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			Introduction

			As you can see from the title, this is a book about nagomi. To explain this concept, I will refer to Japanese culture, history and people in depth, but that is not to say it is an exclusively Japanese way of thinking. Japan has traditionally been open to influences from the outside world; because it is an island nation and of relatively small size, it has ‘imported’ many external cultural influences with curiosity and zeal. Historically, Chinese influence has been crucial, and those of the Korean peninsula have also been pivotal in nurturing and enriching Japanese culture. Since the nineteenth century, Japan has eagerly absorbed Western culture too.

			The evolution of society is an interconnected and continuous process. In fact, the Japanese have always regarded society as constantly changing, ephemeral and flexible. We even have a word for it – ukiyo (meaning ‘floating world’) – that beautifully illustrates this philosophy. The floating world refers to the importance of the ephemeral in Japanese life, like the appreciation of cherry blossoms in the hanami festivities in spring, which last only for a few days in their prime. The concept of nagomi, which has developed in Japan in its own unique way, will have similar equivalents in other parts of the world and is certainly not exclusive to Japan in terms of its roots and implications. This very process of cultural assimilation demonstrates nagomi in action, as Japanese culture has sought harmony between indigenous and imported elements.

			There are also many different possible interpretations of nagomi among the Japanese people. I have tried my best to present a balanced and comprehensive picture of nagomi, but of course, other people might have different opinions. Nagomi is all about the blend and balance of different factors, so I have tried to mirror the very concept of nagomi in my description of it in this book.

			As you read, you will see that nagomi enables you to achieve the following five pillars:

			 

			
					Maintaining happy relationships with your loved ones, even if you disagree with them

					Learning new things while always staying true to yourself

					Finding a sense of peace in whatever you are doing

					Mixing and blending unlikely components to strike a harmonious balance

					Having a greater understanding of the Japanese phil­osophy of life

			

			 

			After spending some time contemplating nagomi, I hope you can return to your own life with some fresh insights into what constitutes a happy and creative life, in harmony with other people, nature and, finally and perhaps most importantly, yourself. If you have so far lived a life far from nagomi, that is quite all right. While the concept of nagomi has been uniquely nurtured and developed in Japan, it is relevant for everybody in today’s world. You can construct a nagomi with your own life and start the way of nagomi (nagomido) right here, after you close this book.

			Now, it’s time to get started. Welcome to nagomi.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Nagomi for Beginners

			There are many different pathways to a successful, creative and happy life. Some people get ahead by being assertive, controversial and occasionally disruptive. Others are more enigmatic. They might be very reserved and are unlikely to trumpet their own merits, and they rarely criticize other people. Despite their lack of self-assertion, however, they turn out to be excellent achievers. Their track record in life blows your mind, and yet boasting is the last thing these people do.

			There is something about the Japanese mode of living that avoids outright confrontation even when trying to bring about innovations. For sure, there are an abundance of Jap­anese success stories. You don’t have to look far for examples: Sony, Toyota, Honda and Nissan, all originating in the land of the rising sun, are just a few of the great companies that have defined the post-war economy. And yet, Japanese people are famous for keeping a low profile. They are typically unassuming, gracious in defeat and reserved in victory. They do not speak out their opinions – to the point that some people find the silence uncomfortable. It appears that the Japanese have achieved many miraculous things without necessarily asserting their own merits.

			However, behind the silence and reserve of the Japanese is a long-kept secret for finding wellness and harmony within one’s life. This book is about this very path to personal fulfillment and peace of mind.

			Let us begin with the small print. Most self-help books promise to make you happy, wealthy or successful, or sometimes all three. Indeed, many of these books equate happiness with wealth and success. Unlike them, this book is not about finding shortcuts to happiness, success or wealth; it is about understanding and enhancing the good and positive aspects of our lives to balance the difficulties that inevitably befall every one of us. It is about maximizing the value of our posi­tive traits, good fortune and success as a way of increasing our wellbeing and making us more resilient. This resilience enables us to cope with the bad things in life. The key is recognizing that unpleasant things are always part of life, and that the balance of the good and the bad and everything in-between makes our lives richer and more substantial. Just as some sourness or bitterness help enhance the flavours of some dishes, so overcoming hardship can make us appreciate the good qualities present in our lives. 

			So, what is the secret? The answer can be summarized in just one word:

			Nagomi.

			If you have never heard of this word, it is not your fault. Even if you know a lot about other cultures, it is quite likely that you have never come across this word before. This venerable word and concept, although central to what Japan and Japanese people stand for, has been the best-kept secret of the Japanese approach to work and life for a very long time.

			This is the first book – to the best of the author’s know­ledge – to bring nagomi to the rest of the world. It will explore the concept of nagomi, its relevance in contemporary life, as well as the historical and cultural backgrounds of nagomi, while putting it in a modern context.

			But first, what is nagomi? Roughly, it means balance, comfort and calm of the heart and mind. Nagomi could be about one’s relationship with the environment, or the quality of one’s communication with other people. Nagomi may be about a well-mixed and balanced blending of materials, as in the case of cooking. Nagomi can also be about one’s general state of mind, as when one is in harmony with oneself and the world at large. Ultimately, nagomi is a state of human consciousness characterized by a sense of ease, emotional balance, wellbeing and calmness. Crucially, nagomi assumes that there are different elements to begin with, not just a unified and coherent whole. In kanji (the Japanese version of Chinese characters), it shares the same Chinese character (和) as wa, meaning ‘harmony’.

			Semantically speaking, the verb nagomu is an intransitive verb, and it represents the spontaneous act of coming to a state of nagomi. The transitive verb nagomaseru, on the other hand, describes the active process of putting a few elements together and creating a harmonious whole. In daily usage, the verbs nagomu and nagomaseru together are concerned with providing relief from conditions of stress, tension, discord or concern, which are unfortunately the hallmarks of contemporary life, in Japan and elsewhere. The word nagomi is also related to the word nagi, which describes the calm of the sea. In some contexts, nagi (calm sea) can be a symbol of tranquillity and peace.

			[image: ]

			Nagomi, as a word representing all these detailed, subtle and rich nuances, defies a simple equivalent English translation. Its meaning changes slightly in each specific context, so throughout this book, I will go through the different aspects of nagomi to show how it applies in all areas of life.

			Because of its positive connotations, nagomi is a popular term in Japan. Restaurants, nursing homes, green tea brands, ice cream flavours, hot springs, wedding planning companies, shinrin-yoku services, a spa in a luxury hotel, an orchestra and a computer font all boast the name nagomi. Nagomi is also the name of a special train reserved for the emperor only. The nagomi train is constructed with the latest technology and greatest care, characteristic of the Japanese people. The train surface is painted dark purple, a colour traditionally considered to be of aristocratic nature, and is polished to mirror-like effect. Details of the design of the imperial carriage itself are not known, and the train itself is off-limits most of the time. On limited occasions, however, the general public do have the opportunity to ride the nagomi train on specially designed tours, and reviews of such trips invariably declare how wonderful a train it is. The fact that nagomi is used as the name for this highest quality train is a testimony that nagomi is regarded highly in Japanese cultural and historical traditions.

			Nagomi is not about tradition alone. It continues to evolve as Japan opens its doors more and more to the outside world. For example, it is the name of a home visit programme for tourists from abroad, where registered Japanese households welcome international visitors, cooking for them so that they may all enjoy time spent dining together in their homes.

			Nagomi is considered to be the ‘mother’ of important concepts such as wabi sabi, Zen, kintsugi, ichigo ichie and ikigai. Indeed, it is not an overstatement to say that nagomi is at the pinnacle of Japanese culture and central to the Japanese philosophy of life. The almost sublime importance of nagomi can be traced back in records to the Seventeen Articles Constitution drafted by Prince Shotoku in the year 604, believed to be the first constitution of Japan as a nation. The first article proclaims that ‘WA is important’, using the Chinese and more formal representation of the concept of nagomi, which suggests that Japan is a nation built on the concept of nagomi.

			Nagomi is very much related to wellness of mind, but you can find nagomi even if you aren’t very happy. The beauty of nagomi is that it helps one to come to terms with perceived lack of happiness or even occasional disaster. It can help us to accept certain situations, even if they are not ideal. This might sound confusing, but I’ll explain how nagomi can offer many ways to live a more stress-free, relaxed and resilient life. And the best news is that it can help anyone – whoever you are and wherever you come from.

			I’m excited to introduce you to the concept of nagomi, the heart of every important aspect of the Japanese phil­osophy of life.

			Let us now begin the journey of nagomi.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Nagomi of Food

			Let’s dive in with a tangible example of nagomi: eating.

			Japan is famous for its creative use of food materials. It has always been world-leading in terms of its cuisine, which is balanced both in terms of pleasure and in its promotion of good health.

			Nagomi is at the centre of the philosophy and technique of Japanese cooking, and is particularly exemplified by kaiseki, which describes the balance of ingredients in dishes. Kaiseki is about appreciating the various blessings of nature, and nagomi in this context is the umbrella term that describes this Japanese approach to harmony in food.

			In the western suburb of Japan’s ancient capital Kyoto lies the Arashiyama region, famous for its breathtakingly beautiful paths among bamboo trees and tranquil temples. By the side of the Oigawa River, near the Moon Crossing Bridge (Togetsukyo), you can find the three-Michelin-starred restaurant Arashiyama Kitcho. It is proudly headed by the chef Kunio Tokuoka, a grandson of Teiichi Yuki, and if you are ever lucky enough to secure a reservation at this world-famous restaurant, brace yourself for true culinary art. Yuki was the first ever culinary professional to be presented with the medal of Person of Cultural Merit by the Japanese government, for his efforts in modernizing the concept of kaiseki. He is considered to be the godfather of Japan’s modern kaiseki tradition, which is now regarded as one of the most important culinary achievements in the world.

			The kaiseki cuisine comes from the great tradition of the Japanese tea ceremony and is a perfect example of the practical application of nagomi. It is all about the harmony between various sensory elements: first pleasing your eyes with a delicately arranged choreography of materials, and then delighting your tongue with exquisite flavours. Kaiseki is achieved when ingredients and materials are taken from all corners of the land and sea and put together in a harmonious whole, with appealing colours and forms of display, reflecting a deep appreciation of the seasonality that is so typical of Japan.

			Once, Kenichiro Nishi, the famous chef at the sublime Kyoaji restaurant in Tokyo, confided to me that the secret of his mastery was taking the seasons seriously. In Japan, perception of the seasons is very nuanced, with special words used to describe the different phases of seasons. Hashiri refers to the start of the season, when the new ingredients start to fill the market. Nagori is the end of the season, when the ingredients become less and less available. Hashiri and nagori are both highly prized and anticipated by connoisseurs, and the relevant ingredients go for incredibly high retail prices.

			However, Nishi told me that ingredients are actually at their tastiest when they are right in the middle of the season (sakari). At this stage they are available in large quantities and so the prices are lower. Nishi told me that the job of a Japanese chef is not to make a fuss about scarce ingredients and charge customers scandalous prices for them, but rather to make the most of ingredients when they are abundant. Kaiseki – although sometimes very steeply priced – is actually a simple affair involving the commonest of ingredients from land and sea. It is a humble and yet creative mixing of things taken from nature, a dedication of one’s skills to what is readily available. Kaiseki is an attitude as much as a genre of cooking, and simple everyday Japanese cooking can still embody the spirit of nagomi.

			Almost all dishes in Japan are an okazu (accompaniment) to rice. If you stay at a Japanese-style inn (ryokan), typically for breakfast you will be served a variety of dishes, including pickles, nori (seaweed), roasted fish, marinated vegetables, seasoned meat and natto (fermented soybeans), along with the ubiquitous and almost compulsory rice and miso soup. Most of the items on a Japanese breakfast table are prepared in such a way that they taste extremely good when mixed and consumed along with rice. In other words, these dishes are at their optimum when they are eaten with rice.

			Kids in Japan are instructed by their parents to take mouthfuls of rice and okazu in turn when eating breakfast, so they can experience the best possible flavour sensations. It is common to put more than one okazu in the mouth at one time, together with the rice, so that you taste a variety of ingredients simultaneously. This practice, called kounaichoumi (cooking in the mouth), is a wonderfully physical embodiment of nagomi. No taste is an island entirely on its own. When cooking and consuming with nagomi, two things do not have a battle in your mouth. It’s about mixing the flavours so they become one on your tongue, and achieving the utmost harmony possible in your eating experience.

			The famous Japanese bento box is a visual expression of the method used to achieve kounaichoumi and the philoso­phy of nagomi behind it. A typical bento features a portion of rice, often in a square shape, together with several other items, all arranged neatly like pieces in a puzzle. There is no ‘main dish’; everything is offered in neat small portions and is designed to go well with the rice. As long as they achieve nagomi with rice, it does not really matter how many different items there are in the bento box. There is an even more elegantly presented bento, called shokado, which has a deep connection with the kaiseki spirit. It originated in the Shokado house and gardens in the southern suburb of Kyoto and has become synonymous with refined cuisine presented in a bento format. Many upmarket restaurants offer shokado bento for customers who are in a hurry and want to eat quickly, or for takeaway.

			Bento making in Japan has always been a serious affair. It is not about just putting some sandwiches and an apple in a brown paper bag, as would be typical in some parts of the world. We make such a fuss about the making of bento: there are even books dedicated to the art of bento making.

			The most essential principle is to prepare various things in small portions. Rice is always at the centre, unifying the other items. You can replace rice with the staples available in your local supermarket, such as bread, noodles, pasta, tortillas, potatoes, couscous or ugali. If you prepare a variety of food items in small portions and arrange them with rice or your staple starch of choice, then you have reproduced the essence of kaiseki or shokado. All you need to do now is to realize nagomi through your kounaichoumi (cooking in the mouth)!

			Not only does food arranged in such a way look good, but the kaiseki and bento formats also exemplify several principles and benefits of the nagomi approach and the kounaichoumi method of consumption. For one, they both help achieve the all-important nutritional balance. Secondly, they provide the chef with many opportunities to showcase their skills in one sitting. Thirdly, the sheer diversity of the ingredients provides a great chance to represent some of the various blessings we receive from nature, making this typically Japanese cuisine resonant with the environment we live in.

			However, this approach to food often bewilders people from the regions where these ingredients actually originated.

			[image: ]

			One intriguing example is gyoza. Gyoza dumplings, which originated in China, are now ubiquitous in Japan. Restaurants specializing in gyoza are becoming popular, with one restaurant proudly proclaiming that ‘gyoza and beer are one culture together’, which is certainly my favourite slogan. Outside Japan, gyoza have come to represent a staple part of the Japanese cuisine. It might surprise you, then, when I say that the way gyoza are prepared and consumed in Japan is totally different from that in their country of origin. And this has much to do with nagomi, kounaichoumi in particular.

			I once had a friendly argument with a Chinese couple on a cruise ship. No, we were not debating to which country some disputed islands belonged. We were discussing whether it was acceptable to eat gyoza together with rice – that is to say, as okazu. The Chinese couple were adamant. It was inconceivable, they said. They even suggested that it was sacrilegious. Gyoza were gyoza, they said, and should be eaten by themselves, and never with rice. They even suggested that it made them feel ill to think that there would be people on the planet who were senseless enough to eat gyoza with rice.

			‘But gyoza are so great,’ I protested. ‘You know in Jap­anese restaurants, gyoza and rice is such a popular dish. You dip the gyoza in spicy soy sauce and eat it with rice… yum! It is so tasty.’

			The Chinese couple looked astonished and shocked, as if they were talking to a barbarian.

			‘That may be so… there is no accounting for taste. But we think it is yucky to eat gyoza with rice.’
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