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To those longing to bloom in their own way.
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MY JOURNEY TO OUBAITORI

Growing up in the busy streets of Tokyo, Japan, one of the most metropolitan areas in the world, you might think that nature is out of reach. To my surprise, I found this not to be true. Nature was closely integrated into the city, whether it was a park near my school or a quiet temple hidden among towering office buildings.

When I think back to my childhood, the first blossoms I vividly remember are the sakura, or cherry blossoms, lining the streets in the spring. My mother would pick me up from school, and my older sister and I would gaze upwards during the drive home, watching as the blossoms slowly opened day by day. These rows of trees are called sakura namiki, or avenues of cherry blossom trees, and in those moments of awe, we absorbed the beauty of nature.

Each blossom opened, flourished and then drifted to the ground in its own brief moment. Usually, it took a week or two, but sometimes it could be just a few short days because of bad weather. Even at a young age, I could feel my connection to nature in this moment. This memory is a lesson of fleeting beauty, the heart of Japan’s beloved hanami tradition, or the art of flower viewing.

At the same time, my childhood experience was also shaped by time abroad – my family lived in the United States for three years and I attended an international school in Japan. This early exposure widened my view of the world but also created a focus and desire to look beyond Japan, to almost not pay attention to my Japanese roots, as it was not the ‘cool’ thing to be as I entered my early teenage years. I found myself pushing away the traditions and rituals that my parents, aunts, uncles and grandparents were trying to share with me.

It wasn’t until I was in my twenties, after moving abroad for university, that an undeniable yearning grew inside me. I felt a tug to reconnect with the roots I had so strongly pushed away in my teen years. At that time, I was also going through a personal wellbeing journey, facing challenges rooted in perfectionism and a hyper-focus on physical appearance as a measure of self-worth, which led to a long battle with eating disorders. Despite achieving many of the societal labels of success, including getting a good job, living in New York City – one of the best cities in the world – and having financial stability, I could not shake this deep sense of emptiness and unhappiness. My internal monologue at that time was constantly filled with questions, often comparing myself to others: Why don’t I feel like I am enough? Why does happiness seem to come easier to others? How come I feel so behind? The pressure to act as though I had everything together and appear ‘perfect’ was taking a toll on me.
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Through patience, self-compassion and the support of my community, I went through my healing journey, where I learned to lean into my authentic, holistic self, embracing mind, body and soul. It was during this time that I reconnected with the cultural wisdom I had grown up with, where I remembered to be my true self – one that does not have to be perfect but uniquely beautiful and worthy, just as each of us is.

It was only years later, after moving to London, that I came across the phrase ōbaitōri – 桜梅桃李, commonly rendered in English as oubaitori. This four-character idiom reminds us that each blossom – cherry (sakura 桜), Japanese apricot (ume 梅), peach (momo 桃) and Japanese plum (sumomo 李) – has its own time to bloom, and none compares itself to the others.

Each blooms in its own season and has unique value and significance in Japanese culture. It named a truth I had been living but hadn’t found words for: similar to these blossoms, we each have our own rhythm and path, none better or worse, all beautiful in their own way.
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THE CONSTANT COMPARISON GAME

In today’s society, the world seems to be filled with competition and comparison. The rise of social media, AI-powered tools that enhance appearances and the fast pace of living have all contributed to the persistent and ever-present shadow of comparison. Many young people today report feeling less satisfied with their lives after comparing themselves to others online – especially on social media. This is not only a challenge for younger people, it is also felt across all generations. The feelings of unworthiness I experienced in New York City in my twenties were not unique to me, but perhaps something most of us can recognize.

This constant measuring against others can dim our sense of joy and self-worth. We find ourselves asking: Why am I not as accomplished? Why am I not as beautiful? Why am I not as well-liked?

While some healthy comparisons can help us grow into our best selves, the current climate of unrealistic expectations creates unease, fuels stress and contributes to the rising challenges in mental wellbeing.

The antidote to this is to embrace the wisdom of oubaitori. It encourages us to release comparisons and bring the attention we all deserve back to ourselves. It is a way to give us back agency to remember that we are all uniquely unfolding in our own lives. Like the blossoms, we bloom in our own time, in our own way, and that alone is beautiful and worthy.



LESSONS FROM THE BLOSSOMS

The Japanese idiom ōbaitōri (桜梅桃李) celebrates four spring blossoms. We start with the cherry blossom (sakura 桜), followed by the Japanese apricot blossom (ume 梅), the peach blossom (momo 桃), and finally the Japanese plum blossom (sumomo 李). They represent four trees that bloom in spring, each with its own distinct timing, qualities and beauty.

The Japanese apricot blossoms arrive first, blooming from late January to April, often pushing through the cold winter. These brave flowers teach us resilience and strength, showing us the ability to open despite challenging conditions. Peach blossoms arrive from mid-March through April, radiating playful joy and creative spirit. Cherry blossoms follow a similar timeline, appearing from mid-March to early May. The transient but striking flowers represent the beauty of fleeting moments, impermanence and the wonder of presence. Finally, we have the Japanese plum, its blossoms opening calmly between March and April alongside the others. While the Japanese plum blooms may not receive as much attention as the other three, their existence shows us a humble yet significant confidence, a beauty that thrives without the need for applause.

Together, these four blossoms offer a vibrant and meaningful metaphor for celebrating our individuality and trusting in our own pace. By studying these blossoms, we can discover a way to live more authentically, while feeling comfortable in our own skin.


Note: Although ume (梅) and sumomo (李) are both often simply translated as ‘plum’ in English, ume (Prunus mume) is in fact botanically more similar to an apricot, while sumomo (Prunus salicina) is a genuine Japanese plum. Therefore, in this book, ‘Japanese apricot blossom’ is used for ume and ‘Japanese plum blossom’ for sumomo, to reflect their cultural and seasonal differences.
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THE WISDOM IN PRACTICE

The wisdom of oubaitori goes beyond the blossoms themselves as it embodies many cultural elements woven into Japanese tradition and rituals. Japanese culture is rich in teachings rooted in mindfulness, nature and the acceptance of impermanence. Customs such as hanami, the art of flower viewing, encourage us to slow down and experience the fleeting beauty of life. Tsukimi, the art of moon viewing, invites us to look up and experience the wonder of the night sky. Practices such as shinrin-yoku, or forest bathing, the practice of mindfully immersing yourself in nature through your senses, remind us of our connection to the earth by demonstrating their healing powers.

The culture of working with our hands also reflects a spirit of mindfulness. An example of this is origami, the traditional Japanese art of paper folding, which embodies presence and the joy of creating something meaningful with simplicity. By exploring our connection with nature and being present in the moment, we can return to our true, whole selves and discover the freedom to express and be at ease with our essence.

Throughout this book, you will discover ways to connect with the wisdom of oubaitori in your daily life, and find ways to reconnect with yourself and the natural world.



HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED

This book follows the sequence of the oubaitori blossoms, with chapters dedicated to cherry blossoms (sakura), Japanese apricot blossoms (ume), peach blossoms (momo), and Japanese plum blossoms (sumomo).

Each chapter offers:

•   Blossom Symbolism: An exploration of the cultural meanings and significance of each flower.

•   Japanese Wisdom & Practices: Insights into cultural rituals, traditions, proverbs and creative exercises that bring the teachings to life.

•   Reflections & Insights: Personal stories and reflections designed to invite understanding and connection.

•   Practical Tips & Reflection Exercises: Meditations, guided exercises, recipes, simple rituals and tools to integrate the teachings.

The Cherry Blossom chapter invites us to explore impermanence and mindful presence. In the Japanese Apricot Blossom chapter, we will explore the power of resilience. The Peach Blossom chapter invites us to lean into our playful joy and energy. Finally, the Japanese Plum Blossom chapter explores the beauty in inner confidence and humility. These chapters form an explorative journey inwards towards self-discovery, rooted in the rhythms of nature.
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AN INVITATION TO BEGIN

As you turn this page, I invite you to embrace yourself as you would a blossom, unique in timing, colour and fragrance. Whether you are just beginning to bloom or have blossomed many times before, remember that your journey is yours alone, worthy of honour, celebration and care.

My hope is that, by the end of this book, the wisdom of oubaitori will inspire you to bloom authentically. You will feel ready to honour your own unique journey and have the tools to return to your true self, celebrating who you are and the life season you are in with patience and self-compassion. I also hope that you will learn to celebrate our differences, allowing us to lead with empathy and come together as a collective whole.

Let us go on your own unique blossoming journey together.
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SAKURA 桜
Cherry Blossoms

Perhaps it comes as no surprise that cherry blossom is the first blossom in the concept of oubaitori. Sakura may be the most famous blossom among the four and is celebrated not only in Japan but across the world.

For many, including myself, cherry blossoms are more than just flowers. They are symbols, feelings and philosophies that invite us to embrace impermanence and give us courage for new beginnings, reminding us of the natural cycle of change.

What makes cherry blossoms so deeply moving is their transient nature. The flowers flourish brilliantly, only to then fall softly soon after, sometimes within days. This fleeting quality, at the core of hakanasa (儚さ) and wabi-sabi (侘び寂び) – the delicate awareness of life’s transience – is at the heart of what this blossom symbolizes. It teaches us that true beauty lies not in permanence or staying the same but in accepting the passage of time. When we can appreciate this ephemeral nature of life, we have the vision to see the preciousness of each moment, giving us the power to be more intentional.

For me, growing up in Japan, cherry blossoms were seamlessly woven into the rhythm of the year and the cycles of life. I remember wondering each year when the cherry blossoms would flourish, eagerly awaiting the weather experts on television to give their yearly predictions. I also remember the years I felt devastated when the cherry blossoms bloomed for only a few short days before a terrible rainy storm. I recall the feeling of awe as I walked home from school, looking up at the sakura namiki – the avenues lined with cherry blossom trees. These moments are all vividly ingrained in my memory and were lessons in mindfulness before I even knew the word, inviting me to be present, to appreciate and to pay attention.

In this chapter, we explore the cherry blossom’s deep significance in Japanese culture, from its spiritual connection to its influence on art, poetry and cuisine, and to the communal practice of hanami, where gathering beneath the blossoms becomes both celebration and mindfulness. We’ll look at how you can bring this tradition into your own life through food, ritual and community, while also drawing on wisdom principles such as wabi-sabi and hakanasa to embrace imperfection and transience. Alongside cultural insights, you’ll find guided meditations and sakura-inspired activities to help you cultivate presence, release what no longer serves you and welcome life’s changing seasons with openness.

May this journey exploring the cherry blossoms inspire you to let go of what no longer serves you, to live vibrantly in the present as you appreciate life’s fleeting nature and to embrace renewed beginnings.
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SYMBOLISM & SIGNIFICANCE OF THE CHERRY BLOSSOM IN JAPAN

While Japan has no official national flower, many would say that the cherry blossom is the one that holds this honour in spirit. Few flowers are as closely tied to Japanese culture, woven through centuries of art, poetry and daily life.

The connection between cherry blossoms and Japanese identity dates back over a thousand years. During the Heian period (794–1185), nobles started having flower-viewing gatherings featuring sakura, which became a symbol of elegance. By the Kamakura period (1192–1333), these gatherings had spread to the samurai class and later, in the Edo period (1603–1868), hanami with cherry blossoms had become a practice embraced by the general public, drawing people from all walks of life to stand beneath the blooms.

This long-standing cultural connection can also be traced through Japan’s literary and artistic history. The Man’yōshū (万葉集, Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves), the oldest collection of Japanese waka poetry, compiled in the Nara period (710–794), includes references to cherry blossoms, as does the Kokin Wakashū (古今和歌集, Collection of Ancient and Modern Japanese Poems) from the Heian period.

Cherry blossoms also appeared frequently in ukiyo-e woodblock prints, which flourished during the Edo period, and in kabuki theatre, where they often provided both backdrop and metaphor. In more recent times, cherry blossoms continue to appear in countless songs, films and seasonal celebrations. Every spring, streets, shops and temples fill with sakura-inspired foods, accessories and decorations, signalling the renewal of the season.

There are many theories as to why cherry blossoms have become so central to Japanese life. Along with them representing a new season, as we come out of a cold, crisp winter, the reason lies in their symbolism of transient, fleeting beauty. Their short-lived bloom reminds us of the impermanence of all things, while also offering the courage of new beginnings. In this way, cherry blossoms embody three deeply Japanese
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WHEN DO CHERRY
BLOSSOMS BLOOM?




WHAT DO CHERRY
BLOSSOMS LOOK LIKE?
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CHERRY BLOSSOM
SPOTS IN JAPAN


A Selection of Cherry Blossom Sites

TAKADA CASTLE SITE PARK (高田城址公園), JŌETSU, NIIGATA (LATE-MARCH TO MID-APRIL*)






MOUNT YOSHINO (吉野山), YOSHINO TOWN, NARA (LATE MARCH TO MID-APRIL*)


HIROSAKI CASTLE (弘前城), HIROSAKI CITY, AOMORI (MID-APRIL TO EARLY MAY*)



PHILOSOPHER’S PATH (哲学の道), KYOTO CITY, KYOTO (EARLY APRIL*)












THE THREE GREAT CHERRY TREES OF JAPAN







A MOMENT OF REFLECTION
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RESPECTING THE SAKURA AS AN ACT OF MINDFULNESS










JAPAN’S CONNECTION TO NATURE
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PRACTISING SHINRIN-YOKU










HANAMI: THE ART OF
FLOWER VIEWING

Personal Memories of Hanami
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A SENSORY CELEBRATION






HANAMI BEYOND THE CHERRY BLOSSOMS
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CREATE YOUR OWN
HANAMI EXPERIENCE

PREPARING FOR YOUR HANAMI


LOCATION



PEOPLE


COMFORT


INTENTION



SETTING YOUR KOKORO-ZASHI



COOK YOUR HANAMI
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DURING YOUR HANAMI


TECHNOLOGY


SENSES


GRATITUDE


COMMUNITY


PHOTO


BREATH


CLEAN-UP




AFTER YOUR HANAMI
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PRACTICE: SAKURA VISUALIZATION – LETTING GO AND EMBRACING THE NEW
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