … well, no I’m not. I’m from England. The UK. You know, bread and butter, Big Ben, fish an’ chips?’


‘UK?’ Pause. ‘Ahhh, UK is nearing LA city!’ he chirped triumphantly, making it sound as if the UK was perhaps a suburb of Los Angeles.


‘No, no,’ I said, feeling as if I was sinking into sticky water, ‘you’ve gone too far. You’re on the wrong side of the world. Come on over a bit. England, you know, that damp place beneath Scotland. Europe. It’s about half-way between here and America – that’s if you start in China,’ I said, beginning by now to confuse myself. I smiled, hoping he wasn’t feeling embarrassed: after all, he was the bold one, dabbling in a foreign tongue. ‘Are you with me?’ I piped hopefully. ‘Do you understand?’


An expression of total incomprehension spread across his face, and I thought what a lucky thing it was that I hadn’t come to Japan to teach English. Then, as if he had been building up to save the best offering for last, he delivered his grand finale with an almost robotic confidence.


‘Harrow! My name is Toshiharu Sasaki, I am junior high school student. Bye bye.’


The old man, still sitting beside me, appeared almost as lost as I felt, so, seizing the opportunity to make my departure, I bade good day before retreating into the woods.


I walked past a fountain and up some steps to the 200-foot-high Great Pagoda – an impressive green-roofed, red-beamed and gold-rimmed architectural representation of the view of the universe according to the mystiques of Shingon Buddhism. Propped up against a vermilion balustrade, I just had time to catch my breath before I was once again set upon by a Japanese male. This time, however, compared with the hit-and-miss conversational formulae of my past two encounters, all proved plain sailing.


Takuji Yamakawa, an engineer maintenance man for JAL, had lived for a while near Seattle working on aircraft and, as a result, spoke good English.


‘America. Very fine country. Very free. Maybe sometime much danger, but I make very many good friend. But …’ he laughed, patting his washboard-flat stomach, ‘bad country I think for easy make fat!’


I presumed Takuji was referring not to himself but to the average rotundness of America’s inhabitants. Fat was definitely something that Takuji carried in short supply.


‘Naritasan. Very beautiful temple. I think here very special place. You enjoy I hope?’


‘I’m enjoying it very much,’ I said. ‘It’s a wonderfully curious place – just a bit too many people around the main temple.’


‘Ahhh, that is so,’ said Takuji, and he told me that Naritasan attracts up to 20 million visitors a year, including two to three million (or about ten times the population of Iceland) during the New Year festival alone.


‘Do you come here often?’ I asked, adopting that well-worn phrase which made me feel as if I was struggling for topical chat-up down at the local disco. I wondered if perhaps Takuji made an annual pilgrimage.


‘Always all Sundays I come,’ he said, taking me by surprise. ‘Sunday my only vacation day.’


‘So Sunday is your weekend,’ I said, feeling guilty already as to how much time I had given myself for cycling around Japan. ‘You are a hard-working man, Takuji. How much official holiday do you have a year?’


‘Ettorrr …,’ he ettoed, emitting the Japanese equivalent for umm and errr, ‘I have ten-day vacation in one year, sorrr … I come to Naritasan each vacation day. But sometime I not always have ten-day vacation because my duty to work in airport. But Naritasan very peaceful place for me. I like very much.’


‘The gardens are beautiful,’ I said, ‘a world away from the airport down the road. I’ve never seen such explosively colourful cherry-blossom before.’


‘Ahhh yes. Cherry-blossom season very special time for Japanese people. Everyone make very happy moment.’


Then, with a hint of diffidence, Takuji lowered his head and said, ‘Please. Excuse me. I am hobby photographer. Maybe you like to look my many picture. I am seeing also you have very speciality camera.’


Takuji had spotted my Canon peeking from my bag.


‘I’ve had it for seventeen years,’ I told him, ‘dropped it a hundred times and it still works. Made in Japan – none of that English rubbish! But yes, I’d love to see your pictures.’


With that, Takuji enthusiastically extracted from his shoulder bag a photograph album.


‘Please, this my big pleasure for you to look,’ he said, before bowing and offering it to me in both hands.


By now we had walked down from the pagoda, ambled along a path lined with cherry trees and stopped in a small, sunlit dappled glade overlooking another pond. I gazed out over the water feeling a bit baffled as to why I felt so completely at ease with a strange man in a strange wood who for all I knew could be about to give me a private viewing of some kinky snaps. Judging from past, none-too-favourable encounters with lone men I should by now be smelling a rat. Were this America I might well be tasting death. Instead I felt just fine, not in the least bit worried. Intuition told me Takuji was a good onion.


I looked down and turned my attention to the album that I held in my hands. Printed in English on the hard, glossy cover amidst a smattering of offbeat punctuation were the words:




STYLISH: ALBUM OF CHERISHING MEMORIES ALL
 OLD TIMES ARE GOOD TIME


It seems as if so much time has passed
since we first met,
quite, by accident, on that cold rainy,
day; and yet, at times, it
seems, as if it were only yesterday.
Time deceives us.


It was the sort of rather mawkish ode you would expect to find inscribed in italic hand on a flowery, fluted ornamental plate displayed on the mantelpiece at Auntie Dorothy’s. Definitely not something to appear out of the blue in some woods in Japan.


Opening the cover, I found the entire album to be full of pictures taken in the park in which I was now standing. Although every turn of the page revealed a different location, each double page had four photographs of the same spot – only taken at different times of the year.


‘Japan very special four season,’ said Takuji, as he pointed to a sequence of four pictures of the same scene caught at dramatically different times of the year. Spring was displayed as a rampant show of vivid pink cherry-blossom showering from the trees; summer a diffused, vibrant thicket of foliage in hues of a thousand greens; autumn ablaze and awash in a fiery riot of rusts and reds and golds; while in winter everything was seized by a white stillness, starkly silent, solid in frost. Sometimes Takuji appeared, framed by the differing seasons, always standing as straight as a sentinel, face set firmly impassive.


‘Please. I take your picture for hobby collection?’ he asked.


‘Oh, all right,’ I said in slight surprise, ‘but it’s a bit boring with just me. Let’s take one of both of us. Do you have a tripod?’


‘Today I am not tripoding,’ said Takuji.


‘That’s okay, I’ve got a mini pod which should work,’ I said, and screwed it into the base of his camera. A location was cleared, buttons were set and seconds sent counting.


‘Okey-dokey,’ called Takuji, using such an unexpected expression it made me laugh. ‘Chiizu!’


Takuji scampered back excitedly towards me, tripped on a root, laughed, picked himself up and spun round to face the lens. With two seconds to go I nudged him and laughed. Click! Seasonal Takuji caught on film – grinning.


‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘that was very happy time.’



CHAPTER 3


Waiting for the Catfish


Monday morning. Day Two. Feeling fraught, with a train to catch to take me to an appointment in the centre of Tokyo with Nagai-san – a friend of Roger’s and Maggie’s, who said he would like to meet me, hear my plans, take me to lunch. On the phone he told me not to worry about trying to find his office: he would meet me off the train in Tokyo Central subway station. Fine – only trouble was I had to get the right ticket for the right train to take me in the right direction. And still not a word of Japanese to my credit.


What’s more, how was I going to find Nagai-san who, standing at average height in a country of averages, would be wearing the average blue suit and average polished black shoes of the average salaryman? A rendezvous under the clock at Waterloo I’m sure I could have managed (if I didn’t get lost), but in Tokyo Nagai-san would be one of a million suits blended in a blue-black haze submerged in one of the world’s busiest railway stations.


‘Nagai-san,’ I said, a bit perturbed, ‘how do I find you?’


‘Ahh, I find you!’ he exclaimed. ‘Just step off train and stay, please. Don’t move. I find you!’


Fortunately, thanks to a machine, I managed to buy my ticket without opening my mouth. All I had to do was decipher some charts and timetables and destination boards, poke a few buttons and fumblingly feed in a handful of edible yen. This I did. Money was voraciously consumed, swiftly digested. Out spat a ticket.


The ticket made me happy. Not so much because I had managed to fathom out the alien machine and get what I wanted (though that was nice) but because the ticket was so pleasingly ticket-like. It was as tickets should be – a short stub of card, two inches by one inch, small, compact, simple. The sort of thing British Rail used to have before it started to issue annoyingly wishy-washy, flappy bits of paper. The sort of thing you might find marking the page of an old dusty tome in the attic: a hard card 1940s Great Western train ticket from Paddington to Weston-super-Mare. That’s the sort of thing. Nice to hold, neat to store. Sturdy. Long-living. Able to survive a wash or two, forgotten in the pocket of your jeans. The sort of thing that (so I read recently) a Swedish doctor found lodged for over fifty years in the ear of a half-deaf man who, as a schoolboy during the war, had wedged a bus ticket into his ear – a move that caused him a loss of hearing, until the doctor restored it by simply removing the remnants of the offending article. That’s the ticket.


But although my buff-coloured ticket may have looked good and felt good, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. The price was bold and obvious but the rest had me guessing. The boxed kanji characters that resembled headless stick-people with interesting stomachs, I interpreted as Tokyo. The rest of the kanji was printed in minute script and escaped me; looked nice, but meant nothing.


The date caused most perplexity. Vertically printed along the left-hand side of the ticket I found, by way of reading in reverse, the day, the month, but no year – at least not a year with which I was familiar, as it was represented not by the ‘94’ I was seeking, but by a mere ‘6’. Funny, I thought, how can this be? A calendrical conundrum – battling with stupefied brain cells to determine a feasible solution. ‘6.5.23.’ My initial interpretations were reached by way of the familiar Gregorian calendar: 6th May 1923. 1923? I know that some may describe travelling to foreign parts less developed than those to which they are accustomed as ‘travelling back into another age’, ‘entering a medieval world’, ‘still living in the last century’ and so on, but standing puzzled beneath computerized screens at Narita station in the land of bullet trains, microchips and neon, I felt it a touch far-fetched to imagine I had boarded a time-capsule back to the ‘twenties.


‘6.5.23.’ I stared at it, deeply perplexed as grey matter creaked and groaned under the strain. Three sets of numbers. The month in the middle was May. That much I was certain. May could stay. The day, I fathomed, was obviously the twenty-third: it may have been in the wrong place for me, but was fine for the right-to-left reading Japanese. And at least it was there. I leapfrogged back over May to 6. Why six? 1906? Somehow, this seemed unlikely. Maybe, I pondered, the Japanese calendar operated by counting down from the year 2000. Hence ‘6.5.23’ should be read as the twenty-third day of the fifth month of the sixth year from 2000: 1994. This tallied, swung, but didn’t sway.


Only later did I discover the calendrical light. Since being re-established under legislation in 1978 many things in Japan adopt the traditional gengo system of numbering years by Imperial era rather than Gregorian calendar. Thus that brain-taxing ‘6’ embedded enigmatically upon my aesthetically pleasing train ticket represented the sixth year of the reign of Emperor Akihito. Easy really – when you know how.


The train came and I had a seat. This surprised me as I had always thought that there were too many people in Japan (126 million in a country not much larger than the British Isles) to be able to sit down. That said, the train was far from empty and by the next stop all seats were taken.


My entrance on to the train had proved a bit of a head-turner. Not because of anything I had particularly done, but because I was … well, different. A gaijin, an outsider, a big-nosed foreigner who used baths in which to wash rather than soak. No one stared outright, but just snatched furtive glances. All very polite, nothing nasty. Curious. That was all.


The train filled with salarymen, schoolchildren, women off to work, and, although it was hot, they all smelt nice. No odorous tropical pit wafted on the air-conditioned breeze. An agreeably pure and pleasant aroma pervaded the air. Me? I wasn’t so sure and kept arms tucked tight to sides, worried lest a scent of gaijin’s slippery-pit should sully the fragrant air.


I stole glances at the schoolchildren when they weren’t stealing them at me. All were uniformed. The girls wore navy-blue sailor suits, sensible ‘matronly’ black shoes and spotless white socks hoisted to the knee. But whereas the girls’ clothing flared and flowed, the boys were tightly brass-buttoned up to the neck in black, scratchy-looking Prussian-style military tunics: hot and uncomfortable – an educational straitjacket. Many boys were plugged into their high-volumed tch-tch-tch-tch-sounding Walkmans – a sight and sound that presented a strange antithesis to the severity of their clothing: the harsh tunics conveying a shell of traditional compliance; the Walkman an almost rebellious symbol of escapism.


The choice of reading material for most salarymen took me by surprise. Comics. No flimsy little lightweights these, but weighty doorstops as thick as telephone directories. Manga (Japanese comic books) cover every conceivable subject: history, romance, eroticism, mah-jongg, hobbies, sport, sci-fi, war, gourmet cookery, sex, survival, sadism. There are even ‘information manga’ that spin spicy yarns of nail-biting drama out of such unlikely material as ‘Trade Friction’ and ‘The Budget Deficit’.


But the suited salaryman was certainly reading no benign governmental policy or gastronomic manual. Blood spilled from the pages in scenes of savage sex: a man performing sordid acts on the half-mangled body of a car-crash victim. It appeared the perpetrator didn’t bother at first to drop or even undo his trousers, using the barrel of a pistol to do nature’s job just as well.


Interestingly, I noticed that the woman depicted, or what was left of her, was a long-limbed, pneumatic-chested blonde (all foreign women are fair-haired and lily-skinned in this fantasy world) – a Western woman gun-barrelled then sadistically slashed apart by the legendary and fearsome Japanese sword. Lovely stuff, I thought. What a promising introduction to Japan! And I felt myself instinctively shuffle a buttock a tad closer to the window, a tad further from the sword. There was nothing sheepish at all in the way the salaryman devoured his comic-strip (tease) pages of brutal porn – no shifty sideways glances or culpable looks of top-shelf skulking. Far from it. The subject of his lurid fantasy comic was overtly displayed on his knees for all those within close proximity to peruse with ease.


Manga is mega business. A young manga artist later told me that almost a thousand different titles are published every week and that the annual production is equivalent to fifteen magazines for every man, woman and child. That’s a lot of comic: an almost insuperable amount to digest. It’s a lot of trees, too – and they are not Japanese trees either.


Manga appear to be omnipresent. Streets, shops, stations, homes, hotels and bars are piled to phenomenal heights with teetering towers of these fat, gaudily-covered comics. They are avidly consumed not just by commuting salarymen and brass-buttoned schoolboys (although from their prominent fixation I would guess they are the main contenders), but by Japanese of all ages and all walks of life. At the beginning of the manga boom, back in the early ‘sixties, the average reader was under fifteen years old. But those youngsters never put them down, never outgrew them, so that their generation and the ones that followed consider them to be a wholly acceptable (and almost essential) accessory to life.


The sight, at first, is astounding. Take the train. Whereas in Britain carriages of mute commuters shrink behind their wide walls of ‘serious’ broadsheet, the Japanese equivalents are openly engrossed in thick wodges of comics. No surveying of the latest share prices for them, thank you: a good bit of S&M, a tasty rape and a head blown off with proper panache are the order of the day. Company directors can be seen poring over gekiga (‘strong’ comics) wearing the same deadpan expression as when scrutinizing their business’s balance sheets or making multi-million yen business deals that can affect the livelihood of people all over the world.


Some say this phenomenon is best explained in psychological terms – the subconscious desire of the overworked, overstressed, conforming Japanese adults to regress to their pre-school years when life was free from the strains and palpable angst of duty and obligation.


Suddenly the air-conditioning got up my nose, tickled the inner bridge, prickled my shoots and, lo, I sneezed. Once. Quietly. Nothing too major, nothing too violent, but enough to make me rummage in a pocket for a tissue. But rummage was as far as I got before I froze. Hadn’t I read somewhere that to blow, or even wipe, one’s nose in public is the height of bad manners? I looked at those around me: the strap-swaying schoolchildren, the manga-reading salarymen, the neat-kneed women – were any of them blowing their nose? No one. Anyone dabbing their nose? Ditto.


I sniffed. I looked again. This time I was cheered to notice a few handkerchiefs either in hand or in pocket. There was hope for a nose-blow yet. I sniffed again – inwardly reproving myself for sniffing: such an unpleasant pastime, but still I didn’t yet dare blow.


Avidly, I watched those hankies to determine their purpose in life. Were they for blowing, were they for dabbing, were they for clasping or were they simply for show?


A young woman with sealed eyes and ram-rod back was perched on a seat across the aisle reclaiming some sleep. Above the waist her wafery frame was swathed in a pearly-white translucent camisole, while that below was bound in a tight little number from Yves Saint Laurent. With fingers like thread she steadied a Gucci handbag that sat clasped to attention upon her skirted lap. Well dressed. Well heeled. This woman, with a face as serene as alabaster, would not have warranted quite such detailed scrutiny had it not been for something upon her person that shrieked, ‘Anachronism!’ Lying neatly folded in the dip of her thighs and partially smothered by the gold-chained fashion accessory bag was a handkerchief. Okay, so I know a handkerchief is no great shakes, but this was no ordinary handkerchief to pass unobserved upon the savoir vivre fabrics of Monsieur Yves Saint Laurent. For, embossed upon this fancy pink-frilled hankie was none other than – Snoopy. Snoopy! Snoopy and Gucci and the chic-covered thighs of a woman in vogue. A pooch and panache lying side by side. Strange.


But it became less strange as the strangeness of Japan enveloped me with a vague sense of familiarity. Women, I discovered, were often found to be clinging to their pre-pubescent years of cartoon characters and infantile fads. Women in their twenties still sported pigtails and school skirts and knee-length socks emblazoned with ‘Kitty-chan’ (‘Hello Kitty’) and shared their beds with families of freshly purchased teddy-bears. Snoopy offered a welcome relapse back to early mollycoddled memories of a time before they were committed to duty and deferential compliance.


I sniffed. And even though I had read that sniffing in the face of a cold is considered an admirable sign of self-restraint in Japan, I couldn’t go on sniffing: my attention span was beginning to home in only on my next sniff. Something had to be done.


By now I had sighted a number of handkerchiefs, but none were utilized for the unacceptable activity of nose-blowing. On several occasions my eyes followed the raising of a handkerchief facewards. Hopes would rise and then be dashed as the ‘chief in question would bypass the nose, elevating itself to the station of upper brow. Here, it would hover momentarily, still folded in four, before delicately undertaking its sole purpose as perspiratory bead-blotter. Gently, bobbing along the brow, it would blot away beads of barely perceptible perspiration before returning to roost in a pocket, lap or hand. Clearly, a Japanese handkerchief was for blotting, not blowing.


This realization (sniff) struck me like a blow. Sustaining prolonged sniffing is hard work and I found myself weakening under the strain. Concentration wavered. All signs of sniffing self-restraint were crumbling fast. Yes, something had to be done. I desperately needed a blow but equally I was desperate not to fall foul in the eyes of the Japanese – and heaven knows, there were enough of those eyes around. A compromise had to be sought. Obviously, in order to avoid an aura of pervasive uneasiness it was imperative that I somehow disappear from view. Feeling that time wasn’t on my side, I hastily devised a method whereby I could conceal myself (in a carriage full of faces) and be relinquished from the debilitating pursuit of sniffing. As I was wearing two T-shirts (the outer big and baggy, the inner sleeveless and light) and as it was hot, I felt that the removal of a garment should cause no major stir. So, with a tissue secreted in a cupped palm, I withdrew like a tortoise into the amorphous confines of my shell, whereupon, in the process of hoisting it over my head, I paused just long enough to stifle all sources of sniffing. As simple as that. Still loitering within, I suddenly felt ludicrously triumphant. Like I’d conquered some sort of mission impossible. No offence had been given, no gaijin’s behaviour sullied. Rejoice! I felt I could now rise to the occasion – bare my face – a stronger person. But no sooner had I resurfaced from my shirt-screen than I was to catch the eye of a standing salaryman quite unselfconsciously blowing his nose in hearty fashion. It was a shocking sight – a deflating discovery and almost so awful as to send me scurrying back for cover into the safe interior of my shirt. However, that said, during eight months of wandering in Japan, he was the only Japanese I ever came across performing the incredibly distasteful act of nasal clearance.


To reach Tokyo I had to change trains at Chiba, the Japanese equivalent of Crewe. Although I had boarded what I supposed was the Chiba train in Narita, I was still far from certain it would stop. The reason for this gnawing doubt stemmed not only from a sense of displacement since landing in a land where all seemed strange and sounded stranger, but also because I was still reeling with surprise from an ‘incident’ on British Rail only three days earlier.


Woking, a scheduled stop, was where I had to change trains, but the one I was on sailed straight through the station. Just like that. As if in runaway mode. All passengers for Woking, who had been clambering into coats, retrieving personal possessions or poised by the door, gawped at each other with similar expression: ‘Hey!’ it said, ‘Wasn’t that our station?’


Apart from a few random ‘Well I’ll be buggered!’ sort of comments that were let fly, passengers were momentarily too stunned to say anything of much significance. Shortly, an almighty explosion of distortion heralded a faint and disembodied explanation that emanated from the roof. It was the train-driver – a relief in itself to learn there actually was one. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I have forgotten to stop. I don’t usually drive this service.’


Fortunately, Japanese train drivers are a little more reliable. Chiba came, the train stopped, the doors sprung open and I spilled on to the platform with the crowds. So far, so good. My next move was to find the train for Zushi which, I hoped, would deposit me at Tokyo Central before disappearing off round the inverted horseshoe of Tokyo Bay.


I found what I presumed to be the right platform, but presumption is one thing, certainty another. So, sensing there was too much to go wrong, I felt it judicious to check. Flicking through a language pamphlet picked up at the tourist booth in Narita station, I found the sentence I was looking for. ‘Sumimasen. Zushi yuki no ressha wa nanban homo kara demasu ka?’ (‘Excuse me. What platform does the train to Zushi leave from?’)


Not wanting to approach a Japanese and read my request in automated fashion from a booklet, I mentally practised the phrase in rapid succession until I felt it embedded fairly securely upon my tongue. Now for a victim upon whom to unleash it. With head swivelling in radar mode, my sights homed in on a middle-aged couple who looked fair game.


‘Sumimasen,’ I piped as best I could, ‘Zushi yuki no ressha wa nanban homo kara demasu ka?’


Silence. An expression of impassivity prevailed. Undeterred, I tried again. Again silence, only this time I detected a faint twitching of the lip. On the third attempt I opted to precis my enquiry and coax it along with a mild dose of gesticulation.


‘Zushi,’ I said, pointing to the platform beneath my feet, ‘Zushi train, please, what platform?’


Still nothing, so, feeling I had entered a territory of sticky water in which heading backwards would be significantly more tricky than heading forwards, I continued to garble semaphorically in a hit-and-miss form, more miss than hit, of abridged Japanese.


At last, something stirred.


‘Ahh so, Zushi!’ the man said, smiling, before breaking forth into a whirling labyrinth of language. Well and truly lost, I nodded and smiled and Zushi’ed some more while sinking ever deeper into the murky mires of communication confusion. Why did life have to be so complicated? Yes, this platform, or no, not this platform was all I was really looking for. But reality doesn’t come that easy, all gossamer gists of conversation having now long been lost to the wind. The grinning man’s rapid spiel was now enforced by the equally swift speech of his grinning wife, a combination that had me drowning in an overwhelming torrent of sounds. As I flailed around hopelessly, floating ever deeper into the depths of confusion, I flung a forlorn glance into the surrounding crowds.


Fortuitously, an English-speaking salaryman, recognizing a gaijin in distress when he saw one, said, ‘Excuse me. It is pleasing my pleasure I may perhaps help you?’


Gratefully, I explained my platform predicament.


‘Ah, just a moment please,’ said my saviour, before proceeding to extrapolate information from the still-grinning couple. A confabulation of nonsensical sounds ensued which culminated with my benevolent interloper bursting, rather disconcertingly, into laughter.


‘Ha! Ha! Excuse me please!’ he said, ‘but these gentleman and these gentlewoman say very funny your question!’


‘Funny?’ I said, surprised. ‘But I was only asking if this was the right platform for the Zushi train.’


‘Ha! Ha!’ laughed the salaryman again. ‘Yes, you see this persons say you ask for train to sushi’!


‘Uh, yes,’ I said, nonplussed, ‘that’s right. Sushi.’


‘But excuse me. I am believing you mean Zushi?’


‘Sushi? Yes,’ I reiterated, thinking: is this really happening? Is this just a cruel ploy to befuddle a muddled gaijin? ‘I want the train to Sushi.’


‘No sushi, but Zushi,’ he said again, smiling with infinite patience and obvious pleasure. ‘You want Zushi. Zushi.’


Hell’s teeth! I thought – how long can this go on? By this stage, believing anything was possible, it dawned on me that perhaps this much sought-after station was in fact called Zushi-Zushi rather than plain, old boring Zushi.


‘Yes,’ I proffered gingerly, ‘I want the Zushi-Zushi train.’


‘Sushi-sushi? No sushi – Zushi. Sushi is … you know? … sakana. How you say … fish?’


‘Fish!’ exclaimed I with furrowed brow. ‘Fish?’ What the … and then, with a delayed flash, the bright scales of light shone forth. Sushi. Fish. Of course! Blank expressions, see-sawing speech and prolonged confusion could all now be brought up for air in simple explanation. By way of a slight mispronunciation I had, in effect, asked for the Raw Fish and Pickled Rice train. Ah well, it was only Day Two after all – plenty of time for things to get worse.


Nagai-san, bless him, true to his word, found me. This was just as well because I would never have found him in a month of blue moons, never mind in a sea of black heads. In fact, how I actually made it from my brutally overcrowded fishy-bound Zushi train on to the even more people-packed platform of Tokyo Station was, in itself, an achievement. Wedged in by bodies on all sides and unable to move my arms, let alone my legs, it seemed I passed from overloaded train to overloaded platform by way of osmosis. Everywhere appeared to be one massive human coagulation, as if the entire population of ‘Greater Tokyo’ (all 20-odd million of them – 35 million if you include the other huge neighbouring cities sprawling over the Kanto Plain) had been shoved down the subway, bonded by superglue and moved as one. And this wasn’t even tsukin jigoku, or Commuter Hell (one of the many hells in Japan) where, during rush-hour, people are packed in so tight that one’s feet don’t even touch the floor. ‘If you find yourself travelling during rush-hour,’ a tsukin jigoku veteran warned me, ‘remember to keep your arms close to your sides so they don’t get broken.’ Later I learnt that injuries sometimes occur when passengers, jammed together, fall down like dominoes when the train stops.


One of the best examples of the extraordinary tolerance of the Japanese is to plunge into the subway during rush-hour in Tokyo to be pressed by a crowd of commuters so dense that breathing becomes a problem. Crushed underground on a platform packed with people is not for the claustrophobic and yet, despite the heat, the discomfort, and the density, no one shouts, moans, complains or turns nasty. Commuter Hell, however hellish, is a prime archetypal sample of indomitable Japanese tolerance. ‘Shikata ga nai,’ people say, using an oft-heard phrase – ‘What can you do? It cannot be helped, it has to be.’


When the train arrives and the doors fling open, the crowd surges forward and the infamous white-gloved oshi-ya (professional people-packers) set to work using force (usually with their backs) to propel and compress the silently suffering throngs into the already overflowing carriages. Happy with their fill, they then ease off the pressure and, with that contrasting quirk peculiar to the Japanese, turn to face the encapsulated hordes with a polite little bow.


The oshi-ya’s work is a thankless task, but I suppose their job satisfaction stems from an almost supernatural ability to jam in the seemingly unjammable without an assortment of limbs getting caught in the door or left on the platform. It seemed to me all a bit reminiscent of the fight to close an overloaded suitcase after cramming in another superfluous article of clothing – a blood-rising procedure that necessitates full body weight (including that of any willing passer-by) and a dogged determination to seal the sides and snap-shut the lid. Tokyo’s people-packers are dealing with bulging suitcases on a human scale – it’s just that those half-severed trousers that get caught in the closing could, for them, contain a human leg.


During winter the oshi-ya’s job is made even more strenuous by commuters wearing extra layers of clothing and so, to combat the effort of people-packing, JNR (Japanese National Railway) employs an additional task force of ‘pushers-in’. To be manually forced so tightly into a space that appears solely illusory is, I discovered, a highly disquieting experience, but testifies to the exquisite proficiency whereby the Japanese can make room where there is no room to make.


Although distinctly different as a people, I did at least share one thing in common with the Japanese: size, or lack of it. Having spent the majority of my life making conversation with the average person’s kneecaps, suddenly to be among a whole nation living within such close proximity to the ground as myself was immensely reassuring. After all, there is only a certain amount you can say to a pair of knobbly patellas before words struggle, peter out, fizzle and fade. Generally, face-to-face conversation tends to be both visually and mentally more rewarding.


Nagai-san, a charismatic, fully grown, fifty-something salaryman, was exactly as short as me and, as a result, I naturally loved him immediately. But vertically challenged novelty factors aside, I would still have loved him immediately; he was just that sort of person: ardent, welcoming, informative, humorous and inordinately helpful, as well as modest almost to the point of self-effacement.


Although his leg length may have been on a par with mine, trying to keep up with him as he scooted so adeptly through the deep, dense crowds of the subway and the streets was no mean feat. Whereas Nagai-san seemed to navigate a smooth and streamlined path into the giddying masses without either ruffling a hair, knocking an elbow or stepping on a toe, I continuously swayed and swerved and altered course, tacking my ungainly way into the tidal waves of oncoming foot-traffic with about as much finesse as a hippopotamus on heat. As I pitched and tripped and bucked in and out of his wake, Nagai-san displayed a fine paradigm of the apparently congenital manoeuvring skills which the Japanese possess when tackling a crowd: whereas a foreigner is all arms and legs, a Japanese cuts as cleanly and efficiently as a samurai’s sword.


The company for whom Nagai-san worked was situated on the ninth floor of a heavy, grey building that overlooked the gardens of the Imperial Palace. His own office was a claustrophobic and windowless box with scarcely room to swing a bonsai, never mind a cat, but the fact that he had an office at all wholly to himself was indeed a major privilege. Most of the rest of the floor on which Nagai-san worked was laid out open plan; everything happening, everyone watching, everyone doing everything else.


Nagai-san appeared touchingly concerned about me and insisted I send a fax immediately to my parents to let them know I’d arrived safely. I tried to assure him that as it was only Day Two they wouldn’t be too worried about me just yet (more like glad to have seen the back of me for a while). I would contact them sometime over the next few days, when I could report back a few more newsworthy topics such as what raw squid and seaweed soup tasted like, along with a current update of my innards. But listen he wouldn’t and he presented me with pen and office-headed notepaper, so I dutifully set forth and informed my parents of my inner workings anyway, even though I had not yet partaken of the pickled seaweedy culinary delights of Japan, and told them not to worry as there hadn’t been an earthquake since I’d landed – at least not one that I’d noticed. Satisfied with my scribblings, Nagai-san smiled heartily and fixed the fax before introducing me to his continually bowing secretary, Kyoko Shimizu, whose head bobbed up and down with such incessant speed as to make me feel seasick.


Nods aside, Kyoko and the director’s secretary, Kazua Yamazaki, were the pure embodiment of helpful concern. Before even meeting me they had bought me a wealth of books on Japan, utterly refusing any form of reimbursement, and paid my membership to the JYHA (Japanese Youth Hostel Association) even though, unbeknownst to them, I was already a member. Their English was fluent; their generosity was astounding. They were concerned for my safety, they said; they didn’t think cycling alone in Japan to be a good idea at all. Kazua said she thought it would be dangerous, very hard, very difficult and ‘may be many problems’. Kyoko nodded in full agreement. I was fairly prepared for hearing there’d be problems and difficulties but the fact that Kazua and Kyoko kept stressing the danger surprised me. After all, wasn’t Japan supposed to be one of the safest countries in the world? It’s a country that has such strict gun controls that it’s mainly only the fairly well-behaved yakuza (Japanese mafia) who are in possession of them. Despite Japan being the most technologically advanced country in the world, and despite its intense overcrowding, pollution, open pornography and materialism, it is still a country where they rob banks with cucumbers. Frankly, I was more concerned about traffic congestion, language barriers and the havoc that raw octopus might play on my vitals than I was about some undesirable giving me a karate kick in the spleen or knocking me over the head with a bike pump. But Kazua and Kyoku were insistent; there were many dangerous people, they said, especially further south, and perhaps it might be more advisable to travel by train. And where was I going to sleep?


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I’ve got my tent with me. I’m sure I can always find somewhere to camp.’


This idea caused grave expressions and much contention. Japan didn’t have campgrounds, they said.


‘Japanese people do not enjoy to live in tents,’ said Kazua.


Again I tried to reassure them that even if there were no campgrounds I was sure I could find a small space to put up my tent – a park or a beach or speck of wasteland, or just knock on the door of a farmer. The thought of me, a gaijin, knocking on the door of a stranger caused Kyoko and Kazua to break in to a nervous fit of twittering giggles, their mouths shielded behind cupped hands. This is not the Japanese way, they tried to tell me.


‘This could be very difficult – Japanese farmer will be having very much surprise.’


And how, they wanted to know, would I go about asking when I don’t even speak or understand Japanese, and when there are so many different dialects in Japan that even Japanese people from Tokyo cannot make themselves understood in, say, Kyushu? In fact, the more they thought about it, the more they contested the notion of me alone on a bike with nowhere to sleep – a concept which I saw was inducing considerable signs of distress.


So solicitous were they that I was beginning to feel decidedly apprehensive myself – not for my own welfare, but for theirs. In such a short space of time I had unintentionally foisted a burden upon them. Inwardly I willed the swift return of Nagai-san (who had disappeared to finish some business) to clear the air. The whole situation had turned faintly ludicrous; everyone in an unnecessary state of worry for reasons that were merely hypothetical.


Finally, a consensus was reached whereupon Kazua and Kyoku carefully wrote down their full names, home addresses, home numbers, work numbers and lengthy instructions in kanji (a script of Chinese ideograms so wondrous to watch that it had me momentarily mesmerized). The idea was that, when I knocked on the door of the farmer, I was to hand him this artistic piece of paper which apparently explained my predicament: I was an English girl, travelling by bicycle, looking for a place to camp, and if he would be so kind as to telephone (reversed charges) to one of the given numbers, a Japanese friend of said cyclist would explain the circumstances in more detail. Furthermore, it didn’t matter what time of day or night the telephone should ring.


I could hardly envisage myself mutely instructing a farmer to get on the 24-hour help-a-gaijin-hotline, pulling Kazua or Kyoko out of bed just in order to put me in one, but the fact that they were prepared to go to so much time and trouble and expense on my behalf was truly astounding. It was impossible for me to feel anything other than guilty gratitude, and Kazua’s and Kyoku’s actions only demonstrated the degree to which the bounteous and indefatigable Japanese spirit will go to help a somewhat frivolous stranger with half-baked ideas.


Meanwhile, Nagai-san’s ‘business’ that had pulled him away while I talked to the secretaries turned out to be nothing of the sort (at least not the sort of business I had had in mind). My mistake earlier had been to mention casually that one of my tasks when in Tokyo was to look for a detailed map of the Yokohama area, where the following week I would have to cycle my way to the home of some friends of a Japanese friend. For half an hour, while two Japanese were going out of their way to assist me face to face, another had been quietly helping behind scenes by diligently photocopying and numbering twenty pages of a Japanese map book, which he then nonchalantly presented to me. The maps were a most welcome gesture, even though the place-names were in kanji and to me totally unreadable. On top of this, Nagai-san revealed an obvious flare for the prodigious use of fluorescent markers: he had delivered an artistic squiggling array of flamboyant colours to the already perplexing lines and curves and whirls of the maps. As a result they looked more like a series of zip-zany paintings by a centipede on speed than a means by which to navigate.


While walking to lunch with Nagai-san down the main thoroughfare of (downtown) Marunouchi, I expressed surprise at seeing people scurrying and scarpering all over the road, with not a car in sight.


‘Ah,’ said Nagai-san, ‘this is a very important moment in Japanese day. For twelve to one p.m. lunch hour this road is closed to traffic. In Japanese we call this most pleasant time Pedestrian Heaven.’


When Nagai-san had originally invited me to lunch I had automatically presumed that it would be a Japanese lunch with Japanese food. So it came as a bit of a blow to discover I was being taken to a sort of Westernized mish-mash restaurant in which I ate an odd mix of chilled pumpkin soup, tuna-burger, pea omelette and chips. Despite this, I still thought that when I ordered Japanese tea it would arrive green, in a handle-less cup; instead, it came in a glass, milkless, and containing a limp Liptons teabag. Of course I had absolutely no reason to presume that, just because I was in Japan, I would automatically eat Japanese food – after all, were I to invite Nagai-san to a lunch in London, I wouldn’t take him to a restaurant that specialized in steak-and-kidney pie, mushy peas and spotted dick.


In 1980 business had taken Nagai-san to London with his wife and two children and they had lived in Swiss Cottage for four and a half years. Over my tuna-burger and his lamb cutlets he told me how he found life in England so much easier compared with that in Japan.


‘I like very much the British because they say what they mean. I think you call it “to speak one’s mind” – we Japanese cannot be so direct. We cannot say what we think but we say what we think people would like to hear. Japanese people do not like to offend, or to stir the water. In Japan, “no” can mean “yes” and “yes” can mean “no” and you have to know which noes mean yes and which yeses mean no.’


‘Ah, I see,’ I said, not seeing at all, and thinking that if I can’t even tell the difference between raw fish and the name of a city, how was I going to distinguish my yeses from noes?


Such an oblique method of communication tends to work well in Japan because, although a country of isolated islands, it has always enjoyed racial homogeneity and a common language, religion and value system. While vagueness is a quality held in esteem, directness is equated with sharp-tongued arrogance. To be frank is to be offensive. Life is all about beating around bushes and talking indirectly: brusqueness holds no virtue. Getting to the point is not the point in Japan as Japanese people prefer to slide slowly into a subject with the same degree of caution and dexterity that they display when easing into their steamy, searing baths. They go to vast and circuitous lengths in order to avoid giving a negative response, for to do so would most likely cause the other person to lose face. And to lose one’s face is about on a par with losing one’s head.


Time, nuances, innuendos, silence – all weave an intricate web over the idiosyncratic life of Japan. Just as members of a family can, the Japanese possess an intuitive ability to detect and anticipate the intentions and thoughts of each other.


The longer I spent in Japan, the more I became aware of the total and utter inanities I so often produce when in company. Ready with words, yet so shallow in meaning. Saying something just for the sake of saying it, to fill in, to plug the gap. When alone, silence is something I love. To cycle unaccompanied, detached and isolated in an unfamiliar emptiness is to me the height of happiness. You don’t have to think, you don’t have to talk, you just have to be. Wind. Silence. Birds. Heaven. Yet, when the silence occurs among people other than family or close friends, heaven can turn to hell. Happiness to awkwardness. Silence. Panic. Blurt. Poppycock. Verbiage. Death. But, Japanese people don’t tend to experience this intense form of uneasiness when amongst themselves. To them, silence is a virtue. It is not seen as an emptiness to be filled. Silence is full of meaning in the context of the moment. ‘Those who know do not speak’ goes the proverb that illustrates how the Japanese so often mistrust verbosity. ‘Speak only if it is better than silence.’


As we walked back down Pedestrian Heaven, in its dying minutes before it returned to a motorized hell, Nagai-san drew my attention to the headlines of the Yomiuri Shimbun, a broadsheet with a daily circulation of 15 million (the world’s largest).


‘Ah, very terrible,’ he said. ‘It is all talk about Koreans. This is very big news. A Korean schoolgirl has graduated extremely excellently but Japanese university do not allow her a place because she is Korean. This is very terrible news. Always Korean people have very much discrimination. Always they have to live in special Korean community and go to Korean shop and Korean school. It is great unfairness. Japanese newspaper are all supporting Korean schoolgirl. Stop discriminating, they say. This is very strong issue in Japan and much problems.’


I spent the next ten days wandering, mostly lost, around Tokyo. Sometimes I would recognize where I was, but the feelings of faint familiarity were only fleeting before I ducked into an alley or side-stepped a corner and became hopelessly lost again. Concrete. Neon. Crowds. Chaos. Towers of steel that scraped the sky. It doesn’t take much to lose your way in the dynamic and spectacularly ugly sprawl of Tokyo. Take a taxi in Tokyo and the chances are you’ll end up even more lost than when you started. Tokyo’s like that. The average taxi-driver recognizes little more than the average stranger. This isn’t because he (it’s always he) necessarily suffers from a bad sense of direction but because Tokyo is just a hive of concrete confusion, an urban jungle of uniform scenery. Journey ten miles from one part of the city to another and it seems you’ve scarcely moved – more concrete, more steel, more neon, more chaos; a sameness like no other city on earth. It’s a far cry from its lowly beginnings as a small fishing village called Edo (Estuary Bay.) For 400 years the face of Tokyo has been continuously changing. Nagai-san told me that buildings are torn down and rebuilt with such unseemly haste that to be absent from a major district for more than a few months is enough to render it virtually unrecognizable.


The constant activity and immense energy expended on construction continues unabated, no matter that the city sits on one of the most earthquake-prone zones in the world. Often the city sways, shudders and shakes as one of the globe’s great plates grinds against another. Tokyoites, conditioned to such quakings, live their lives with an enviable philosophical equanimity despite experiencing as many as a thousand a year. The general attitude, even at such tremoring times when walls ripple and kink and jetsam slithers and skitters across the quivering floor, is one of habitual resignation – a phlegmatic shrug of the shoulders. Seemingly the earth rattles cups, not nerves.


Sometimes, of course, a ‘big one’ may strike, bludgeoning the city to death. Such a calamity last occurred as a result of the Great Kanto Earthquake in September 1923, which hit a titanic 7.9 on the Richter Scale. The destruction sparked fires that raced rapaciously throughout Tokyo and Yokohama, where nearly all buildings were wooden.


The earthquake struck at one of the worst times – noon, when in many households the hibachi fires were being kindled to prepare lunch. The strength of the initial tremor was sufficient to destroy many houses and other buildings, but far more damage to both people and property was caused by the fires that spread throughout Tokyo and nearby Yokohama. More than 100,000 people lost their lives, and the two cities lost more than 70% of their homes. As a result of such turmoil, public order completely broke down and a few thousand scapegoats – Korean residents – ‘lost their skins’ after the stricken populace, exploding in a rampant outrage, heard a rumour that the Koreans had poisoned the water supply.


To the Japanese, the massive fractures and fissures of their quaking land are put down not so much to temperamental plate tectonics as to a giant catfish that lives under Japan in the dark mystical depths. Legend has it that, when the catfish turns catty, it capriciously thrashes its tail, shaking the soil, the cities and the heartbeats of those above its head.


Despite the apparently philosophical attitude of the Japanese about the inconstancy of the rocks beneath their feet, there may be more to their unflappable facade than meets the eye. During the ‘seventies the sensational novel Japan Sinks, a best-seller, hinted at a dark and morbid fear that lay behind the calm.



CHAPTER 4


A Face Behind the Façade


Tokyo, Supercity with its multiple millions of space-starved souls. Like a human ant-heap, it’s expanding, moving, multiplying – an urban complex out-landishly vast, devouring the South Kanto Plain and even the sea – reclamation in concrete.


‘Greater’ or ‘Metropolitan’ Tokyo, or ‘Tokyo-to’ (Nagai-san explained that the suffix ‘-to’ means the metropolis in terms of an official administrative district which includes twenty-three special wards, twenty-seven suburban cities, several towns and villages, and several detached islands such as the Ogasawara or Bonin Islands far out in the Pacific Ocean) is generally considered to encompass the three neighbouring prefectures of Kanagawa, Saitama and Chiba (including the three major suburban cities belonging to these prefectures: Yokohama, Kawasaki and Chiba-shi) and now holds more than one-tenth of the country’s entire population. The area is so massively industrial and so hugely productive that, if it were an independent nation, it would produce more goods and services than the whole of Great Britain. With space at a premium, in real-estate terms the area is estimated to be worth more than the entire USA.


Needless to say, only the exceptionally wealthy can afford to live within central Tokyo. People like the Emperor. At the height of the bubble-booming ‘eighties it was calculated that the grounds of the Imperial Palace were worth more than the entire state of California.


The Imperial Palace sounded like an imperious place and it was. When I turned up one morning to have a little wander around I found it closed.


‘Excuse me, what time does it open?’ I asked in half English and half stuttering in-at-the-deep-end, trial-and-error Japanese to a man on the gate.


‘In about six months, love,’ he said (or words to that effect).


‘Ahh so,’ I said, using the only two words of Japanese I felt I’d mastered to perfection and thinking that perhaps I wouldn’t wait but go and see something else instead. The Inner Palace, I discovered a bit late (or early, as the case may be), is only open to the public twice a year (23rd December, which is Emperor Akihito’s birthday, and 2nd January, a New Year holiday). Supposedly it is possible to be granted permission to join a special guided tour (in Japanese) if you write in advance to the right place at the right time and arrive with the right slip of paper at the right gate with the right credentials (proof of an expensive hotel where you’re housed and a passport in good nick). Distinctly lacking the necessary qualifications (apart from a tent, I was temporarily homeless, and there was a slight hitch with the entry stamp in my dog-eared passport) I felt disinclined to pursue permission for an inner viewing – which is, I suppose, another way of saying that, frankly, I couldn’t be bothered. I mean, what a palaver! Get this, get that, go there, synchronize watches, synchronize days, and all for the pleasure of being herded with a Japanese tour around a twenty-six-year-old piece of ferro-concrete. It all seemed like too much of a performance to go and see something a bit … well … new. Its newness, though, couldn’t be helped because the old palace was destroyed (like the rest of Tokyo) by the horrific fire-bombings of the Second World War.


The original palace was the impregnable fortress known as Edo-jo castle, the abode of the Tokugawa shogunate for 265 years. It had contained an intricate maze of moats, bridges, dead-ends and blind alleys all designed to confuse and deceive the enemy. (Most Japanese cities are, by all accounts, planned along the same haphazard lines.) Girdled by a wide moat, the immense and imposing stone walls spread for over ten miles and were so wide that it was possible for a troop of samurai warriors to march along the top, six abreast. In 1868 the last shogunate was overthrown and Emperor Meiji, taking a fancy to the palace, moved in with his court and trappings.


As a direct descendant of the Sun Goddess, the Japanese Emperor is referred to as ‘Tenno’ – the heavenly king – and until the end of the Second World War he was truly regarded as divine and treated as a living god. During Japan’s wartime militarism (which, over fifty years on, is still a taboo subject) commoners were forced to make obeisance before his framed picture located at special altars set up in schools, stores, halls and other public places. On occasions when he stepped from the celestial shadows and revealed himself (so to speak) before the hoi polloi, all present had to bow to the ground with excessive obsequiousness and avert their gaze; children were warned that, should they so much as glance upon the god-king, their eyes would burn like coals.


As the course of the war turned increasingly against Japan, the mystique of the Emperor became even more essential in boosting the flagging and war-weary morale of the starving masses. Japanese troops were coerced into cheering the battlecry, ‘Banzai! (‘May you live 10,000 years!’) and were issued with cigarettes printed with the nationalistic chrysanthemum emblem, while kamikaze pilots were plied with a ‘specialized’ and godly Imperial sake (rice wine) to spur them forth on their suicidal mission of death.


The summer of 1945 was one of utter humiliation for the Japanese people who, after eight years of fighting (which began with the second Sino-Japanese war), were dressed in little more than rags. As Japan was not only cut off from food supplies from its empire but also lacking an adequate force of farmers, most people in the cities (or what was left of them) had to survive on no more than a daily handful of beans or a bowl of millet gruel, as even the rice crops had failed. Diseases like beriberi were rampant and much of the population was reduced to eating seemingly inedible vegetable matter like grasses, weeds and pumpkin stalks right up until the end of the war.


The Emperor was still considered a demi-god when he made his famous broadcast on 15th August 1945, announcing the surrender of Japan. The majority of his people found his ambiguous Imperial language wholly unintelligible. To use a form of speech so impenetrable and alien to life outside his palace was a way of demonstrating his venerable inaccessibility. However, despite this ‘speaking in tongues’ there was no getting away from the fact that, once translated, Emperor Hirohito had delivered one of the greatest understatements in history. A couple of atom bombs had incinerated part of his empire, Tokyo had been carpet-bombed, every major city had been destroyed, and the Emperor blandly announced that ‘the war situation has developed not necessarily to our advantage’. After his quivering, monotone speech, people wandered around in a state of shock, not so much because their country had suffered an ignominious defeat (the inevitability of which had been blatantly obvious for months) but because their Heavenly King had actually spoken to them.
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