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Preface


I am the person you spot up in the tree, dirt smeared across my face. “Is that a large bird up there?” you may wonder. My pruning shears busily clip away as I try to bring out the natural beauty in the tree in my playful, sometimes assertive, sometimes delicate way. The tree, shears, and I are dancing partners under the sun. We’ve been together for decades.


Passersby might step right over my pile, despite the rake I have lain across the sidewalk as a deterrent. Sometimes, without asking, they’ll pick up a branch for their dog and walk on, hoping not to bother me. Or maybe I’ll catch their eye as they walk right under a branch I’m sawing that is about to drop. People are curious about a female pruner high up in the tree, wielding sharp tools. Just as I covet the stylish outfits worn by the women who walk beneath my tree, I believe others want to be like a kid again, up in the tree with me.


This kind of interaction would never take place in Japan, where, starting late in the year 1999, I worked for three long seasons, watching the gardens explode with summer growth, morph overnight into radiant fall colors, and molt their leaves after the first bitter cold days of winter. Owing to their devotion and skills, traditional gardeners are treated like brain surgeons by the Japanese public. Clients and people walking by give them plenty of space, never talking to them unless summoned, so as not to break their concentration or pace. When addressing a gardener in Japan, people first apologize for interrupting, and then speak in reverent tones to the craftsman they know has trained like a star athlete, with much physical effort and years of sacrifice, in order to create over centuries some of the most beautiful gardens in the world.


But I don’t mind if someone asks me a question while I’m up in a tree. I’m naturally friendly, having been born in the heart of the Midwest and raised from a young age in a sleepy California beach town. At the age of nearly thirty-five I went to Japan in pursuit of a gardening apprenticeship. I had to ask permission in person to join the company, to show I was serious, the way others have approached landscaping companies for centuries.


I didn’t always feel daring. I’m an unusual adventurer: more worried than eager, unable to pick up new languages easily, and often getting lost. I’m willing to challenge myself, but my emotions, both anxiety and joy, always play a large role. Still I never let any flaws in my character keep me from going after a dream. My struggles were a gift. They taught me determination, and sometimes humor. In Kyoto I learned to work in silence, to run fast between projects, and to take breaks three times a day, with green tea and snacks. I grew to appreciate how hard I tried rather than how much I succeeded. I discovered a way to feel proud even when I came home dirty and exhausted.


In Kyoto I discovered that 90 percent of the private home gardens of Japan are native; the Kyoto private homes, monasteries, and imperial gardens I worked in were some of the most natural-looking gardens I’d ever seen. The miniaturized and overly sheared Japanese gardens I’d expected were surprisingly absent. Most of the gardens were designed and pruned to look so sincere that visitors might think they’d stepped into a piece of forest left behind in the city. One of my coworkers, who once fell asleep in a pine tree, said to me, “Leslie, tell your friends back home that Japanese gardens are as natural as possible.”


I tend to work with serious focus. So I prefer answering inquires when sitting in a garden with a lovely table full of tea and cake nearby. A garden desires to be enjoyed. I love to teach others about my craft, and I enjoy pruning in the garden one day and writing in a café the next. Spending time in nature allows me to ruminate over my writing and ideas. The gardens inspire me and offer a paid workout. The feminine weeping red pine in one of my sixty-year-old gardens, or the two girls I always see walking by with their two well-fed boxers in San Francisco’s Sea Cliff, give me an idea for my next chapter.


When I returned from my Japan apprenticeship, I built up my pruning business so I could buy a home and have access to healthcare, two things every long-term hard worker should be able to afford. I joined volunteer pruning projects at nonprofit gardens with the Merritt College Pruning Club to teach others my craft. I continued to learn from classes, conferences, lectures, sketching, and almost thirty years of hands-on garden work.


The way to become a master craftsman in Japan is to practice one’s craft and to teach. One garden craftsman told me that as a hobby he studied ikebana, the Japanese art of flower arranging. When I asked him how long he’d been doing this, he said, “Oh, not very long, only fifteen years. I’m just an amateur.” It requires many years of hands-on experience to fully understand a craft. Japanese craftspeople take their work seriously. I begin my story at one of the first Kyoto gardens I worked in, where the garden craftsmen of Japan began to teach me not only about pride, but about how to find heart in the garden.




[image: Images]


Watchful Turtle Is Given a Pine Test


“This garden is not very old,” my coworker softly whispered to me. “Only three hundred and fifty years.” After driving for a while through the streets of Kyoto, we made a sharp left onto an almost hidden drive and entered the garden through a back gate. Our truck became enveloped by a lush woodland landscape. I found out later that, centuries before, the property had belonged to a wealthy Kyoto merchant. A formal restaurant now overlooks the wild, forested scene. Central to the landscape was a wide stream, an ancient canal once used to bring rice and goods on barges into Kyoto.


Two gently sloping embankments rose up from the stream, blanketed in ferns, azaleas, and nandinas in endless overlapping shades of green. Birds called from every direction. Insects buzzed and circled us like young playmates. Even the still turtles seemed to be tracking our movement with their eyes. A few stone lanterns dotted the landscape, but the flowing water held my attention. A building sat atop a hill, where diners watched the activity through large windows.


The youngest worker in our garden crew looked at me with a worried expression as he tentatively handed me a pair of karikomi, Japanese hedge shears with long handles and narrow blades. I wondered if he thought I might throw the tool back. I tried to smile reassuringly as I thanked him softly in Japanese. I later learned that he’d been gardening for only seven months. I’d been studying horticulture and running a landscape pruning and design business for more than seven years. Nevertheless, he would eventually become my boss. Japanese craftsmen’s hierarchy is determined by time in the company, not by experience. I had arrived just a few months after the shy teenager had joined our crew. This kind of hierarchy sometimes seems absurd to Westerners, but it produces efficient work teams with no competition between members because positions are set. With the possibility of having one’s rank lowered by switching companies, hierarchy ensures that apprentices commit to the company that trains them.


I paid careful attention to the young gardener’s energetic technique that day while we worked together on some overgrown azalea hedges. His karikomi sang out like a bird’s melodic tune. Mine cried like a lost crow—sporadic, loud, and ineffective. Karikomi blades fit loosely like an old pair of scissors. To get a clean cut, I had to apply constant pressure to the handles so the blades would press together and cut properly. I worked clumsily and was frustratingly slow. I wondered if the tool had been designed this way on purpose, to strengthen the female gardener’s arms, or perhaps her focus. My muscles began to ache. After a few hours of wondering if my arms might give out, I realized that if I relaxed, the blades pressed together more effectively. I’m—swish—working with—swish—gardeners in Japan—swish. Or am I dreaming? I felt both eager to show the men my enthusiasm and already worn out from excitement.


At lunch, I walked over to examine a pine that an advanced worker had been styling. The styled black pine is one of the more mesmerizing trees in the natural Japanese garden landscape. Like all plants in a Japanese garden, the pine is styled to mimic its mature, wild form in nature. Usually the lower branches stretch wide and the top small like a mountain form, and each branch is staggered right and left, front and back searching for optimum light. Of course, there can always be exceptions to this generality, just like in nature. On this particular tree, the branches had been considerably thinned, and quite a few needles removed by hand. In fact, it looked to me as though he’d pruned the dickens out of it! I was used to pruning Japanese pines gently back home in California, where, outside their native environment, they grow with less vigor. Nevertheless, this pine looked more exquisitely styled than any I’d ever seen. Bright green needles contrasted with brown fissured bark on a timeworn trunk. Branches twisted and hung low at the ends so gracefully that it looked like only rain, sunshine, and snow had ever touched them, although I knew better. This tree had been carefully styled by craftsmen twice a year for hundreds of years.


I stroked my fingers along a few of the pine needles. They felt cool. I crushed a cluster with my fist and smelled the fresh sap. I pressed the palm of my hand against some upturned needles. Yow! The needle tips were sharp! These were all signs of a healthy pine. I took notes in my journal like mad, thrilled to see advanced pruning up close, standing in a Japanese garden in Kyoto. I wrote a bit more than necessary. I wanted the crew leader to see that I was serious.


After finishing my third group of azaleas, I ran over to our boss. “Tsugi wa?” (What next?) I asked cleverly, using one of the few Japanese phrases I knew. The boss commanded, “Matsu” (pine). I hesitated a few seconds, confused. Did he say pine? Pines tend to hold court in a Japanese garden. They are beautiful when pruned properly, yet sensitive and fussy. A poor pruner could easily weaken a centuries-old styled pine, or even kill it. Pine pruning is such a complicated technique, it requires years to learn. I never expected to be asked to prune a pine in Japan.


The boss repeated his command, giving me detailed instructions as he gesticulated near a pine tree that had already been worked on, and toward one that looked bushy. I couldn’t understand his specific words. He spoke to me in rapid Japanese, and I’d only studied Japanese in night school for a few years. But I felt I understood his instructions precisely: “Work on that pine, only pull needles, copy the other intermediate worker, and then a senior pruner will follow up with thinning cuts.” I wondered later how I could understand the boss’s instructions. Maybe, as the youngest of four sisters, I’m skilled at watching others to guess what lies ahead. Or perhaps it was because the boss demonstrated with his hands. Most likely, I suspected, I’d done pruning long enough to predict what needed to be done. I took a deep breath. I knew I could prune a pine, but I wasn’t sure I could prune one in Japan, with the elite Japanese craftsman watching.


The pine I began to work on was so tall, I had to stand up on my tiptoes to reach it. I thought maybe I’d gotten the assignment because, except for the boss, I was the tallest person on my crew. I stood at five foot three. Then I figured out the more likely explanation: the pine grew far enough back in the garden that it was practically hidden from the restaurant’s view. If I screwed up, no one would see. I’d been given a test.


I told myself, Leslie, work as fast as you can. Poised before my pine, I began at the top, pulling the needles carefully and slowly from their base—not tearing them, which would later cause stubs and make the pine look brown and sickly. I pulled more needles per branch at the top of the pine than at the bottom because the lower branches looked weak. After finishing, I again ran back to the boss and asked, “Tsugi wa?” I feigned nonchalance, trying not to reveal that my heart was pounding faster than my shears could cut. He looked at the pine from top to bottom, evaluating my work. I followed his eyes. A bit messy, I realized. Then I saw some gummy dead needles stuck on a lower branch. Damn, how did I miss those? He said nothing. He led me to another pine, less hidden.


Again, I worked quickly and ran back. The boss then escorted me past some tall bushes, over a stone bridge, across the wide stream, and up a sunlit embankment, to the smallest pine I’d seen yet, just under four feet tall. I looked up to see hundreds of well-dressed dining patrons enjoying lunch, watching me through the restaurant’s immense windows, just ten feet away. Oh, shit. They sat on floor cushions in front of low tables, attended by waitresses wearing beautifully patterned kimonos. The diners appeared to be enjoying their view of the water and the gardeners. My boss grunted and mimed some actions with his muscular hands in an incomprehensible yet understandable way. Again, I plucked the needles swiftly and tried to forget the luncheon guests, who by this time might have noticed the Caucasian girl pruning a pine in one of Kyoto’s historic Japanese gardens.


After about twenty minutes, the boss came back to review my work. When I’m nervous, I tend to overprune. I’d already realized that the pine didn’t look as good as any of the other styled pines. I just couldn’t say why. One of my pruning mentors once told me, “Your pine looks like a plucked chicken.” I’d become too intent on solving every problem on the tree at once, instead of solving the issues slowly, over years, as I had been taught. My boss voiced a Japanese version of “hmmph” and led me to another tree. The rest of the day, I did more pruning, clipping, and raking.


In the early afternoon, the dining guests took a stroll around the garden, and I became quite a novelty, by then a thirty-five-year-old American woman wearing traditional Japanese gardening cloth boots. Beautifully coiffed women with shiny black hair, finely tailored business skirts, and matching scarves softly inquired, “Where are you from? Is your work hard?” Many offered encouraging words, saying “Gambatte!” (Don’t give up!) That meant so much to me on my first day.


The crew remained silent most of the day, except for the boss’s pointed commands. Meanwhile, the ducks quacked overhead and various creatures flew in and out of the river. A crane landed noisily on a shallow stone. A koi harassed a napping turtle with a tail splash. Insects hovered over a thrashing waterfall. Around dusk the garden sounds softened, except for our jikatabi, the traditional Japanese shoes, padding softly over stones and moss. A dozen or so lanterns lit up around the garden as if by magic.


The humidity that had been steadily rising all afternoon and the dark clouds that had been gathering gave way. At first small drops plopped all over the streambed. Then it poured, thrashing the water into a roar. After thirty minutes of soaking rain, I might as well have jumped into the canal. The boss called me over to him and handed me a rain jacket. He pointed to a shed roof that he apparently wanted me to stand under, urging me to quit for the day. I put the coat over my wet uniform but ignored the shed and kept hauling debris. The youngest worker had also forgotten his rain gear. He looked doused, but no one stopped him. I wasn’t going to be the first to quit, and definitely not the first girl to quit. Then the boss spotted me and repeated, rather loudly, for me to get under the shed overhang. So I sulked underneath, shivering, watching the other workers run past. Just before the men got into the truck to leave, they pulled dry clothes out of their duffle bags to change into. Oh. We finished at six in the evening. I felt chilled but satisfied. I had survived my first day in Kyoto’s temperamental weather, alongside the crew of dedicated, traditional Japanese craftsmen.
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A Seed Sprouts in Tokyo Gardens


The living room of my childhood home looked out onto another sort of natural woodland landscape, where I climbed native persimmon trees filled with tiny fruit and buried deceased birds reverently, placing twig crosses and spring daffodils on their graves. Cardinals darted overhead as my sister and I climbed up a southern magnolia to get up onto our roof and look out over the expansive view of trees and houses beyond. Those early adventures inside an oak-forested enclave, smack in the middle of Oklahoma City, would eventually grow into my Kyoto garden journey.


I moved away from this small forest when my parents separated. During the height of the feminist movement, my mom wanted to pursue her dreams. In this new arrangement, we saw our father every other weekend. My dad must have fretted over how his two youngest would react to his absence from our everyday family life. In truth, we loved our new situation! Instead of seeing our busy father just at dinnertime, we got to spend whole weekends with him, getting him all to ourselves. I believe it was a mix of my dad’s worry over the effects of the divorce and his love of traveling that inspired him to take us to a most unusual restaurant in Oklahoma City, Tokyo Gardens.


Before entering the restaurant, we’d run past a tiny Japanese garden scene, enclosed by a brick-layered raised bed. We’d look into the pond, which held plants and a hollow bamboo pole through which water trickled out into a stone basin. I didn’t know it then, but the scene mimicked a traditional tsukubai, the spot in the tea garden where one washes one’s hands clean of the stresses of the outside world before entering the tea house.


Once inside the restaurant, we’d head immediately for a side room—the genkan, the shoe-removal room—with a huge compartmentalized shoe shelf covering the whole wall, floor to ceiling—or so it looked to my eight-year-old eyes. Dad encouraged us to climb the wooden structure, an act that I am now sure was a faux pas, in order to shove our shoes into the highest box. After neatly tucking away our shoes, we’d enter the main room of the restaurant, the floors lined with tatami, golden reed-covered mats. I’d sit on a small, flat pillow and cross my little legs underneath the chabudai, a short table about a foot and a half high. Of course I didn’t know any of these traditional Japanese words yet, or that I would eventually embark on a life-changing journey into the gardens of Japan. I only understood that the restaurant was as fascinating as our newly discovered father.


My dad often allowed us to order one of the biggest items on the menu, the sukiyaki bento dinner, which was served on a black lacquered wooden tray filled with fresh grilled meat, rice, salad, and Japanese pickles. Only upon dining in Kyoto thirty years later did I remember the delicious flavors I’d tasted at this restaurant and the scenes I had witnessed. I still crave Japanese pickles as much as I do fried okra. I once found a postcard filled with images of Tokyo Gardens—to my amazement, it looked as elegant as I remembered. This restaurant helped me develop both a curiosity about and a fondness for refined Japanese culture.


A neat and fussy child, I wouldn’t eat any item on my plate that touched another, so the separated compartmental organization of the bento tray delighted and calmed me. Practicing on torn pieces of Wonder Bread back home, my sister and I quickly mastered chopsticks. This served me well later in Kyoto, as it’s helpful to have good hand–eye coordination and attention to detail in order to work with the garden craftsmen.


Midway through the meal, hidden speakers would fill the room with traditional Japanese folk music. The waitresses, wearing stiff kimonos covered with patterns of leaves and flowers, would slowly walk down the aisles, waving fans in front of them in time to plucked instrumental melodies. My sister and I followed them with big eyes, mouths open, chopsticks poised midair. I suspect that many of these women came from Japan. They shared their culture with us generously, despite the hardships they may have endured living far away from home.


I remember a certain waitress passing our table and smiling at us on the sly—the two little girls with their handsome bachelor father. This woman’s face, and her subdued beauty, still finds its way into my dreams. I wish she could have known that she inspired the younger girl, the one who hardly talked but watched her with wide hazel eyes. This shy little girl would grow up to eventually work in one of the emperor’s gardens of Kyoto, swinging a razor-sharp scythe instead of waving a fan.


No one can predict what events might lead a child to her destiny—just as I cannot predict exactly how a tree will grow after my first styling. When I work on a tree for the first time, I take many factors into consideration before setting the initial pruning goal. I pull branches aside to look inside the plant’s structure. I think about how that tree looks in nature when it reaches its most mature, poetic state. I rely on years of muscle memory at my fingertips, with horticulture and artistic studies in my thoughts. I refer back to an art form I call “aesthetic pruning.” I’d already studied this type of pruning before going to Japan. It’s based on traditional Japanese garden pruning, yet it applies well to native garden scenes and almost any style of gardening in which one desires to create the atmosphere and beauty found in nature.


As soon as I begin snipping away at the branches of any tree, the singsong of nearby birds, my endless thoughts, and the afternoon heat or morning chill slowly fade away. My mind and body focus on the tree. The plant and I dance. I have already decided on a styling goal, although the plan may take me years to fully accomplish. I remain open to new ideas as I go along. While pruning, I notice unique characteristics of the plant. These features guide me as much as my original goal. Upon finishing, I’ll think, I had no idea you could look so beautiful! My hands tend to know more than my head can predict.


My bumpy path toward finding a garden apprenticeship in Kyoto followed much the same unpredictable route. I set goals and moved forward. I kept my eyes open so I could learn or make detours if necessary. The gentle waitresses at Tokyo Gardens watered a little seed, planted in my love of nature and beauty. Under the warm embrace of my father, the seed sprouted and began to grow. Only then could I take my few first steps down a personal path to a destination still hidden from me—toward the uekiya, the gardeners of Japan.
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Flying into the Gardens


More than three decades after watching the mesmerizing waitresses, I stepped onto a plane bound for Kyoto. While I sat on my thick-cushioned seat, I chatted to the man next to me. Fear squeezed my chest during the whole surreal conversation. I asked myself, as I smiled at him, What am I thinking, going to a country where I barely speak the language, looking for work? Above the lanes of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge, packed with speeding cars, there are signs that say “no u-turns!” I used to think to myself, Who would be that stupid? On the plane I thought, If only.


I often wondered why I felt I had to study gardening in Japan. If one waters a dry spot of earth, dormant seeds in the soil may spring to life, their tender leaves pushing their way up through the soil before they rise daringly into the open air. My interest in Japanese gardens spread over time like these wildflowers.


I moved from Oklahoma to California in my early teens. I eventually studied painting at the University of California at Berkeley and discovered Japanese films from the fifties at the Pacific Film Archive. I loved watching Japanese nature scenes, with scary ghosts weaving among bamboo or old women putting out their laundry on their home’s engawa, long wooden porches that looked out onto nature. I spent a year studying at the École des Beaux-Arts de Bordeaux. Even in France I found myself researching Japanese artists.


I took horticulture classes at a California community college, and one afternoon I noticed a group pruning a large Monterey pine outside of the Merritt College bonsai class. “Would you like to join us?” someone from the group asked me. I tried scaling the pine tree, but my legs shook as ants crawled up my shins. I hadn’t climbed a tree in a while.


A strange excitement enveloped me. I crushed some pine needles, holding onto them too firmly for safety, and released their scent. Something is about to happen, I thought. I tucked a small branch I’d pruned into my pocket. I still have that branch. The man who was both the teacher of the bonsai class and the leader of the pine pruning group was Dennis Makishima, my future mentor.


A few years later, while attending an Oregon conference at the Portland Japanese Garden, I skipped out on a claustrophobic lecture to explore outside. I heard the sound—snip, snip, rustle, snip—before I saw them: the first Japanese garden craftsmen I’d ever seen in person, styling half a dozen pines with concentration. Typically, when I prune with other American gardeners, we talk nonstop, compare notes, and generally make fun of each other. Apart from the noise of the pruning shears, these men worked in silence. In contrast to the stained T-shirt that served as the American gardener’s uniform, they wore stylish clothing: dark boots, pressed shirts, and brightly printed cotton headbands. Their clothes and movements hinted to me of a certain aesthetic, a particular pride I’d never witnessed. I watched them, entranced.


After about twenty minutes, one of the gardeners looked at me and beckoned me forward. I had been learning pine pruning for a few years at that point, but when the gardener handed me his shears, my mind went blank. I took the tool and pruned a few branches with stumbling effort. I realized I had much more to learn. The other conference members began to show up, and I stepped back, getting lost in the crowd. Yet I’ll never forget the moment the handsome young gardener placed his shears in my hand.


After the garden conference, I began toying with the idea of apprenticing in Japan. There was no set program for finding a Japanese garden apprenticeship. Regardless, I delved into my self-propelled horticulture studies in earnest. Of the rare individuals I met who had apprenticed in Japan, most discouraged me. I asked my mentor one day, “Why don’t you encourage your students to study in Japan?” After all, I thought, he had apprenticed in a Tokyo bonsai company. He answered accusingly, “Why do you want to go to Japan? Do you want to be famous?” To a thirty-year-old, the idea actually sounded thrilling! But I suspected his words warned me of something I couldn’t yet understand.


Learning a foreign language did not come easily to me, nor did almost any academic subject. Hence, over the years, I’d developed quite a determined spirit. I called myself a type-A wannabe. So I gritted my teeth and studied Japanese conversation at night for two years, just in case.


Luckily, I love to be still and watch nature, for a little bird brought me my biggest message yet.


It happened while I was sitting on my boyfriend’s couch, watching the rustling purple leaves of a Berkeley wild plum outside the window. My thoughts wandered around lazily, like a bird I watched hopping in the plum’s shade. I daydreamed about the moment I’d first seen Taylor, along the windy coastline of Point Reyes, an hour north of Berkeley. I was busy sketching a pine on a hill when Taylor walked by, smiling at me, and I felt an instant trust in him. He asked to see some of my drawings. We ended up hiking together.


He took photos of the parched amber grass while I sketched fire-scorched pines. Walking underneath windswept Monterey cypresses, we enjoyed each other’s calming presence.


After two years of dating, I felt my heart entwining with his. But I knew Taylor felt cautious. I had an active social life, hosting dinners with friends and sailing dinghies on the windy Berkeley Bay. Taylor practically lived in his darkroom and enjoyed hiking with a few friends, or alone. I admired his passion for creating beauty but did not share his reserved nature.


The bird under the plum began to poke at the soil with its beak. My thoughts strayed to thinking about Taylor and me in the future. We could get married; we could have children. Then another thought arrived: If I have children soon, I’ll regret never having gone to Japan.


I spoke impulsively. “I’m thinking of going to Japan to search for an apprenticeship.” Decision made, based on potential regret. After four years of thinking about it, I’d said it out loud. “Great idea!” Taylor mumbled from his darkroom.


When I glanced out the window again, the little bird was gone, having noiselessly taken flight. A week later, Taylor came up to me with a phone in his hand. “Hey, a friend of mine is on the phone. He lives in Kyoto and says his girlfriend is going away to school next fall. You could rent her spare bedroom.” I took the phone hesitantly, saying, “Well, okay,” already wanting to give it back.


The summer of 1999, as I headed for Japan in the swift airplane, a suitcase was stored far down in the plane’s belly beneath my seat, packed with enough work clothes for several seasons. A second bag was completely filled with thank-you presents. I’d read in Japanese culture books about the importance of gifts: wrap everything, and do not make too big a deal about your present when handing it over, or you will obligate the receiver to return the favor equally. I’d wrapped each gift with care, taking hours, as though this act alone would ensure my trip’s success. My mother taught me how to wrap with the perfectionist spirit of an origami artist. In the fifties, she’d wrapped wedding gifts for the first Neiman Marcus department store in Dallas.


I packed garden clothes that would last three seasons: late summer, fall, and early winter. I had to bring everything—my size- nine pants, enormous compared to typical Japanese women’s sizes, meant I couldn’t shop in Japan. I left behind a solid pruning business with nearly fifty pruning clients, many of whom anticipated my return. I tried not to think about disappointing them. I might not find an apprenticeship at all.


Most important, I held in my pocket three letters of reference. I was told by those who’d already studied in Japan that I could not approach any garden firm without a recommendation, nor without going to Japan to request the position in person.


One letter was from a client of mine, a Silicon Valley tech innovator who lived in Palo Alto. It was addressed to a Xerox executive he knew in Kyoto who might refer me to a landscaping company that worked at his home. Rather farfetched, I thought, but worth a try. The next note was from a Canadian landscaper I’d briefly met at a Japanese garden conference, addressed to a company he’d worked with years before. I’d thought the company was based in Tokyo, so at first I hadn’t even contacted him. But the editor of the American Japanese garden journal Sukiya Living mentioned that the company was actually based in Kyoto. The letter from the Canadian man said simply: “Would it be possible for Leslie to look around the company property?” A bit more promising! Last, I held an email from my future Kyoto landlord telling me he would introduce me to his “landscaper neighbor who used to be a monk and knew the poet Gary Snyder.” Most interesting, certainly. Enough hope in one pocket to buy a plane ticket for halfway around the world.


Settling into my seat, I looked forward to the airline’s neatly organized bento box. I worried, and tried not to worry. I dreamt about men in stylish garden clothing working furiously on the pines. I imagined what it might feel like to step onto Japanese soil—fertile and dark—where my adventures could grow.
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“Senteishi Desu”


Taking long strides down a path tightly packed with visitors to the public garden, I tried to keep a steady eye on the pruners working on the pines. Visitors to popular Kyoto gardens must often follow a one-way route, pushed along at a brisk pace by the crowd. Only my second week in Japan, I still watched gardeners from afar. I spotted a small bench ahead, off the pedestrian runway, and with all my courage, I stopped moving with the crowd and sat down. I tried to appear relaxed, even though I felt everyone’s gaze on me. Reddening a little, I forced myself to be even more conspicuous by attempting a few crude drawings in my journal, a sure crowd-pleaser. Visitors leaned over my pages to see what the noticeably pale-skinned gaijin, foreigner, was drawing.


I sketched the dry garden area before me, which was made up of patterns raked into the coarse sand. The picture reminded me of a desert scene, with ribbons of sand blown by the wind. To my right stood a six-foot-tall pile of sand in the shape of an upside-down cone. The strict geometric pile contrasted with the wild-looking plants surrounding it, making it look modern and cool. I also sketched an outline of a temple hovering nearby, with distant trees filling the outer edges of my page. No need to get every detail, just the essence. The Japanese garden, after all, is the archetype of nature, just as an opera is a simplified version of a much more nuanced story.


Self-consciously, as I prefer blending in, I scraped my pencil against the paper. I’d decided to follow the advice of David Slawson, a talented and soft-spoken American landscaper and author. Slawson studied garden construction in Japan, and encouraged me to go to Kyoto. Before I’d left, he’d told me, “Draw gardens that inspire you. They will help you understand nature and recognize design patterns.” You have to sit here and sketch if you are not working in the gardens! I lectured myself as I sweated into the armpits of my linen shirt. The only people ignoring me were the gardeners.


My bench resided in a garden named Ginkakuji, the Silver Pavilion, six blocks from the little wooden Kyoto home I planned to live in through winter. My new home felt much like the ones I had seen in old Japanese films of countryside villages, with a wide engawa, a deck, that looked out onto a garden. Our building, resting side by side with other wooden homes, formed a row of connected houses, one of a series on a rare Kyoto hillside. With multiple rows of houses on a hill, and a spattering of green trees throughout, from a distance the historic neighborhood looked like a well-tended row garden. Looking out from my bedroom window, I could see tall mountain ranges on the outskirts of the city. A serrated-leaf cherry branch hung close to my window. I’d stare at its mass of leaves while lying on my floor futon. Nothing relaxes me like a view of trees, so the cherry felt like a familiar friend at my window.


I never, ever wore my shoes in the house—that is, beyond the genkan, the house’s entryway room. I loved this idea of cleanliness! When I put my bare foot on the floors, I knew for sure that no dog droppings or old chewing gum had transferred onto the floor from a shoe worn outside. I had allowed my workbag to touch the floor of the bus, so I kept it out of the main house and inside the genkan. Unfortunately, my laid-back landlord, raised in America, did not totally conform to certain Japanese standards. His tatami looked stained, his genkan was in complete disorder, and his garden held upturned pots, a barbecue, and overgrown grass. Basically, he lived in a Kyoto bachelor pad. I spent my first two full days cleaning our house in a jet-lagged daze. I used the slimy walk-in shower once, and then for the rest of my stay slipped into a spotless female-only bathhouse, a ten-minute walk away, where I’d cleanse my body of soil, anxiety, and male determination.


The familiar rooms of Tokyo Gardens, and the spirit of my dad, followed me to Kyoto. I valued my stable community back home, but my father always encouraged me to step outside my comfort zone when journeying. One time, when I was a timid young girl, climbing down one particularly steep cliff path with him, he reassured me, “If you get scared, just get on your butt and slide.” That summed up my dad’s spirit. Years after Kyoto, my dad lay in a hospital bed, confused from a massive dose of chemo, while I stood watching over him. He yelled out to a nurse, “My daughter Leslie—she worked in an emperor’s garden in Japan!” The nurse smiled sweetly, indulging his fantasy, but I teared up. “It’s true.” Even lost in hallucinations, my dad continued to support me.


Sitting on the Kyoto garden bench with my sketchbook and pencil, I considered my current to-do list. First, I needed to find someone to translate an introductory letter. But I wondered how to do this in a city where I carried my address on a folded piece of paper in my pocket for fear of not knowing how to find my way home. Second, I had to find a way to meet my landlord’s neighbor, the landscaper-monk. Despite the fact that I walked past his front door mornings and afternoons, I could only guess at his whereabouts. I felt I’d spent days doing many things and getting nothing done.


From my bench I dutifully watched the Ginkakuji gardeners pruning the grove of pines. When I’d meet Kyoto locals, they’d ask me what I did. I’d place my hand on my chest, “Senteishi desu.” They’d tilt their heads, confused. Then I’d repeat myself with a hand pantomime of scissors opening and closing to emphasize my point. “Senteishi desu” (I am a tree pruner). Their eyes would widen. “Ah, so desu ka!” (Is that so!) they’d exclaim, trying to imagine a female senteishi among the Japanese men who had dominated their garden craft for centuries.


I observed the senteishi patiently styling their trees, thinning thick branch clusters until the branches resembled a ballet dancer’s elegant outstretched hands. I had been warned that Japanese craftsmen rarely teach verbally, that I was expected to observe tasks being performed, then simply try to repeat what I’d seen when asked. Like a child learning to walk, the apprentice learns through trial and error. When the muscle learns something before the brain, the lesson penetrates the consciousness more deeply. The student is corrected, and rarely appreciated. He is more likely told, “Wrong, wrong, and wrong!” until he gets it right.


I told myself I was almost a pruning student at the Silver Pavilion. Heck, if none of my potential contacts worked out, I might sit here every day until the gardeners gave in and let me work here with them. I’d become Leslie Buck, Kyoto garden stalker. The longer I persisted, the more seriously they’d take me. In other words, I’d begun to feel desperate.


At one point, even though the pruners never acknowledged my presence, one gardener repositioned himself at an odd angle in a way that allowed me to observe his hands and technique more precisely. He’d never so much as glanced in my direction, but I felt he had moved so I could watch his progress more carefully. Did he do it on purpose? Did he see me watching him? I wondered. One thing I did not predict was that in Japan, the craftsmen would observe me more often than I watched them. At Ginkakuji, on a warm and humid September day, I believed I’d found my first Kyoto teacher.


My teacher worked on his tree with serious concentration for nearly twenty minutes. He stood on the top rung of a twelve-foot ladder, pruning the highest, fifteen-foot branches. Twelve feet is a huge pine. The eight-foot ladder I used back in California had seemed quite tall a few weeks before. I watched my teacher stretch right and move left to reach every branch on the pine. Then he suddenly stopped and looked up. What next? I watched him in fascination as he grabbed a new tool out of a side pocket. He fiddled with it, put it next to his hat, and began talking to it. A cell phone! I giggled. Fifteen feet above the ancient garden, he continued to chat away. I’d discovered a modern pruning teacher in Kyoto, the summer before the turn of the century. I’d found him, not in an urgent search through the city streets, but by sitting with focus and watching.


I’d ask myself several times each day, What am I doing here? And I tried not to think about failure. Simply visiting gardens for three months might be fun! But this idea got stuck in my throat. I’d close my eyes and breathe deeply to clear my anxious thoughts. I focused on all the people I knew back in the States who’d be thrilled to visit Japan, to watch small birds swoop over the dry sand garden, ignoring the one-way-only garden paths. They’d savor the meditative pruners, the wind rustling through late-summer broad leaves. Why couldn’t I?


Stop thinking and look at what’s before you, I beseeched myself. A dry garden. I sketched the wavy lines of sand. Some people use the religious term Zen garden instead of dry garden. And yet dry gardens, and Japanese gardens in general, are not necessarily designed with religious intention. For instance, Japanese viewers might look at one of their gardens and think about a memory as a child near the ocean or forest, or they might be curious about the botany of the trees, or perhaps, indeed, they could have a religious thought. Japanese gardens allow our thoughts to meander rather than telling us what to think.


As I began sketching again, the sand pattern transformed in my imagination from desert scene to a deep blue rippling ocean, with seagulls crying out overhead. Often, after I’ve been drawing for a while, colors and objects intensify, become crisper and more vibrant, and my sight becomes magnified. The most mundane scenes become stunning. Rather than reminding me of God, whom I do try to contact in my most desperate moments, the dry garden reminded me of a tide I’d seen going in and out on the first day I walked along the Point Reyes seashore with Taylor.


I turned to the cone-shaped mound placed provocatively between the dry garden and the wooden pavilion. According to the English-language pamphlet, the monks who originally cared for the garden kept a pile of sand handy to spruce up the dry garden occasionally. Over time the pile became an object of study and beauty in itself. Generally I take garden pamphlets lightly, since they can overdirect the garden visitor’s thoughts. But I felt taken by this story. What do you think? I asked myself. I often talked to myself out loud in my California gardens, but I kept my thoughts internal in Kyoto. The motionless pile stared back at me. And I kept staring at it, looking at its outline, its simple lines, its uncomplicated existence. It was, after all, just a pile. I looked around at the rippling dry garden, the pruners, and back to the pile. My anxiety finally began to lift, and after two hours of sitting in one spot, I stood up to join the stream of garden visitors, each of whom reacted to the garden in their own way that day.


I ran into David, my landlord, on the way home. “Want to join me for a walk?” he asked. “Sure!” I said, even though I felt guilty about putting off my to-do list. We walked down brick-paved city streets, along pedestrian paths, and past a local monastery with chanting monks. Turning into one side street, David exclaimed, “Hey, look, there’s my neighbor, the landscaper Sogyu!” Heading straight toward us was a thin Japanese man in a worn white T-shirt, jeans, and sandals. As we got closer, I realized how tall he stood; his hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he sported a faint philosopher’s beard. He looks just like a Berkeley hippie, I thought to myself. I held an image of Japanese gardeners: functionally cropped hair and shirts with collars. Yet Sogyu looked unique, with kind, curious wrinkles that graced his eyes. He looked physically fit and healthy, with muscular arms, and was anywhere between thirty and fifty. I found him handsome. Most Japanese craftsmen glow with health and strength.


“Ohayō gozaimasu!” (Good morning!) David called out with a smile. We both bowed toward Sogyu. David bowed slightly, with each arm hanging loose at his side, a man’s bow. I bowed more deeply, placing my right hand over my left, a woman’s greeting. Hierarchy existed everywhere in Kyoto. I wondered if I traveled back to the time of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, a favorite book of mine about love touched by wild nature, if I would find as much attention being paid to cultural formality as I found in Kyoto near the turn of the twenty-first century. Despite the fact that I’d done my best to learn about a continually evolving Japanese culture before my arrival, I often felt like I wore clunky garden shoes everywhere while attempting to be a ballerina.
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