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    WAKING UP TO DESTRUCTION




    Friday 11th March 2011




    ‘I think you’d better turn on the news,’ is the wake-up call from my mother.




    News? I’m still in bed and don’t have to get up to get ready for work for another ten minutes. I’m sure it can wait.




    ‘There’s been an earthquake and a tsunami hit Japan…’




    An earthquake and a tsunami? What on earth? I roll out of bed and climb wearily to my feet. Did I hear her right? I turn on the television and change the channels from the default Sky Sports News to the BBC News. I had heard her right. I’m immediately confronted with images of widespread destruction, the likes of which I’ve rarely seen outside of a heavily laden special effects movie. The majority of the damage appears to have occurred in an area called Sendai, North East of Tokyo. There’s footage of an airport practically under water, aircrafts floating down the runway. My first thought is a selfish one; please don’t let that be the airport that I’m due to fly into tomorrow. It isn’t, and I feel ashamed for putting thoughts of my holiday before those people who have surely died and for those who have lost loved ones.




    Speaking of which, I know that Sendai should be far enough from Miki as she lives in Chiba, South East of Tokyo, but I can’t help but worry for her, especially as she works in Tokyo itself. And then there’s a report of an explosion at the Cosmo oil refinery in Chiba prefecture and it hits me that this is really happening and even thought it’s happening thousands of miles away, it’s all happening a little too close to home for comfort.




    As I watch the footage over my Corn Flakes, my view occasionally restricted due to the presence of my parents hovering in the living room, their attention also fully focused on the natural disaster that is being broadcast into our lives, I’ve a feeling of resignation. Is my long awaited trip to Japan about to end before it’s even begun?




    My worst fears are confirmed when I get to work. I check the latest online news and there are reports that all flights into Tokyo have been cancelled, Tokyo Narita airport currently closed to inbound and outbound flights. I’m due to fly tomorrow. My colleagues are shocked that I’m even considering still going.




    ‘You must be mad for still wanting to go,’ is the general consensus. Maybe, maybe not, but I’ve looked forward to this trip for long enough to not be put off by even a 7.9 (later raised to 9.0) earthquake and subsequent tsunami.




    Having had a first date with a girl the previous night, and then finding when I got home that she’d broadcast details of it for the whole world to see online via her open Twitter account, (ensuring that it would be our first and last date, thank you very much) I was now finding out just how informative and unreliable the world wide web can be, particularly Twitter. A running feed of comments from both news networks and the regular guy or gal on the street was reporting anything from a 1,000 people to 10,000 people currently stranded at Narita Airport. Someone’s just seen a plane land, which contradicts the official word of the airport being closed. Another tweet or twit reports that Narita Airport is currently underwater. The lines of fact and fiction becoming increasingly blurred, an ever evolving game of Chinese Whispers, direct from Japan. Another social networking site, Facebook, is full of people trying to outdo each other with their throw away messages of support and prayer for Japan. Its use is better served with a message from Miki to confirm that she’s ok. She was at work when the earthquake hit and she is currently helping her mum and sister clean up their house from the debris of fallen plates and ornaments.




    My boss has given me the ok to remain glued to the internet for emerging news regarding my flight. The status of my flight still gives it the go ahead, although other flights have been cancelled and delayed. The fact that I have connections in Paris and Amsterdam and my flight isn’t due to land in Tokyo until Sunday morning increases my chances of the airport being opened in time but I’m not overly confident.




    The more footage that finds its way onto the internet, the more it sinks in just how badly Japan has been hit. The tsunami has clearly done the worst damage. As I sit and watch a filthy lake of debris consisting of houses and cars make its way relentlessly inland, I can’t shake the horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. How many bodies are amongst the carnage? The death toll is currently placed in the hundreds, but that seems certain to rise when the situation becomes clearer over the coming days and weeks.




    It doesn’t look real, probably because it’s more real than anything I’ve ever seen of this magnitude. Usually this kind of footage is only seen in a Hollywood blockbuster, carefully and meticulously created using the latest CGI effects. Even the footage of the Tsunami that hit Thailand and the Philippines in 2004 seems tame in comparison. This footage is being brought to us in an age where we are increasingly caught up in a multi-media world of CCTV and self-broadcasting. Already YouTube is full of people’s own video footage of the earthquake, people who have had either the courage or the foolishness to try and capture the moment forever on video, whilst not knowing if the moment would turn out to be their last. Security cameras capture offices shaking, filing cabinets rocking, whilst we scream at a woman who is ducking beneath a giant flat screen monitor which sways perilously above to look out. It’s like a horror film. Run away, the deranged killer with the knife is coming. But this is real. Far too real.




    With the status of my flight still showing as full steam ahead and with the wishes of luck and seemingly genuine concern from my colleagues, I return home from work to pack my backpack as if nothing has happened, albeit with the news streaming a constant reminder that something has. Something huge. I realise that now is a time for putting things into perspective, but I’ll be devastated if I can’t make it to Japan and I know that Miki will be too.




    Miki is my ex-girlfriend. We met when she was studying for her postgraduate degree in Newcastle and dated for exactly one year, our relationship only ending when she returned home to Japan at the end of her studies. It was a huge wrench to say goodbye but I took the decision to end things as she was leaving, even though she had wanted to continue the relationship. After all, there are long-distance relationships and then there are relationships between people living in England and Japan. It’s not something that I was ready to do, and even though we spent a wonderful year together, full of memories that I will cherish as long as I live, I knew that it was the best decision for the both of us, even if it’s something that she didn’t realise at the time. Saying goodbye to her at the airport was by far and away the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Since Miki left Newcastle last September, we’ve seen each other once when she returned in December for a week for her Graduation. I’ve wanted to visit Japan since long before I met Miki but now seems the perfect time to go and it will be a nice chance to catch up and spend some time together again.




    That is, it had seemed like the perfect time to go. Until Thursday 10th March, 14:46 local time, 05:46 GMT this morning. As I choose my clothes and pack them, the tsunami races across the pacific towards the United States causing evacuation orders in California, Washington and Oregon. I gather my toiletries together and 300 bodies have been found in one area of Sendai City alone. I pack my camera and my mp3 player but four trains from coastal services are missing and a ship carrying over 100 people has been swept away. And perhaps the most worrying news of all is that thousands of people living near the Fukushima nuclear plant have been ordered to evacuate. Nuclear officials said pressure inside a boiling water reactor at the plant was running much higher than normal after the cooling system failed. Fortunately however, early reports say that it will not lead to a health risk.




    I feel helpless but undeterred. If I can do my bit to show that life will carry on, that the human spirit will not be broken by tragedy, then I guess this is the best thing that I can do. Tired, yet with my mind racing, I retire to bed; the blue screen still transmitting images of destruction and devastation deep into my bedroom and my mind’s eye. I hope I will sleep well as I’ve just three or four hours before I wake, to hopefully set off to the stricken nation of Japan.


  




  

    AFTER THE QUAKE




    Saturday 12th March 2011




    Just one day after what has now been confirmed as the biggest earthquake in Japan’s history, I find myself setting off on a three-legged flight with no idea if I’ll even reach my destination, never mind any idea of what I’ll find when I get there. Two days ago I finished reading After The Quake, a book of short stories by my favourite writer Haruki Murakami, all centered around the lives of Japanese people following the previous most devastating earthquake to hit Japan in the heavily populated city of Kobe in 1995. I’ve read most of Murakami’s novels but the timing of my finishing of this one is a little chilling.




    I need this trip. Perhaps more so than I did when I travelled around the United States for three months in 2007. Back then, I was running away from one life in London to start another in Newcastle. I was running from a failed relationship with the first girl I ever truly loved. Now I feel like I need to run away from my life, just to be able to get back to it. I need to take some time out. Time away from my job and time away from the book that I’ve worked so hard on for the last year. More importantly, time away from myself. There’s something about travelling that allows me to become the me I’ve always wanted to be. A me that is less stressed and frustrated and a me that is able to see the full extent of the beauty in the world. I hope beyond hope, that that is what I will find when, and if, I reach Japan.




    Even before I have the potential problem of finding Narita Airport closed, I have the worry and stress of a very short connection time at Paris Charles de Galle Airport in order to catch my flight to Amsterdam Schiphol. I ask at Newcastle Airport if there’s any chance of being put on a flight direct to Amsterdam to avoid potentially missing my connecting flight. I’m surprised to find that this is something that would have been possible, had it not been for the fact that it’s fully subscribed. The first blow of the day has been landed, but here’s hoping that it will be the last. At the check-in desk they confirm that there’s been no further news and that as it stands, my flight is still due to depart for Tokyo. I’m a little unnerved that I can’t get my boarding pass for the third leg of my journey, however, due to it being ‘oversubscribed’. Hmm. I’m assured that this won’t be a problem and with a nervous glance at my mother, I make the short walk to departures.




    I bid goodbye to my mother and although I will miss her, it’s in the hope that I won’t see her for three weeks, not that I will be back at this very airport in a matter of days. It’s still dark and there’s rainwater on the tarmac as I board the tiny Canadian Regional Jet 700 Air France flight to Paris. It’s a tight squeeze but the seat next to me is free and thankfully this is just for a 90 minute or so flight rather than the long haul journey to Tokyo.




    I sleep a little on the flight but I’m not helped by the guy behind me who constantly pushes and pulls on my seat to the point where I want to turn around and ask him what the hell he’s doing, and before I know it we’re making our descent. I ask the French air steward if he can help me with where I need to go when we land in Paris as I have such a short turnaround time, but with a wave of his hand he’s off and proved to be very unhelpful. The young Indian guy behind me has tried to redeem himself by offering me a map of the terminal that I already possess. Upon landing the steward returns and I am thankful for his offering of help, although confused when he tells me that I need to get to terminal 2J before revealing that we are actually at 2J due to a change in circumstances.




    ‘We neva knur to be honeest, offen, we are as confoosed as de passengers…’ he offers in his strong French drawl.




    The Indian guy and I, who just moments earlier had been my arch enemy, are now laughing in tandem as we are both in the same boat, or plane, and both as confused as hell. The steward points through the small window at the bus that we must take and we both exit the plane and board the bus in nervous laughter. The Indian guy tells me he has even less time to make his connection home to India, but it hardly puts my mind at ease as we watch people slowly board the bus with prams and baggage and walking sticks. It’s all I can do not to stand outside and shove people aboard the bus.




    We’re soon on our way but it seems that we’ve driven around the airport three times before an older guy notices our obvious concern.




    ‘They seem to do it on purpose, just to make you worry…’ he offers, but we’re hardly amused.




    Once we exit the bus, we’re faced with a long queue to board another bus and my nerves are at breaking point. My fellow, seemingly doomed friend, asks if we can jump the queue but he’s told, ‘It will be fine’, by an altogether too relaxed French airport worker. Does he not realise how important this is?




    My new friend and I try to hide our concerns with some polite chat and he asks me what I do for a living. I tell him that I work at Newcastle University and he informs me that he’s a student there. Dealing with admissions for the Masters of Business Administration course that has a very high proportion of Indian students, I put two and two together. What course are you studying?




    ‘MBA,’ he confirms. I barely have time to explain my amusement and offer my luck and farewell before my new friend is whisked onto his bus. Mine ‘will follow’, I am told. I will never know if he will make his flight, but as I consider what a small world it can sometimes be, even though we are flying off to two separate continents, thousands of miles apart, I find myself sure hoping that he does.




    As I exit my second bus, the directions on my map appear to not correspond with the actual layout of the terminal but I’ve no time to stop and complain. I appear to be making good time but to my horror I find a horrendously long queue of people at the security check. They appear to be mostly kids on a school trip and they are in no mood to do things in any kind of hurry. Truly panicking I ask an attendant if I am indeed in the right queue and she takes my arm and hurries me to a separate queue at the end and ushers me through. They do say you don’t get if you don’t ask, and this is the perfect example of a decisive action bearing fruit.




    I arrive at my departure gate with time to spare to find hundreds of Japanese late-teens and early twenty-something’s seemingly preparing to take the same journey as I am about to, but they are going home whilst I am heading to the unknown. I’m surprised to find a general mood of light-heartedness. I don’t know if this is an age thing in that they haven’t yet grasped what has happened, they would certainly have a lot to talk about amongst their friends, or a cultural thing. Earthquakes are effectively a part of daily life for the Japanese people but maybe the seriousness of this one will only hit them when they reach home. But certainly if there’s any concerns here for loved ones or their homeland, it’s well masked, literally in some cases with the facemasks that I’ve seen Asian students wearing when they call in to the office at work.




    I find myself sitting next to two young Japanese girls on my flight to Amsterdam. A Dutch air-stewardess stops to ask them if they are Japanese and if their families are safe and they confirm that they are. I ask if they’re visiting Amsterdam and they tell me they are so my initial thoughts that they must be headed home appear to be incorrect. When I tell them that I’m travelling to Tokyo they are shocked although their very giggly mood isn’t ruined. I try to ask them if they have been studying in Paris but this is where the communication barriers are raised as however which was I try to phrase my question, they don’t seem to understand. I do work my way through my list of the dozen or so Japanese words that I know, again much to great amusement, especially ‘nomihodai’ which I have been reliably informed means, ‘all you can drink offer’. Upon landing I bid the girls a happy time in Amsterdam and enter the enormous Schiphol Airport to make the long walk to the connections desk with hope in my heart and nervousness in my stomach.




    To my intense relief I find that not only is my flight running, it’s also on time so I’ve just an hour or so to hang around the airport before making my way to Tokyo once I’ve printed off my boarding pass, any worries of ‘oversubscription’, now out of the way. As I make my way through the security checks I see the two girls again so they are presumably also flying on from Amsterdam. It would appear then, that our entire conversation had been somewhat lost in translation! They wave to me, still giggling, seemingly without a care in the world.




    When I reach the departure lounge I am greeted by a few quizzical looks as it would appear that I am the only Westerner making the long flight to Tokyo. Again, the crowd is mostly a student aged one, although I don’t see my two fellow passengers from the Paris flight, and still the atmosphere amongst the youngsters seems to be a happy and relaxed one with only some of the older passengers appearing solemn and contemplative, though many of these join the Business Class queue so maybe they are just bored. If I am to get any insight into the Japanese psyche following the biggest earthquake of their lifetime, it’s clear that I’m not going to get it at the airport.




    I was a little worried that my seat was E which would normally place me in the middle of two other passengers which wouldn’t be an ideal on an eleven hour flight. But in the front section at least of this particular KLM 747, the plane is made up of three seats, aisle, two seats, and then wall. The wall must belong to the kitchen and it’s certainly something I’ve never experienced before on an aircraft but at least I’m not in the middle of two people. The only person I am sat next to is a middle-aged Japanese lady who is courteous and friendly but not overly approachable. We do exchange laughs however, when she orders the British tea and I, the green tea. Again, when I am offered the Western pasta dish or the Asian Chicken, it is I that opt for the Asian cuisine, and her, the Western. It would seem that if we are not the multi-cultured people that we wish to be, we are at least making an attempt!




    As always with aeroplane meals, it’s not the greatest dish I’ve ever been served up and I have to inspect the menu to find out what I am eating, nearly choking on the wasabi as it enters my throat. But my green tea noodles and chicken dish entitled Chikuzen-Ni, fills a whole and gets me started on my Turning Japanese adventure. I sleep a little but I’m too excited and relieved that my adventure is happening after all the worry that I had that it might never get off the ground, literally. I continue with my Japanese-themed flight by testing myself on some Japanese phrases on the plane’s entertainment system. I repeat it over and over until I score full marks but I’ve little doubt that I’ll forget it all by the time I arrive, languages having never been my strong point. Finishing off with some indulgence in Japanese pop music, or J-Pop as it’s more commonly known, the best of which is a very Avril Lavigne-a-like Abe Mao and her catchy song Tsutaetai Koto, though I obviously haven’t a clue what it’s about, I am as ready as I can be for my adventures in a post-earthquake Japan.


  




  

    BIG IN JAPAN




    Sunday 13th March 2011




    With all the worries surrounding my arrival, and taking into account what’s happened in the last few days, I don’t think there can be anybody as happy as I am to be in Japan right now. My plane sets down ahead of schedule at around 8.30am and being the only foreigner on board, I’m told to follow a path of my own to the automated gate. There’s nobody around but a machine that seems to be telling me to scan my passport into it but it’s all written in Japanese so it could be telling me to fly back to where I came from for all I know. I try scanning my passport nonetheless and it tells me with a loud buzzing sound and flashing red light that it’s not working. Hmm, this is worrying. I try again and the buzzing seems to get louder and the light gets redder and flashes quicker. I look around for help, walk back and see somebody in a little office. He tells me that it is a system to only be used by Japanese residents and that as I am very clearly not a resident; I need to head back to the main passport control. So the only foreigner on board has been sent to the resident entry section and who knows where everybody else was sent!




    Safely through passport control with a smile and a welcome, I head for baggage reclaim. My concerns regarding the turnaround time at Paris are even higher regarding my luggage as they were regarding myself so, as I watch more and more people drift away with their suitcases, the more worried I become. I’ve packed a couple of changes of underwear and a couple of clean shirts into my carry-on rucksack just in case, but I’m not going to make a very good impression on a nation that prides itself on its cleanliness without a few more clothes. Just as I am giving up hope I spy what appears to be my backpack coming up the slope then slide back down to the conveyor belt, the very last piece of baggage to emerge from that mysterious underground world where luggage comes from. Bag and body accounted for, I make my way past the plant quarantine, amused at the thought of someone bidding goodbye to their plant for the next month or so until it gets the all-clear, and head towards Japan for real.




    It’s always a great feeling to have somebody waiting for you when you step out into arrivals and I spot Miki right away. We embrace tightly and, always an emotional little one, tears roll from her eyes. It feels good to see her again and she repeats over and over that she can’t believe that I’m ‘here in Japan’. I can scarcely believe it myself.




    The first thing I need to do is collect my Japan Rail Pass. It’s cost me £480 for a three week pass so I’m hoping to get a lot of use out of it, though in the present climate I’m not sure if that’s going to be possible or not. It will also only get me on a few of the Tokyo subway lines, namely the JR (Japan Rail) lines. Journey’s aren’t particularly cheap so it’ll be best for me to stick to JR lines as much as possible where I can use my pass but for getting to Miki’s I will need to use a Pasmo card. Miki gives me her mother’s Pasmo card which is a top-up rail pass that you swipe whenever you start and complete a journey, just like the Oyster card that they have in London.




    We take the train from Narita Airport and have to change at Chiba Newtown Chuo in order to get to Miki’s stop, Shiroi. On the way we catch up and of course the main topic on the agenda is my flight and the earthquake. Miki tells me that she was at her office job in Tokyo when the earthquake struck and that everybody she knows is ok though one of her friends has family in the Sendai area and hasn’t heard from them. Her dad spent the night in Tokyo at his office because it was too difficult to get home, the trains running a decreased service and ‘subject to change’.




    It’s a Sunday morning and few people are around but many of those that are, are wearing the little white facemasks that I’ve seen on the Japanese students where I work and at the airports. It’s a strange sight, almost out of some kind of science fiction movie, to see so many people’s faces covered up but for their eyes. Miki tells me that it’s nothing to do with pollution or any possible radiation leaks resulting from the earthquake, just that as it is spring, many people have colds and don’t want to pass on their germs. So it’s not even for people who want to avoid infection, rather for those that are already infected. This strikes me as a very unselfish attitude, and sadly; a big difference between Japanese and Western culture. An additional reason is that it is hay fever season and Japan has a high population of hay fever sufferers so the masks help protect against the frustrating symptoms.




    We make the short walk from Shiroi station to Miki’s house and are amused to be greeted at the front door by Miki’s dad, his attire finely accessorized by such a facemask. Miki’s parents and sister speak little English, so Miki tells her dad how we’d just been talking about the masks and we all share our amusement.




    Miki’s family lives not in a house but in an apartment block of some twelve stories. The elevator drops off only on odd floors so we must ride to the seventh before walking back down to the sixth for Miki’s flat. The apartment is small but there is no wasted space. There is a narrow corridor from the front entrance that runs throughout but other than that, the rest of the space is used for each room. There is just the one toilet for four people, compared to three in my house for three people. In a country with such a high population it of course makes sense, but population aside, it just seems a far more economic use of space. I can’t think of a time when all three of our toilets have been in use!




    I have read that when visiting somebody’s house in Japan, it is tradition and manners to bring a gift and of course I would have brought gifts for Miki’s family even if that weren’t the case. I try to remember the traditional ways of handing and receiving gifts in Japan, but truthfully Miki’s parents are far less formal and don’t seem to care about any particular rules or customs. They seem happy with their gifts and Miki’s dad is particularly interested when I hand him a copy of Saturday’s issue of an English red-top newspaper, which has more than a dozen pages dedicated to earthquake coverage in the paper’s own unique sensationalized red-top style. The television is naturally tuned into news about the earthquake and Miki says every channel has shown non-stop earthquake coverage, ever since it hit. We watch open-mouthed at some of the footage, in particular a shot of a ship which has run aground on top of a two story building. It’s the sort of shot you’d expect to see in a disaster movie and when you did you would laugh at its silliness. But this is real, it’s not silly, and nobody is laughing.




    I might have expected my first meal in Japan to be a particularly Japanese affair, but clearly Miki has told her mum of my love for pasta and so my first meal is a quickly boiled up plate of spaghetti! It’s appreciated but what I have is unimportant as despite my tiredness and jetlag, I’m keen to get out of the house and into Tokyo to have my first look around. I quickly shower and freshen up with a clean set of clothes and we’re soon back at Shiroi station.




    As we make our way to Tokyo, in between stations I am confused by the sounds of birds tweeting and yet when I look around, there’s not a bird to be seen. Miki hasn’t noticed it but once I point it out, we realize that it’s happening at each and every stop. The sound must be being broadcast from speakers at the stations, presumably for a calming effect for passengers making their way into the city on the usually crowded commuter trains. It is a nice effect, and fits in perfectly with my notion of Japan’s quirkiness.




    We take the train to Takasago, then to Nippori then to Ikebukuro, all names that don’t mean a thing to me, as we head towards the wonderfully named Sunshine City. To my dismay, as we walk through the busy subway stations and past the seemingly endless rows of shops and restaurants that they encompass, we stumble across the London Pub Railway Tavern serving up such Western ‘treats’ as Spaghetti Bolognese, hotdogs and burgers.




    Moving quickly on, we finally emerge into an appropriately bright sunny day and walk the short distance to Sunshine City. Part of its complex is Sunshine 60, a sixty story high building, the second highest in Tokyo, affording views of the whole of the city from its summit. We take the elevator that races its way to the top at ear popping speeds. I’m lucky to have arrived on such a bright day with clear blue skies, but if I had any thoughts that it might help me get my bearings in such a huge complex city like Tokyo, I had better forget it quick, as all I can see as far as my eyes will let me is endless skyscrapers and railway lines with the odd patches of greenery. It’s dazzling and breathtaking and scary and bewildering all at once. When I consider that people must have been up here during the earthquake, sixty floors from the ground, I shudder, with the realization that there could be an aftershock at any moment.




    According to the map, on a particularly clear day you can see Mount Fuji, but today we’re out of luck so that particular landmark will have to wait a while longer. However, I do see what looks like a giant cigarette sticking out of the ground which turns out to be a Garbage and Sewage Plant and I’m amused by the sight of football pitches and tennis courts on top of buildings; that Japanese economic use of space being highlighted once again.




    There are a few things to see within the observatory itself, the most curious being a heart shaped couch. Miki tells me that this is in honour of White Day which will take place tomorrow, Monday 14th March. The custom begins with Valentine’s Day, on 14th February as it is at home. However, on Valentine’s Day it is only girls who are expected to give gifts to the boys. On White Day, the roles are reversed and the boys return the favour by handing gifts to the girls, usually expected to be a gift three times more expensive than they received. Sounds familiar! It probably raises more questions than can be explained, but the whole notion of Valentine’s Day in the West has been somewhat lost over the years in that there was supposed to be an air of mystery surrounding who had given you a gift. So how can you return a gift if you don’t know who it was from?




    From the Observatory we decide to explore Sunshine City by delving further into its bowels, arriving on the second floor in search of the intriguing Ice Cream City. Before we can get to Ice Cream City however, we must first venture through Namco Namjatown, an area seemingly dedicated to a strange cat, not entirely unlike the popular Japanese phenomenon; Hello Kitty. I’ve been in Japan less than a day and I’m already starting to understand that if you want to sell anything, then you have to stick a cartoon animal on it, preferably a cat.




    Namjatown seems to mainly cater for kids but there’s a fairly scary graveyard we must pass through, complete with headstones and a bench to rest your weary bones, pun intended; that moves when you sit on it. I’m not sure about my bones, but I’m soon weary of the Namja cat staring at me from every angle. I’m a little perplexed at what the point of all this is and when I look at Miki she seems equally confused, so we are both relieved when we reach the sign welcoming us to Ice Cream City, complete with cat, naturally.




    If I thought Namjatown was strange, then now I’m really in for a treat. Row upon row of little tubs of ice cream of every flavour that you can’t quite imagine, stare out from behind glass refrigerator doors. The choice is mind-boggling but Miki and I finally settle on trying out the Crab, the Eel and the Garlic flavours, although Chicken Wing only narrowly loses out. This is the sort of surreal thing that I’ve come to expect from Japan from books and movies so I’m not disappointed. It is a little disappointing to find, however, that the ice creams don’t taste entirely different to normal everyday ice creams. I’ve tasted eel before, and the ice cream bears little resemblance to the taste of it. I’m even more disappointed to find that Garlic flavoured ice cream, tastes pretty much exactly like, well; vanilla. In fact, when I peel off the eye-catching Dracula label from the top of the ice cream tub, there is a label beneath reading Original Ice Cream, much like any tub of ice cream one might see back home.




    Although a little underwhelmed, the ice cream is nice and refreshing, especially after nearly a whole day of flying. This is just my first glimpse of Japan and it should come as no surprise that a place that has a cat for a mascot and an Ice Cream City should be little more than a marketing gimmick. It’s time to leave Namjatown and Sunshine City and head back out into the real sunshine.




    Back in the reality of the outskirts of Sunshine City, we pass what calls itself a Lingerie Pub but alas, Miki is not as up for a drink as I am. She’s more than keen, however, to drag me into Gift Gate, a shop that seems to specialise in Hello Kitty merchandise. There are Hello Kitty stuffed toys, pillows, keyrings and even underwear. It’s enough to make you want to strangle the loveable little creature but it would appear that in Japan, they don’t know the meaning of the word overkill.




    I’m happy to take in the sights of a bright day in Tokyo and much to my amusement I spy a group of twenty-something kids through a window singing karaoke on the second floor, right above a department store. It seems that to look at Tokyo at eye-level alone is to miss the point, there’s plenty going on all around you, especially above you. The kids, all male as far as I can tell, seem to be having the time of their lives and when they spot me watching them with Miki, they give a wave, and a high five gesture. I can only think that back in England, I’d receive more of a two-fingered salute than a five.




    Although fairly busy from my point of view, Miki suggests that we head for a livelier part of Tokyo and we take a JR Line train to Shibuya-Ku. It’s a good call as the streets are exactly as I’d envisioned from watching movies set in Japan, this is the hustle and bustle that I was expecting of Tokyo. Tall buildings complete with large advertisements in all the colours of the rainbow. Most are written in Japanese but many familiar electrical goods names are there, along with adverts for J-Pop bands and banks and who knows what else.




    And then we reach the middle of it all where hundreds of people are trying to cross the road in about half a dozen different directions. People wait patiently as the cars own the roads, driving this way and that until the lights start to flash and the bleep begins to sound. And now it’s the pedestrian’s turn. I feel part of an army of people, all headed for no-man’s land, destination: the other side of the road. But there are many sides of the road and people dodge each other like bullets. Nobody seems to find any of this a problem in the slightest, except for me as Miki grabs hold of my arm and steers me through a little army of people in suits and facemasks and knee socks. It’s chaos; but it’s organised chaos. When I reach the other side I breathe a sigh of relief as everybody else carries on their journey and the next set of people take their turn to wait for the traffic before conquering the tarmac.




    I’m that taken by the scene, I insist that we head for a higher vantage point so that I can watch the crossing when I’m not a part of it. Only then will I be able to take it all in. We take the escalator up to the second floor of what seems to be a mall and find a spot to watch the crossing take place. The cars whiz past as more and more people queue at the sides of the streets, patiently waiting their turn. The lights are changing as the last couple of cars slow to a halt at the crossing before hundreds of individuals become one mass blur, bodies headed north and south and east and west. The people look like little worker ants, dressed similarly in their black business suits, in spite of it being a Sunday. They all appear to head off in random directions, but with such a sense of direction and purpose, it would be foolish to suggest that they don’t have a specific destination in mind. Despite the mass of bodies, there’s a taxi trying to edge his way forwards through the throngs but he’s going to have to stop or he’s going to end up with people on his bonnet. Thankfully he does. After a minute or so the last of the bodies are making their way across the road but the traffic isn’t going to wait for anybody and as soon as the lights turn green, the cars are off. I hold my breath as one lady in a pair of white knee boots is bore down upon by a white sports car that seems to speed up the closer it gets to her. She’s made it by the skin of her boots and I can relax again as the cars take control of the roads once more and the final pedestrians make it safely to whichever side they need to be.



OEBPS/Images/map_fmt.jpeg
pacrrc
OCEAY





OEBPS/Images/9786162220869_fmt.jpeg
Travel Adventures In
Post Enr”\quukt apon

?w\ Broad head





