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Introduction to the 2017 Edition


Much of what you will read in this book was originally published in 2010 under the title A Different Kind of Luxury. This revised version with its new format and many new photographs has been updated at the end of each person’s profile with how their lives have changed in the intervening years. Given the book’s setting in Japan, and the environmental activism of the people in it, I felt it important to write about how they have understood and coped with the aftermath of the meltdown at the Fukushima nuclear power plant of March 2011. The other notable difference is the addition of a substantial afterword, where I have discussed more directly my own journey and some ways we might apply what the people profiled in this book have to teach us to our lives in the West.





Introduction


I have always thought it was possible to live a great life. Beyond all the nightmares we hear about in the news, there is a larger world surrounding us: not just the resplendent world of nature, but also our own potential as people to live well, to connect with each other, to do meaningful work, to make powerful art, and to forge a different kind of future for ourselves and for the next generation.

These ideas were still very unformed for me, however, when, in our mid-twenties, my partner Cynthia and I moved to Japan. Deciding to teach English for a year or two in a country we knew very little about was a bit of a sideways step in pursuit of our goal of crafting “the good life” for ourselves. Before we decided to go to Japan, we had met some vibrant and intelligent people on the West Coast of the United States who had created lives in the countryside that were more sustainable and more in touch with nature than the hyper-busy lives of stress and environmental destruction that most people in the United States seemed to be living. Japan was supposed to be a way station for us. We planned to save money and return to Oregon or California and buy some land where we could build our own house and see how much of our own food we would be able to grow. We wanted to provide for ourselves as much as we could.

We’d heard that Japan was even more money-oriented and status-conscious than the United States—although that was hard to believe—and we knew it was a very conservative place. Arriving in Japan, we found much of this to be true. But in the course of doing some environmental activism, we were surprised to meet some entirely different types of people than the businessmen we were teaching. One of them, an outspoken woman named Atsuko, invited us to visit her “old farmhouse in the mountains, where we live simply and grow our own food.” I thought, Here, in Japan? We accepted the invitation, and a different world opened in front of our eyes.

The lushness of the Japanese countryside can hardly be exaggerated. With fertile soil and plenty of rain, even the insect life is staggering in its variety and beauty. The rivers here are clear and pure, and the profusion of plant life in the summer crowds every fold and crevice of the steep mountainsides.

On our long drive up to Atsuko’s farmstead from the provincial city where we were living, we saw old houses among the deep green cedar trees with weathered timbers, old tile roofs, and rice-paper doors. This was the beauty of old Japan. When we emerged from the woods onto the ridgetop and pulled up to Atsuko’s house, the steep valley fell away before us, its terraced rice paddies and profuse vegetable gardens just like an old wood-block print. We couldn’t believe such a world still existed in industrial Japan.


[image: AtsukoA.tif]
It is possible to live the good life. Atsuko Watanabe in a summer rice field.


Stepping into the house, we met Atsuko’s husband, Gufu, a potter and eclectic amateur botanist, who had prepared an incredibly delicious meal for us. As we savored his elaborately prepared Indian curries, soups, and spicy pickles, we learned that both of them had lived for years on the subcontinent. Then Gufu showed us their ceramics, which were deeply influenced by the arts of Persia, Nepal, and Indian tribal minorities. It was a world we could not have imagined stumbling into when we first boarded the plane to Japan a few months before.

Many meetings followed from that first day. As our friendship with Atsuko and Gufu grew, Atsuko introduced us to some of her friends in different parts of rural Japan who were living lives grounded in similar values. Many of them, intriguingly, had also spent years living in India and Nepal, and what they learned there seemed to influence everything from their emphasis on making things with their own hands to their spiritual and philosophical orientation toward life. Yet I found that they also maintained a connection with “old Japan” that seemed so authentic that I felt as if I might have stepped right into the past. When I said as much, however, I was corrected right away. “I’m not living a life of the past,” said Osamu Nakamura, the woodblock carver who lives one valley over from Gufu and Atsuko, “I am alive today, making an experiment, trying to find the best way to live now, in the present day.”

I noticed something else. They seemed to have a lot of time. All around us in the Japanese city where we worked, people were even more scheduled, even more rushed, and even more overwhelmed by tasks than in the United States. But out here in the mountains there was time for long conversations … and good conversations too. As my Japanese improved, I came to understand that they were living out a real philosophy: they had set up their lives—or more specifically, their days—so that they had time to think on the most important questions.

Like people the world over, they had to provide for their needs, but they were doing it with the minimum possible interaction with the huge economic system roaring all around them. In this way they had found a remarkable freedom. And in my estimation they were using that freedom really well. At the same time, they seemed to be solving some of the thorny dilemmas of modernity.

One of the particularly interesting things I found was that they did not use money to entertain themselves. They also chose to do many tasks by hand even as the rest of the industrialized world was performing these same tasks with labor-saving, push-button devices (that had to be purchased). But—and this amazed me—for all that my new friends did manually, they did not seem to be overwhelmed or rushed at all. And neither did their intellectual life suffer in the least from all this time spent making what they needed or growing and cooking their own food. Quite the contrary. Each person had forged a deep understanding of what this life is about. Unlike so many people of my acquaintance in the West, whether mainstream or alternative, they were living profoundly satisfied lives.

As a result of meeting them, Cynthia and I decided to stay in Japan much longer than we originally intended. We have continued to visit over the years, trying, in part, to understand what it is about their lives that gives them such fulfillment in their days. Many of these lessons we have been able to put in practice in our own lives in the United States, especially our time spent on our rural homestead in the mountains of California. (Much more about this in the afterword.)
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This book is not a blueprint for achieving “the good life.” It’s a book of stories, the stories of ten people’s journeys, both literal and metaphorical. The stories can be read sequentially, or in any order you choose.

The conditions of their lives are undoubtedly different than ours. For example, the old farm houses most of them live in can be rented very, very cheaply because homes have been left vacant by the mass exodus to Japan’s cities over the last fifty years. Yet these people who have chosen an individual path in a country where “the group” is revered have also faced pressures to conform that few of us in the West can imagine. They’ve tried to find a way to live very free lives, in harmony with their values, given the particular circumstances they find themselves in. I believe, however, that many of the principles they live by are valid for us as well as we struggle against the currents of our consumption- and waste-oriented system. In fact, I have applied these ideas in my own search.

While these are individuals making individual choices, their choices speak to huge worldwide problems, all the way from global climate change and the unpredictable turbulence of economic systems to the sense of personal alienation and despair that so many people suffer from. They have done it not by following a monolithic program but by finding a different kind of enjoyment in life—not something that we purchase off the shelf, but rather the kind we can create in ourselves, from our very own lives.

Although the answers they point us toward may seem small in scale, the more each of us moves toward a more fulfilling life, reducing our contribution to the destruction of the earth, and taking care of ourselves and our communities, the better the world we will bequeath to those who come next.
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The words spoken in this book were all originally in Japanese. In my translation process, I’ve done my best to render their ideas and ideals and stories into our very different language. It would be good to remember how this is only a version of their lives as seen by one person with his own worldview and values.*

You may notice also that I’ve avoided the use of the word “lifestyle,” as I think it misrepresents what it is these people have achieved. What they are doing is not a fashion or a style; it is a deeply considered and, I think, very principled way of life, one that can be called truly sustainable, meaning something that people could practice for hundreds of years. None of them are perfect, but this is not a piece of hard-hitting journalism. It is unapologetically a celebration. I believe in the good.

Each person agreed to be profiled, and each of them has generously given dozens of hours of their time, patiently explaining their ways of thinking, bridging the cultural gap, and re-explaining Japanese words or concepts to me when I did not at first understand. They have let me stay in their homes, fixed me meals, provided me with copies of their written work, along with hundreds of other small kindnesses. This book is in a large way of their making as well.

I hope you can take your time here, inside of this book. It is a fact that our modern system steals our time. The people you will meet here have created their good lives, at least in part, by wresting it back. By resisting the urge to hurry through this book, you too may start to get a sense of this “slowed-down life.”


*The custom in Japan is often to refer to people by their family names. In some cases they are known in their communities more by their given names. I have chosen to refer to each person as he or she is most often referred to by the people around them.


Getting to spend so much time with the people I’ve profiled here has been an authentic joy, and would have been enough reason to write it. But I do think this book can have a broader meaning than simply a celebration of these specific individuals.

All over the world people suffer from the unhealthy nature of this system we’re in. Some of its distortions of our humanity, however, have become so woven into our way of life that we may not even notice them, like a loud machine in the background that we only become aware of after it is turned off. You might even say our society has conned us into looking for satisfaction in ways that simply do not work. The stories and philosophies of the people here, I hope, might show a path out of this formidable morass. But even if they only serve as a window onto a different set of possibilities and let you meet some very extraordinary people, and perhaps give you a smile or a laugh, that too is a start.







1

An Anarchist Potter and His Underground Teahouse

San Oizumi



We get too busy. It’s a fact. Part of the reason is the nature of our grasping minds. But some of the blame surely can be attributed to the way society rushes our days. We get carried along with the dominant way of thinking without even meaning to, and get distracted from the things we care most deeply about. After meeting the potter, anarchist, and antinuclear activist San Oizumi, I had a palpable idea of an approach to life that was so rooted that the numberless distractions never seemed to sway him from his values and purpose. And he was accomplishing this way of life in Japan, a country where the pressures—whether they be the enticements of money or the fear of social disapproval—are so much greater than they are in the United States. If he could do so while still being out in the flow of the world, he must have some insight to how we too can resist the big trance that surrounds us, and, perhaps, do so with some flair and panache.

“I was raised in the slums,” San Oizumi tells me as we sit in the cozy central room of his large, rambling mud-walled farmhouse. “There in the tenements was a world that I could never have dreamed of before we had to move there … so many people living right on top of each other: sick and broken people, the mentally handicapped, prostitutes. As a fourth-grade boy,” he admits, “it was kind of exciting. I even heard about a neighbor woman who killed her husband, crazy with jealousy. It was quite an education for an elementary school student.” He smiles slightly and raises one eyebrow. “But,” he says, now serious again, “because I grew up as a poor person, surrounded by poor people, I learned a lot about the distortions and sickness that lie at the foundations of our society. I don’t have any illusions about what it’s really all about.”

Such statements are typical of the broad-shouldered potter with the unhurried voice. Although he offers his insights with seeming indifference, when Oizumi looks at me, he’s all serious attention. It’s not a glare but it’s more than a gaze, and it always has a strong element of concern to it. Although Oizumi can at times come off as gruff and brusque—his statements contain none of the polite circumlocutions I am used to hearing when speaking Japanese—I never feel that I am speaking about something trifling with him. This has the effect of making me really consider my words and try to speak from a deeper, more serious place in myself.

I had come to meet him originally because I had heard of his old-style wood-burning pottery kiln of mud and clay, an inclined kiln of traditional Korean design that takes three days to fire, and of his organizing against a high-level nuclear waste dump planned for his rural district. After meeting at tonight’s gathering of citizens’ groups opposed to the dump, we’ve come back to his house. Sitting around the huge wood-slab table he has made, with pieces of his luminous pottery all around us, we drink tea and talk into the night.

Oizumi tells me of his upbringing and of his father’s anarchism and general nonconformism. In Japan in the 1930s and early 1940s the militarists were in control of almost every part of society, and I find it hard to imagine that it would have been possible to be either anarchist or nonconformist. “Dad was a poet and woodblock carver,” Oizumi says in his thick working-class accent. “But you can’t make much money writing poems,” he laughs, “so we were very poor. When I was a very young child, before we moved to the slums, we had a house in a small village. The other villagers were very suspicious of my father because he had a record by Beethoven, and they could see by the letters on the album that it was clearly foreign, so they thought he was collaborating with the enemy Americans.” This suspicion was corroborated for them because Oizumi’s father could speak and understand a lot of English, German, and French, and because he refused to go into the army.

“He didn’t want to have anything to do with people in the business of killing,” says Oizumi in his matter-of-fact way, “and as a result, the village elders shunned him and the other members of our family. But when Japan lost the war and the U.S. occupation forces arrived in the village, there was no one else but my dad to translate. The same village elders who had ostracized him came begging at his door to ask for his help. But he didn’t want to help the Americans either: in his eyes, they were murderers just the same.”
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“Growing up in poverty I learned that even if I have very little money I can still have an interesting life.”


A few years later Oizumi’s father lost his house in a swindle, and the family was forced to move to a tenement building in Sendai, an industrial city in cold northern Japan. The old man died from tuberculosis when Oizumi was only in sixth grade.

Like his father, Oizumi, it seems, is willing to make decisions entirely on principle, and he too is perfectly willing to suffer the consequences of his actions. “Growing up in poverty,” he tells me now in his calm, slow voice, taking a sip of tea, “I learned that even if I have very little money, that’s not the end of my life. I know I can still have an interesting life without it. I don’t want to be someone who is completely reliant on money, someone who is used by money. That’s why I neither borrow nor lend.”

The hard-edged world of the slums he grew up in seems such a contrast with the antiqued beauty of this two-hundred-year-old house with its massive hand-hewn timber rafters, mustard-colored walls, and beautiful tansu cabinets, where he lives with his wife and three children today.

I ask him about how he came to be in possession of such a home.

“Well, about twenty-five years ago the house I had been living in was slated to be surrounded on three sides by a golf course, and, as you know, to maintain only one kind of grass on large areas, they have to use an incredible amount of herbicides. Also, I hate golf. I was hit in the head with a golf ball when I was a boy. So of course I had to move.

“I got on my motorbike one afternoon and just started driving around looking for a new place. Then I saw an old building far off the road that looked beautiful, and I walked on down to it. Inside there was a very, very old man, and he said to me, ‘Ah, you have come. I have been waiting for you.’

“I was quite confused because I had no intention of coming there. In fact, it was just a whim to even go out that particular day. ‘I knew you were coming,’ said the old man. ‘You have come because you are to live in this house.’ That old man was a real Japanese shaman.”
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I look around the big dining room now where we sit and take in all the intimate clutter of books and papers in stacks alongside pieces of Oizumi’s glowing ceramic bowls and cups. On the walls, calligraphy scrolls by Oizumi’s daughter hang next to posters for antinuclear concerts by Korean rock bands. High up near the ceiling, bookshelves hold volumes of old Chinese classics and reference works covered with yellowing paper.

But before I am able to wax too romantic, Oizumi pulls me right back into a dead serious conversation. “I myself don’t expect to live a long life: the world is too dangerous now.”

If it were not for this evening’s lecture, I might be inclined to think that Oizumi’s talk of danger as somewhat overstated. But then I think back to the community hall a few hours ago crowded with over two hundred local residents as a researcher from the U.S. Nuclear Control Institute, Edward Lyman, told the audience story after story of nuclear waste storage canisters corroding and leaking, cancerous substances leaching into the water table, the potential for bomb-capable material being hijacked during transport, cost-cutting by the nuclear industry, and lax regulation by the government agencies that are supposed to be protecting the public.

Oizumi helped out with this forum because the Japanese government continues to ignore the citizen groups who’ve been protesting against the proposed high-level radioactive waste dump to be put near an abandoned mine shaft less than four miles from Oizumi’s house. As Lyman spoke, I spotted Oizumi standing silently, listening in the back with his arms crossed over his ocher corduroy shirt. The information seemed in no way to surprise him. Nuclear accidents and spills are not uncommon in Japan (though they are rarely reported) and there are more than fifty-five nuclear reactors (with more in the pipeline) on an archipelago where regular and often severe earthquakes occur.*


* Each original chapter was written before the Fukushima nuclear meltdown of 2011. The Japanese government is trying to reopen many nuclear power stations that are currently shut down, and still intends to build more new plants, and continues to sell nuclear power to other countries. Please see chapter updates for more.


After the lecture, Oizumi’s wife, Yuriko, and eldest daughter, Nako, a bright-eyed nineteen-year-old, stood behind a table in the foyer handing out information sheets and pamphlets. This job of educating citizens about how they have been lied to is not an easy one in Japan; it is not a culture in which ordinary people, especially rural folks, are used to questioning the directives of the government or the assertions of academicians and experts. Yet now, with the Tokai-mura nuclear accident fresh on people’s minds, Oizumi’s meetings have been full to capacity.

After walking back from the information table, I found Oizumi speaking with a young local government functionary in a starched white shirt. The contrast was considerable—the large Oizumi in his rough cotton baseball hat, graying long hair, beard, and clay-spotted work clothes talking with the formal and neck-tied young bureaucrat. Still, Oizumi listened carefully, speaking to the younger man with care and focus.

Now back at the house, thinking about the differences between these two men, I remember the Japanese proverb, “The nail that sticks up will be hammered down.”

“Have you ever experienced being ‘hammered down’?” I ask Oizumi.

He pauses for a minute, then replies, “No, no. Mostly not … Well, there was one thing. Years ago, in order to sell my pottery, I was told that I was supposed to go around and meet important people and say polite things to them, and I did that. When I had shows of my ceramic works in important galleries, the gallery owners told me if made this or that type of piece, it would sell well. They’d point to several of my pieces and say, ‘Make ten of these and ten of those, and I’ll sell them for you.’

“I did what they said, and sure enough, money came in, hand over fist. I saw that if I were to cleverly accept this kind of advice, I could make a terrific amount of money. But for me there was a certain kind of anguish in it. The broker wasn’t a bad person. He’d give me all kinds of advice, and it was wonderful advice too sometimes, because he really knew his business. But I started to not want to make those kinds of pieces that they were requesting. In fact, I was actually unable to make them. There are potters who can, but I stopped doing it. After that, I didn’t have someone else looking out for my well-being; I had to go out and sell things by myself. But in that way I was able to do my work in a manner that was actually free.”
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A firing in his wood-burning kiln—a traditional Korean design—takes days. 


San Oizumi is not easy to categorize. At times he is mischievous and seems like he might be plotting some kind of trick, at other times he presents orderly, well-woven disquisitions. Yet this is something one doesn’t notice at first because everything he says appears to be offered casually. He lets out his short phrases, one after the other, as a fisherman might let out a thick rope slowly into the water over the side of a boat—advancing, waiting, pulling back—but slowly building a logical point or an insight about the world that comes upon you with unforeseen force at the very minute he chuckles to himself at the unexpected conclusion. And the languorous cadence and warm vibrato of his voice makes me think about his many years spent working with materials from the earth.

Although he doesn’t make much of it, Oizumi is in fact an internationally known potter, and has created a tremendous variety of arresting ceramic objects in his over thirty years of work. His pottery, as I look at it now on the table and on the shelves in the main room of his house, pulls at my awareness as we talk. The surfaces of the pieces recede back into a place that resists a summary understanding. There are plates and bowls whose burnt earth tones are simultaneously subdued and lustrous—russet browns and tans, beiges and smoky ambers—as well as cups of pumpkin orange and glossy eggshell white. Yet when I ask him about the glaze on a particular tall teacup that fits snugly in my hands, he says to me bluntly, “That piece is not glazed.”

“Not glazed? It looks glazed. How did you get this fine shiny surface, then? Is it the type of clay?”

“Ahhh. I don’t know. Please ask the kiln.”

I wait for a few moments, and eventually he offers, “When you open the kiln after the firing is over, then you know. Even though it’s the same clay, the place where you put the piece in the kiln changes the surface. Depending on the flow of the heat, all kinds of different colors come out.”

After what seems like hours of talking, we notice that everyone else in the house has gone to sleep. We look up at the old wooden clock and decide to turn in. Without any undue ceremony Oizumi shows me to the place where I am to sleep for the evening. We walk through a passageway in back of the main house to an old tile-roofed outbuilding that also serves as his workroom.

Oizumi indicates with a nod of his head the bed I am to sleep in, and takes his leave without a word. I look around at this room filled with all kinds of antique bric-a-brac on high shelves, cabinets, and windowsills. Piled on a desk are catalogs for alternative energy technology and stacks of magazines in French and Korean on politics, music, and ceramics. On the walls, pencil sketches are pinned between announcements for world peace vigils and a poster of Janis Joplin. There’s so much to learn about him in this room alone, but as with Oizumi himself, there is clearly no way to “get” it all at once. So I decide to just enjoy the spirit of unknowability and fade off to sleep.
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When I awake, I wander outside in the cool late-October air and look around at the various old buildings and sheds, small workrooms, and animal pens. Then, in a covered passage between two buildings stacked with boxes, tools, and firewood, I come upon Oizumi shoveling some red coals out of a pot-bellied cast-iron stove. His smiling face is lit by the red embers, and I think to myself that fire really is his element.

He invites me in for breakfast. In the warm dining room with the thick mud walls, Oizumi’s two teenage daughters and son are getting ready for school at the large wooden table. Oizumi’s wife, Yuriko, brings out a breakfast of white rice, miso soup, vinegared cucumbers, and some greens in a savory broth. In the middle of the table several long and thin river-caught fish bake over embers of charcoal on a cylindrical clay hibachi.

Yuriko is another powerful person, though not as talkative as Oizumi. She is a classically trained practitioner of the Japanese tea ceremony and teaches one of the most evanescent of arts, ikebana, or flower arranging, which I like to think of as a kind of botanical sculpture.

As we enjoy our breakfast with the family, the kids trading repartee with each other, Oizumi gestures at the steaming bowls of soup on the table and tells me how the family makes miso, the fermented soybean paste essential to much of Japanese cooking. “Of course we could buy it in the store,” he says, “and it would be far cheaper to do it that way, even if we didn’t count our labor time. But during those three days in February in which Yuriko and I and the children all work together, we enjoy each other’s company in a different way; there’s a kind of nonverbal communication among the members of the family that we cannot get otherwise.

“The process is impossible to do by oneself because it takes a lot of work. And if even one person is just playing around, it can’t be done. Making and keeping the fire burning, mixing the miso, splitting the wood. By dividing the work among us, we can make over 130 pounds.

“Long ago, they were compelled to do this, because miso wasn’t sold in the stores. If you go to the store to buy something nowadays, you’ll see that there’s an endless amount, and it’s usually a cheap kind. But we don’t know how they make it, what they put into it. So we go through all the trouble to make it. In doing so a lot of other things are also accomplished. The children, for one, feel for themselves, ‘Ah … miso. This is how it comes to exist.’ So when we eat some soup, even if the parents leave some behind and don’t finish it, the kids—as is proper—eat it up.” Then he laughs his tenor laugh. “Because they made it themselves, they don’t throw it away.

“But it’s not a return to the past. The way we live now is a new way of life, even though what is being done—in this case making miso by hand—is old. Walking in the woods has been done by people for centuries, but it was not done for the reasons it is done today; it carries a different meaning. This family hasn’t made miso for generations; it was just that at some point we decided, ‘Let’s do it.’ I don’t want to return to the olden days: the very thought of it, there’s something not quite right there. And in any case, it’s not possible.”

As I am thinking about all this, he says, “I think you’ll agree that this is a much more delicious miso.”
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I speculate that perhaps the familiarity and comfort I feel in this house is a result of Oizumi’s refusal to prioritize getting a job done in the least possible time with the least possible money. Maybe this is the reason why the things he says seem so casual, yet, when I listen to them, they reveal themselves to be so deeply considered. As we speak, the teenagers finish their meals, look at the clock, and head out to school. We clear the table and put on some water for tea. Oizumi then extends his metaphor. “Another example is charcoal,” he says, gesturing to the tea water now heating on the clay hibachi in the center of the table. Japanese charcoal, or sumi. It is both dense and light, and burns clean and hot. I like looking at the jet-black oak branches that maintain their shape as they start to glow a bright orange-red. 

“Cooking and heating with sumi is a way of living from here on out, for the future, I believe. Fifty years ago, they stopped using sumi this way, and ten years ago it was completely out of use. But petroleum doesn’t come from around here; it has to come by boat from some other country. If you plant a tree, however, right here, the tree grows bigger, and in twenty years, you’ll have some sumi at your own place. Because we can keep making it every year, you could say it ‘rotates’ more than petroleum. Thus we can use sumi for fuel or heat for a long, long time. People in the past didn’t think much about all that; they just had need for something to heat their houses. We use sumi like they do, but our attitude about it, that is new.”

Oizumi speaks briefly now with Yuriko, and he tells me that she will offer a tea ceremony in honor of my visit later in the afternoon. It will be in the tearoom he constructed, which is, he says, also an underground nuclear fallout shelter. I make a puzzled expression but he tells me there’s no time to show it to me before we head out to do some errands in town together.

We then put our shoes on and walk down the stone stairs from the house and climb into his battered old white flatbed truck. Oizumi starts the engine and, with his powerful forearms gripping the black plastic steering wheel, we head out of the driveway and down the hill into the town and the city beyond.

Oizumi leans forward into the wheel alternately chuckling or somberly detailing the results of some recent contemplation. I am entertained with all manner of tales from his childhood at a Christian boarding school, deep in the snow country of northern Japan, where he would work to pay for his school fees by looking after domestic animals, or snowshoe for miles on errands for the school.

“There were only three rules at my high school: be in nature, read the Bible, and work. That was good: a minimum of rules. But I got in trouble for being mouthy. They’d tell me things like ‘Jesus will come down from the sky tomorrow,’ but I always asked them to prove it. Of course they couldn’t, and they just thought I was obnoxious.

“But,” and he looks over at me while he’s driving, “you can’t say it won’t happen either, can you? There’s no proof of that either.”

As we drive down through the valley and into a few towns, he tells me of traveling to Korea to learn about wood-burning pottery kilns, of going to France to lecture on the antinuclear movement, and of his discovery of a town in Germany that is totally car-free. I also find out that after his father died, his mother managed to raise the children by winning a national contest for hand-carved wooden dolls, and thus could make an income (though a meager one) by filling orders for these traditional crafts.

He then tells me a detailed story from the classical Sanskrit epic the Mahabharata, and links that to his favorite moviemaker, the Russian director Andrei Tarkovsky. I hear also of Oizumi’s own filmmaking, as an art director for a recent movie based on a tale of the Heian period (AD 800), about folk magic and a mountain village’s resistance against the government’s arbitrary plunderings. The scope of his interests seems boundless. It occurs to me that his active intelligence is trawling the world for a better way to be, a more reasonable and affectionate way to be in this world.

Now we’ve descended into the real experience of urban Japan, and though I still feel insulated inside our conversation, out the window I see all the familiar gaudily colored flashing neon signs, tangles of overhead wiring, blocky cement buildings next to train trestles rusting in the humidity, electrified vending machines on every corner keeping canned drinks both very hot and very cold in all weather, and steel-panel billboards advertising electrical appliances and gadgetry. And then there are the blaring lights and chrome of the pachinko gambling joints. I never cease to be amazed at how many there are. (Pachinko is a type of vertical pinball game in which a cascade of steel balls pours downward with a deafening sound through a maze of metal nails, with a full cacophony of buzzers, bells, and sirens). The whole thing feels like a binge on electricity, on a culture-wide scale.

Both Oizumi and I know that the proliferation of nuclear power stations is a result not only of Japan’s industrial production but of the Japanese public’s electricity use run amok. The plants, however, are always sited in rural areas hungry for jobs, remote from the mass of urban people who use most of the electricity. The predominance of nuclear power, along with the massive use of agricultural chemicals, is linked as well to the rise in cancer rates in this small, crowded country.

But when I mention to Oizumi the cementing of the riverbeds and mountainsides that has been the focus of much environmental concern here, he surprises me by answering, “Oh, that? I’m used to it. We all live with contradictions. You have to decide which contradictions you can abide with and which you cannot. For me what cannot be tolerated are the things that threaten the kiseki of life itself.”

I pull out my pocket dictionary to look up the word. The definition, in tiny letters on the small page, reads “miracle.” I’m surprised to hear such a word used by someone with the gruff manner of Oizumi.

After a pause, I ask him, “‘Miracle,’ how do you define that word?”
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I feel Oizumi’s true element is fire. 


“A miracle is something that just cannot be explained rationally. It is the impossible thing, which could not be. If you think about it, isn’t it really impossibly unlikely that we are alive? What explanation is there? It is completely illogical. That’s the definition of miracle to me. And it is a miracle that we are all still alive with what Bush people in the U.S. are doing, and the other countries too. The contradiction that I cannot abide is the way they are ruining the gene code of life itself. The genes of my children will be destroyed by radioactive waste dumping and atomic energy. If we destroy the gene code, we cannot pass on this miracle to our children.

“That’s why, before I go to bed at night—although my kids tell me to pipe down—I say aloud how grateful I am for this unlikely and gorgeous day.”
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Soon we are driving through the city of Toyota, past the massive factories of the automobile company of the same name. On the other side of this industrial conglomeration we stop at a poultry farm run by one of Oizumi’s friends to pick up some chicks of a special breed of black chickens known for their particularly healthful eggs.

Then, heading back, we stop by a small bakery where Oizumi drops off a bag of wheat and barley with the baker. As he explains the purpose of this delivery, I realize it’s another example of his genius for publicity stunts. The grain is a mix of seed grown near the proposed nuclear waste dump in Oizumi’s region of Japan and some harvested in the small village in the far north of Honshu Island at the village of Rokkasho, where Japan’s first plutonium reprocessing facility is being built. The plant was hugely controversial but was rammed through despite massive opposition locally and nationally.

Oizumi’s idea is to have local bakers and housewives make cakes and breads from this flour as a way to start discussions about who would want to eat such food once these facilities are in operation. It’s brilliant, I think, because it breaks through barriers that middle-class propriety usually erects to political conversations. I imagine the sitting rooms of many stay-at-home housewives becoming animated with concerned discussions begun by the simple device of these cakes being served. In addition, Oizumi tells me, he and other potters will make plates for these cakes and breads made from two different kinds of clay dug up from near the proposed nuclear waste site and near the village of Rokkasho. Who would want to eat off of potentially radioactive plates? Oizumi’s stratagem is yet another way to bring his critical ideas into the conversations of the mainstream Japanese public with its love for fine ceramics and regional specialties.

On our way back home, Oizumi decides to take me to a noodle restaurant for lunch. He mentions that after a huge, multilevel parking lot for a pachinko parlor was constructed right next to the restaurant, it obscured the view of the small establishment. The owners, also friends of his, had been thinking of shutting down the restaurant as business was off because no one could see it from the street anymore.

As we pull into one of the parking places in front, I comment on the unusual wood and bamboo facade and the cedar timbers used in the signage. It turns out that Oizumi himself had redesigned the whole restaurant, inside and out, to attract more customers. When we walk inside, his aesthetic is evident everywhere, from the huge burl slabs of wood at the counter to the bathroom sink made from a large wok. The small space is packed with people, and the proprietors heartily greet Oizumi. He saved their business with his redesign. Listening to Oizumi talk over the counter to the owner, I am reminded of how capable he is at all manner of practical tasks. Oizumi gives him advice on how to maximize barley production by crushing the small plants to increase the number of stalks. Oizumi then explains how to remove the fangs of a poisonous snake from one’s skin and how to get the venom out (he learned how to do this when, as a boy, he was bitten by the most lethal snake in Japan, the mamushi). Another customer at the counter who knows Oizumi tells me that when the director of the film Oizumi worked on needed some wild boar heads for the movie, it was Oizumi who knew where to get them. And when no one had any idea how to build an igloo, Oizumi offered that he knew how from his boyhood at the countryside school in the far north.

We finish our meal and walk up to the counter to pay, but Oizumi will not let me treat him. He hates any and all forms of indebtedness and obligation. Split it evenly, he seems to be saying: a clean relationship is best.

Soon we are again driving through the sparsely populated valley and up the mountainside to where he lives. Oizumi says he has a few things to take care of before the tea ceremony, and indicates with a wave of his hand in the direction of his wood-fired kiln to go have a look. I feel a bit like a kid going out to explore.

Directly behind the main house, a mossy hillside rises until it runs into the tree-scattered mountain behind, and beyond that at the far corner of the property I find where Oizumi has built his massive climbing kiln, looking primitive and imposing, and ancient as hell. It is made of a light-brown mud that blends into the color of the hillside and consists of a six or seven stepped chambers built on a slope, each one a rounded cone shaped like a stack of hay. Each chamber’s door is open, and though it’s dark inside, I can see a few pieces of pottery still on the shelves.

Although the kiln is quiet now, I imagine what it would be like to stand next to this humped tunnel of mud as Oizumi stokes it hotter and hotter, and the heat of burning wood roars through the successive chambers, the earthenware vessels transforming inside. It must require such precision in construction and so much care while firing it for several days of continuous super-high temperatures without anybody, or anything, accidentally getting burned.

I wonder why Oizumi decided not to use a gas kiln in which one can control the exact temperature so much more carefully. A gas kiln also wouldn’t require putting up massive loads of split and dried cordwood and would be eminently safer and much less prone to mistakes in firing that could nullify six months or a year of throwing pots. I believe part of the answer lies in the quality of the surfaces of the ceramics themselves. Perhaps there is something irreplaceable in the experience of being part of a river of human experience that has used a technique for thousands of years.


[image: OizumiPottery_G.tif]
“Not glazed? How did you get this surface?” “Aahhh,” he says. “Please ask the kiln.”


Leaving the kiln area and heading back to the house, I continue to search for clues to this man. I notice how the seemingly random placement of the outbuildings gives a meandering and intimate feeling to this place. I come upon a stone pathway leading down the hill. On the ground floor of the building that I slept in last night I discover a room that seems newly converted to a private library. The door to the small room is finely constructed of both traditional Japanese joinery and gnarled pieces of driftwood, and I enter, take off my shoes, and step up. I take a seat at the low table and look around. I am surrounded by old books: art books, pottery books, history books. On the table I see a book with the author’s name in the same characters as Oizumi’s. Has Oizumi written a book?

But I look closer and find that the full name is slightly different, and upon opening it and seeing that it is full of striking woodcuts, I figure out that this is a book by Oizumi’s father. I gaze into the images looking for clues.
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The lines are both rough and bold, and the high-contrast block prints speak of northern winters and country living. One startling, surrealist image is titled “Self-portrait with butterflies and a skull.” Alongside the pictures, poems have been carved one character at a time. The biography at the end includes the dates of Oizumi’s father’s life: 1913–1960 … dead at forty-seven.

Then, looking down on the bottom shelf, behind a sliding glass door, I find a treasure: a complete thirty-volume set character dictionary of the Japanese language. It lists the thousands upon thousands of meanings, usages, and combinations of the complex characters with all their nuances and implications. It is something that only a family with a love of written language would ever buy or put to use. Oizumi’s practicality hasn’t foreclosed a rich life of the mind at all.
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Although the library holds so many more beckoning volumes, I get up from the table and walk back up the hill. Behind all the outbuildings, a sloping yellow-clay cliff bank rises, clothed with fronds of fern. In the face of this cliff I find an arched passageway cut into the earth like the hole of some animal. I look down the dark passage that leads straight back into the clay hillside about ten or fifteen feet, and from here I can see a red glowing light on the ground at the end of the passageway. Then I realize that this might be what Oizumi was talking about this morning when he mentioned a tearoom that is also an underground nuclear fallout shelter.

Then at a distance I hear a soft, high-pitched sound—a kind of smooth shiny whispering. Following the sound away from the cliff, I come to Oizumi’s workroom, where he is sitting in front of a small perfectly cylindrical grinding stone on a tabletop. The dark and polished surface is a mixture of jade and obsidian in color. When I enter, Oizumi turns toward me, then back to the stone, and smiles. He is turning this exquisite antique with a wooden handle, while a fluorescent green-tea powder shimmers in a circle out of the fine hairline crack between the close-fitting top and bottom part of the stone. With the back of his smallest finger, he ushers a small pile of green tea leaves into a hole in the top.

He says, “This was made in the eighteenth century. Listen to the sound that the stones make.” It’s a kind of smooth abrasion, similar to far-away wind. “Once all the tea has been ground to a powder,” he continues, enjoying sharing his insider knowledge, “the sound changes tone … slightly. For centuries, that has been the signal to the guests who have been sitting in the area outside of the tea-house door: when they hear that sound change, they know it is appropriate to enter the teahouse.”
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Entrance to tea ceremony room/fallout shelter


As the last leaves disappear into the hole in the top of the stone, indeed the sound shifts just slightly to a higher and less muffled pitch. Oizumi then gathers the tea powder and leads me toward the tearoom. As we walk, I think of several tea ceremonies I have taken part in. It makes me glad to know that this time, whatever happens, I’m sure it won’t be another formal but saddeningly empty ritual in which everyone—including the woman leading the ceremony—seems to feel exceedingly uncomfortable.

Oizumi leads me over to the tunnel entrance and, following him, I stoop down and enter into the mountainside. At the end of the tunnel by the ceramic lantern with the red glowing light, there is a sharp turn to the left, and we come to a small wooden door with a rounded top that is paneled roughly—encrusted, almost—with mashed pieces of lead or aluminum. The metal armor seems almost like it has been crushed there by a giant hand onto the small hobbit hole–like door, and then I remember, That’s right; it’s a fallout shelter.

Oizumi opens the door and we both step inside. The first impression is of quiet, and not just quiet to the ears.
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The light is low in the small bell-shaped cave room and the gentle aroma of green tea creates a sense of safety and peace.


The light is low in the small bell-shaped cave room, and the gentle aroma of green tea powder combines with the womblike feeling to create a sense of safety and peace. Yuriko is already here, sitting to the left of the door. We bow to each other as I enter. The chamber is illuminated primarily by four or five large ceramic bell-shaped lanterns of blackened brown—recognizably Oizumi’s work—with candlelight flickering out through hundreds of tiny holes. A low earthen shelf wraps around most of the wall, and a small and unusual flower arrangement has been placed on it by Yuriko, a practitioner of the experimental Adachi style. In a sunken pit in the floor, fresh spring water is heating in a large cast-iron kettle. Beside this are the various tea implements, bowls, and sweets. The soft reverberation of sound in the circular room heightens the welcoming and soothing feeling of being inside the earth.

After Oizumi and I have taken a seat on the blue cushions, Yuriko begins to prepare the tea for the ceremony. Completely gone is the formality of a traditional Edo-period thatched-roof teahouse, with its preordained dimensions and its protocol for placement of alcove, scroll, and hibachi. Yet the principles of tea, as far as I understand them, have been maintained: an intimate, small space; low lighting; floor seating; and a very small entryway that cues humility as you bow to enter.

Oizumi himself is now almost totally quiet in Yuriko’s domain. Although many of the nuances of her preparation escape me, at no point do I feel ignorant or “foreign,” as I have in other such settings. It is impossible to be flighty in this kind of space, or to feel attacked. One can only be here, with oneself, with the others, present.

As Yuriko uses each implement, pours the hot water, whisks the fresh tea powder, hands us the frothy green bowl, and serves the sweets, she manifests a grace that is utterly lacking in pretension.

The tearoom is difficult to grasp at once; it is small enough that the full feeling of it must be reassembled in the mind. I look closer at the details. The joinery of the floorboards is tight, and perfect. They meet diagonally and are held in place with darker wood pegs. The echo to our voices in the smoothly rounded chamber reminds me of the feelings I have experienced inside mosques. I know of course that being under a mountainside, this chamber could conceivably collapse on us, but I feel completely safe: Oizumi’s solid presence—even more than his demonstrated talents—lets me know that this underground tearoom was built incredibly well.

The very small size of the room permits only a single conversation, and this effect is heightened by the sparseness of the decoration. It is as if the room were designed as a support to our intentions to be in authentic dialogue with each other. How different from the world we witnessed this morning in the car with the noise and clutter of the city all around us. I feel that Oizumi and Yuriko have pulled the true essence out of a tradition and have discarded the rest. Tea ceremony in Japan today is an institution, a big business full of encrustations of pomposity. In the building of this space and the offering of this ceremony, my hosts have shown me the heart of this ritual.
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After we have finished the tea, we lean back against the smooth earthen wall and, in this timeless world, I fall into a true peacefulness. Yet Oizumi’s purpose in digging out this fallout shelter by hand with a shovel and a wheelbarrow is not to encourage any kind of complacency. He reminds me, “As I said before, I don’t expect to live a long life. The world is too dangerous.”

It seems to me an odd statement to make here in this quiet grotto deep in the earth. I ask him what he means. “Well,” he asks me in a half-quizzical, half-testing tone, “can you tell the pattern in the wood here?” He points to the floorboards and then to the door, raising his eyebrows and tilting his head. “Can you see the connection to Chernobyl?”

I admit to him that I can’t.

“Look at the pegs here,” as he points out the wooden nails that he used to fasten the boards together. I notice they are in irregular but somehow not random groupings. “Four-two-six. April 26 was the day of the meltdown of the reactor core.”

He then points out the same 4-2-6 theme in the punched holes of the large bell-shaped clay lanterns that illuminate the room. “You see, it seems beautiful,” he continues, “but it’s also a warning to all of us not to forget: all of this beauty is sitting right on top of a tremendous amount of danger.”
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He looks at me. “At any time another Chernobyl could happen.”

He’s right, of course, and I, like most people, prefer not to think about it. Oizumi, however, doesn’t let this forgetting happen to him. Maybe the tearoom is a way for him to remember. Or maybe it is evidence of his refusal to forget.

“A national TV network came to my house once to do a segment on this ‘unusual tearoom,’ but,” he says with a smile half cynical, half knowing, “they left out any reference to it being a fallout shelter, or of nuclear power.”

While I suspect I know why the network would have edited that detail out, I can also see how easy it would be for anyone to forget. I too allowed myself to become enraptured with the spirit of the ceremony and the protected feeling in here.

“Nuclear power,” Oizumi continues, “is inconsistent with the Way of Tea.”

He lets the statement sit there for some time until I ask him what he means.

“The Way of Tea is one of humility and poetic sentiments, not of grandiosity and gorgeousness. The ideal behind nuclear energy is a limitless amount of free electricity lighting up every part of the planet. Also, the Way of Tea requires that one must never bring weapons into the tearoom, or anything that might be used as a weapon. Not only nuclear fuel but even nuclear waste, as you know, can be used to make weapons.

“Although,” he says with an absolutely deadpan look on his face, “I’ve often thought that the cockpit of a tank would probably be just the perfect size for a tea ceremony room. After all, we shouldn’t be using them for war, and we ought to put all these items to good use. And they’re even movable.” I laugh out loud.

He continues, “Just think of all the money that is spent on the so-called Japan Self-Defense Forces. With that much dough, we could build a glass tube all the way across the Pacific Ocean, and then next weekend, you and I could jump on our motorcycles and ride across to America!”

I catch just the tiniest glint of mischief in his eye before he turns his head away.

Yuriko smiles at his joke, then stands up to take
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