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			A Note on Names and Pronunciation

			In Japanese, one’s family name appears first, followed by given name (my name becomes Kirshner Hannah). But most of my friends and acquaintances in Japan use the Western convention when they introduce themselves in English and on English versions of their business cards. I’m following their lead—even for historical figures—to make things easier for English-speaking readers. In this book I call people by the name (sometimes family, sometimes given) that you might use if you, the reader, were to meet them. I’ve honored the spelling people and organizations use for their own names, even if it doesn’t follow contemporary conventions for romanization; I do the same for words already familiar in English.

			There is no consistent style of romanization across trade publications, and academic standards may be cumbersome for readers new to Japanese. I’ve tried to find a middle ground that’s consistent and easy to read. Macrons (the short lines above some letters; for example, ō, ū) indicate long-sounding vowels. I use an accent on saké for the sake of clarity, but elsewhere confusion is unlikely. The e at the end of a Japanese word is never silent. The pronunciation of vowels is similar to that in Spanish, but syllables are weighted equally. G is always hard. L and r are pronounced identically—more softly than an English r but farther back on the roof of the mouth than our light l. I choose not to italicize Japanese words as I introduce them (as is often done for foreign words) because they are not foreign within the context of this book.
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			Prologue

			Yamanaka’s forest, draped in moss and feathered with ferns, made me feel at home as soon as I arrived. Like the town where I grew up, North Bend, Washington, there are mountains every way you look, and yet you don’t have to drive far to reach the sea.

			To get to Yamanaka I traveled three hours on two trains west from Tōkyō. It wasn’t my first time in Japan—nearly a decade earlier I’d spent a month with bike messengers in Kyōto and Tōkyō—but I was headed into the deep countryside, far from anyone or anything I knew well. I remember gazing out the window of the new bullet train at mountainsides covered in triangular blue-green conifers. They looked exactly like the motif on the furoshiki (wrapping cloth) my husband carries when he travels. I’d assumed the illustration was stylized; I didn’t know trees could be so uniform and symmetrical.

			Yamanaka means “in the mountain.” Misty ridges encircle tile-roofed wooden houses and weathered shrines. The smell of cypress and saké permeates the air. Artisans and farmers carry on centuries-old traditions, making tableware by hand and cultivating rice and vegetables. I went there hoping that my two-month apprenticeship at a saké bar would be a gateway into deeper understanding of Japanese food and drinks.

			At the southern edge of Ishikawa, a prefecture that spoons the Sea of Japan, Yamanaka belongs to a region that’s been dismissively referred to as ura-Nihon, the backside of Japan. Because of its isolation, Ishikawa’s agricultural, fishing, and craft communities have been slow to give up old-fashioned ways. Now the precise thing that drew disdain makes Ishikawa a destination for avant-garde chefs and discerning travel editors searching for the version of Japan held up in the country’s own mythology and romanticized in the West.

			Yamanaka claims a thirteen-hundred-year history of tourism because of its hot springs, but most of its visitors still come from within Japan and other Asian countries. Looking at its tourism data over the past hundred years is like watching the ups and downs of the Japanese economy: the number of visitors gradually increased after World War II, then peaked in the 1970s and again in the 1990s. Most years in the past half century about 500,000 people visited Yamanaka.

			Fewer than eight thousand people live in the town and its surrounding villages, and that number is shrinking. And yet young artists, designers, and entrepreneurs move there to make a life in the countryside. Students come from all over Japan to study at the wood-turning school and apprentice with master craftsmen. There are few salarymen in Yamanaka: most people are hospitality workers, business owners, or artisans.

			

			•   •   •

			The evergreens I saw from the train are sugi, Japanese cedar, I was told. But they’re different from what I know as cedar. The bark of sugi does resemble the strips I peeled off the trunks of western redcedar as a child—bending it back and forth until it became pliable, marveling that indigenous people made clothes from these scratchy fibers. I would crush flat, scaled redcedar leaves between my palms to release their fragrance and find them later crumbled in my pockets. I didn’t recognize the spiky fingers of sugi leaves.

			It turns out that neither sugi (Cryptomeria japonica) nor western redcedar (Thuja plicata) is a true cedar: they’re both in the cypress family. In Yamanaka, I had many revelations that what I’d been told about Japan was not exactly right. That there weren’t always analogues in American culture. That translations were often hasty and imprecise.
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			Another kind of cypress tree, hinoki (Chamaecyparis obtusa), looks more like the evergreens I know. Its fragrant wood is used to build shrines, temples, and fancy baths. In Yamanaka, there is a bridge—Kōrogi Bashi—built entirely of perfumy pink hinoki wood, where tourists take photos of fiery-colored maple leaves over the aquamarine Daishōji River. If you look past the picturesque scene, there are clear-cuts on the mountainsides, like the ones I remember from North Bend. Almost 70 percent of Japan’s land is covered in trees, but much of this wilderness is in a sense constructed—planted for lumber or stewarded for fuel and raw materials after widespread deforestation.

			

			•   •   •

			I went to Japan for the first time when I was twenty-two. Since graduating from art school, I’d been working in a bicycle shop and competing in road and cyclocross races. Seeking advice for my trip to Japan, I wrote to an email address I found on a flyer for a bike messenger race in Kyōto. A man named Takuya answered, saying I could stay with his messenger friends in their share house.

			I took a second job in the kitchen of a taqueria to save for my trip. After buying my plane ticket and rail pass, I had just $500 for a month of travel, but that was enough to live off convenience store onigiri (rice balls) and bowls of plain udon from stand-up noodle bars.

			Takuya spotted me easily when I emerged from the train at Kyōto Station—with my pink-streaked curly hair, dragging a cardboard bicycle box. We assembled my celeste-green Bianchi on the sidewalk and rode to the neighborhood that would be my home for the next month. I had always heard that Japan was impenetrable and lonely for outsiders, but I was immediately welcomed into that cycling subculture.

			Takuya introduced me to the cyclocross national champion and arranged for a bike ride with her in Ōsaka. His old art school friend worked with my favorite painter, Yoshitomo Nara, and I got to meet Nara-san in Kanazawa. I partied under the cherry blossoms—with messengers, with young moms, with teenagers who beckoned me to join. They were surprised to hear that I had grown up with cherry blossom picnics too, on the grounds of the University of Washington, petals falling like snow from gnarled old Japanese trees.

			After I returned to America, I thought about going to Japan to teach English—I was even offered a job—but instead I started bartending in a gastropub and learned to make cocktails. A good bartender, I thought, can work anywhere in the world.

			Over the next decade Takuya and I kept in touch over email and met once in America and once in Japan. I gave up bike racing—even the top pro women are lucky to get a salary of $5,000 a year—and moved to New York, the best place, I thought, to pursue a career in art or food.

			

			•   •   •

			I still longed to live in Japan, but I wanted to go on my own terms, to do something there that I cared about—I am not an English teacher. And I was making a life in Brooklyn with the man I would marry, Hiroshi Kumagai. I’d fallen in love with a Japanese man who had lived in America for decades—since he was eighteen—because he wanted to escape Japan. At the time, he had no interest in returning to the country where I dreamed of going.

			We were living together, not yet married, when I got an email from Takuya, asking if I could host Yūsuke Shimoki, the young owner of a saké bar in Yamanaka, a place I’d heard Takuya describe as a magical mountain town. Considering the hospitality Takuya and his friends had shown me in Japan—of course!

			Shimoki arrived at our doorstep in Brooklyn with a suitcase full of Ishikawa saké. It was his first time outside Japan. I was under the impression that Shimoki had the idea to come to New York to see how saké is served here, but I later learned that he thought I had invited him. I don’t know whether the confusion came from Shimoki’s hubris or Takuya’s scheming to set us up as friends.

			Shimoki’s weeklong stay coincided with an early-summer dinner party I’d planned. The evening of the party, Shimoki changed into his bar uniform and brought out his framed certificate of expertise—proof of a sommelier-like qualification that fewer than two hundred people in the world held. He chilled half a dozen bottles of saké on ice from a bodega in one of my blue enamelware pots, keeping others at room temperature.

			I set the table with colorful mismatched napkins, bamboo chopsticks, an assortment of small ceramic bowls, and a cobbled-together set of white plates that almost looked uniform when dimly lit by a string of white Christmas lights wrapped in jute rope (a misguided Pinterest project that was much harder than it looked). Shimoki brought out five different sets of glassware that he’d carried all the way from his bar and wooden cups made in Yamanaka.

			I’d planned to start the evening with miso-grilled oysters in the backyard, but it was drizzling and humid, so the six of us crowded around a worktable in my small apartment, perched awkwardly at different heights on a mix of chairs and stools. I ran back and forth to the grill (down two flights and through the basement).

			It seemed presumptuous to cook Japanese food, but I wanted the meal to go well with saké, so I used Japanese flavors in my own hybridized American vernacular. With each dish I brought to the table—kōji-marinated fish wrapped in banana leaves, miso soup with littleneck clams, mizuna salad dressed in Meyer lemon, watermelon with shiso and feta—Shimoki poured saké, explaining it with such exuberance that we barely needed translation.

			He wore a waist apron of unhemmed midnight-blue canvas with strands of orange and white woven into the tie—his bar’s insignia, depicting rice and a jug of saké, printed in white. I asked him where I could get one like it.

			You’ll have to work in my bar, he told me, with Hiroshi translating. Okay, I said. You have to come for two months, he shot back. Okay, I said.

			He might have been joking, but it quickly became a real plan. Not half a year later, I began my apprenticeship at Shimoki’s bar (and I did earn my own apron). I went there certain the experience would open doors, but not sure which ones. While working in the bar, I befriended a master woodturner, a paper artist, and a man making charcoal with a hand-built kiln.

			Over the next four years I kept going back to Yamanaka, my visits getting longer and longer until I was living there more than in Brooklyn. I learned about wood turning and carving and got to know hunters and farmers. I’m easily identifiable as an outsider in Japan, but—in part because of my perceived temporary status as a white American woman—I’m privileged with access to people and places that might not be open to a nonwhite foreigner or a native Japanese person.

			I knew only a few people in Yamanaka who spoke any English. I was immersed in Japanese—a language that had never really clicked for me in spite of taking classes in college and on and off over a decade. Japanese is written in two syllabaries combined with kanji derived from Chinese characters. Conjugations and vocabulary vary depending on your gender and the status of the person you’re addressing. My speaking gradually progressed from halting to conversational, and friends stepped in when I needed help. Hiroshi, now my husband, was my personal hotline for language and etiquette—answering text messages about Japanese vocabulary for art and design or how to politely ask a friend for a ride.

			During my long affair with Yamanaka, Hiroshi mostly stayed behind in Brooklyn to run his graphics company and take care of our two backyard chickens. He doesn’t appear much in these pages, but he was always in the background, encouraging me to follow my dreams whole-ass. And he was the person I couldn’t wait to tell about each day’s adventure.

			This book starts with my first trip to Yamanaka at the onset of winter and ends four years later with the festival at the beginning of autumn. In between, the chapters are organized around the themes of water, wood, wild things, and cultivation. Some stories developed slowly over years, and others are from a few intense months of immersion. There are recipes in each chapter—some to help you bring a little of Yamanaka home, and others to archive foods rarely seen outside Kaga, the part of Ishikawa where Yamanaka is located.

			I limited the geographic scope to present-day Yamanaka—to places I could reach by bicycle from my apartment in town—even if this sometimes meant cycling up a mountain. The one exception is “Samurai at the Duck Pond.” That chapter takes place in Daishōji, a town downriver, toward the sea. But I followed a Yamanaka man there, and at the time that his archaic sport was invented, the duck pond and Yamanaka were part of the same domain.

			I’ve had a chance to observe things that haven’t been written about extensively—or at all—in English, and are little known or taken for granted in Japan. Even in our hyperconnected world, there are still places you can’t find on the internet.
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			One

			A Saké Evangelist

			Shimoki, in his early thirties, has the aspect of a very serious teddy bear—with a potbelly from spending more than sixteen hours a day tasting, contemplating, and serving saké, and eyes that sparkle when he talks about it. From behind the counter of his tiny bar in the mountains of Ishikawa, he is trying to save the Japanese saké industry, which has been in decline since consumption peaked in the 1970s. His thin, neatly groomed eyebrows dance and furrow as he evangelizes for Japan’s national drink. He’s hoping to convert me.

			He picked me up when I arrived at the nearest train station. It had been a long journey alone from New York to Tōkyō, Tōkyō to Kanazawa, and Kanazawa to Kaga. I was so relieved to see a familiar face that I hugged him, even though I knew that was very American of me—he looked utterly stunned.

			Driving the ten kilometers from Kaga Station, we quickly left behind pachinko parlors and chain stores, passing through farmland flanked by a curtain of mountains, the most spectacular of which is snowcapped Hakusan (Mount Haku). It reminded me of catching glimpses of Rainier from Seattle on rare clear days.

			The temperature dropped noticeably, and rice paddies gave way to lumber plantations as the road climbed toward Yamanaka. Its downtown is situated in a narrow valley along the Daishōji River, and you can walk it from end to end in less than twenty minutes. Natural hot springs (onsen), a two-thousand-year-old tree at the edge of town, and a meandering stone path along the Kakusenkei gorge are its main attractions.

			Dilapidated low-rise hotels overlooking the river are evidence of a 1960s construction boom and the lasting depression that followed. Even the nicest buildings in Yamanaka are in a perpetual state of decay from the moist climate. But it’s easy to become entranced by the icy blue river and bright red maple leaves falling softly on mossy rocks and all but ignore the shabby facades on the opposite bank as you walk the gorge.

			Shimoki’s bar, Engawa, is at the top of a small side street toward the end of town, before the main road heads deeper into the mountains. Where the side street ends, at the entrance to Hasebe Shrine, there’s the bar, with its warm light emanating into the damp darkness of late October. I settled into an apartment across the street.

			

			•   •   •

			Though I’ve tended bar in some high-end places, my first night of work at Engawa was the first time in my life I had to fasten the very top button of my shirt. I wore a vest, as Shimoki had told me to, and he lent me a tie and a long apron. We matched.

			I offered to wash dishes and rolled up my sleeves to get started. No, he said, rolled-up sleeves are for laborers. I tried to explain that it was a new shirt and the sleeves were too long. Don’t worry, he said, and—still worried—I unrolled my sleeves. I noticed as I was washing and putting away a water glass that a chip on its rim had been smoothed over and repaired with a bit of gold leaf.

			Next, he showed me how to take a coat and hang it neatly facing the wall and how to offer each guest a steaming washcloth called an oshibori in such a way that they can take it with one hand. Then he told me where to stand and watch him, which is how he expects me to learn almost everything.

			I’d seen the same thing in fancy Tōkyō cocktail bars, where smartly dressed understudies pour water and wipe the bar for months or years before mixing a single drink. And it was how Shimoki learned too. He spent a year in Kanazawa working temp jobs and going to a whisky bar called Machrihanish every day, ordering two drinks and reading the Japanese translation of the canonical Malt Whisky Companion, a guide to more than eight hundred whiskies. Then he moved to Tōkyō and worked eighteen months at a cocktail bar called Mondo. You can see flourishes of cocktail service in the way he presents saké.

			With the help of an architect friend, Shimoki renovated a tiny old wooden house into his own bar. Its ornamental carved wooden transom panels called ranma, modern iron and wood chairs with red velvet cushions, and a framed indigo print on handmade paper were crafted by other friends. Under the glass countertop is a miniature garden of raked sand and carefully placed rocks. On a high shelf to the far left, a small television plays old samurai movies on a continuous loop. In the back right corner, there’s a tiny shrine just below the ceiling, with a vase of flowers and a cup of saké that Shimoki refreshes daily. Incongruously, a laminated sign for wi-fi  is stuck to the backbar.

			Besides the five bar stools that Shimoki presides over, there’s a small private room painted Kanazawa blue, a shade of periwinkle that used to be reserved for high-ranking lords. A sliding paper door screens the four guests it cozily accommodates: men in suits with the air of good ol’ boys who call me in to entertain them by answering questions about what a lady from New York is doing in Japan, or a middle-aged doctor and one of his young nurses (whose drinking together doesn’t seem to trouble anyone but me), or sometimes in the late afternoon a family whose toddler daughter uses the same delicate water glass and expensive lacquered chopsticks as all the other guests.

			In the narrow space that divides the bar from the private room and bathroom, round stone pavers set into swirls of black and white river rocks echo the path along Kakusenkei gorge. Drunk young ladies in stilettos teeter over the stones precariously, and I imagine the liability this would be in the United States.

			It’s usually around their second drink when a guest notices that the music playing in Engawa is Scottish. It blends with the old wood and stone, and it matches Shimoki’s plaid wool vest. He explains that there’s music for beer and there’s music for wine, but there’s no music for saké. The music he hears in other saké bars is too dour. And while Shimoki himself is comically serious, he’s managed to create a space that feels relaxed and casual.

			Engawa is a name for a kind of Japanese porch: a place to unwind, drink tea, and catch up with your neighbors. According to Shimoki, the character “en” implies fate or luck, and “gawa” means side—the bar between him and the customers. Engawa is a place for chance encounters.

			On any given night the bar draws a mix of onsen-going tourists, saké connoisseurs who’ve pilgrimaged to Yamanaka, and locals at the end of their workday. There’s likely to be a master craftsman or a few students from the wood-turning school (the town is famous for its unique style of cups and bowls), perhaps a government official, or an important guest from one of the fancy hotels. A couple of Shimoki’s childhood friends will probably come in later after their soccer game. Once a week, my eighty-one-year-old neighbor Mrs. Kobayashi—a petite woman with a glowing smile—sits at the bar and drinks a saké, a whisky, and a beer. If there’s a guest all the way from Tōkyō or Ōsaka, Shimoki dotes on them. Whoever is there, it doesn’t take long before they are all talking and tasting one another’s drinks.

			

			•   •   •

			Six days a week Shimoki comes in at 11:00 a.m. to tidy and take care of paperwork, and opens around noon to accommodate the occasional afternoon guest. Some time before 5:00 p.m. he’ll take a break to restock. He will keep the bar open until the last guest leaves—sometimes midnight, sometimes 5:00 a.m. He doesn’t seem bothered that he has time for nothing else: his work isn’t separate from his life—it is his life. A neighbor remarks that she has never seen him without his uniform—even at the supermarket or running errands around town.

			In a place where your options are typically to take over the family business or leave for the big city (as evidenced by the aging population and growing number of abandoned homes), Shimoki’s entrepreneurship is unconventional. When he opened the bar on his thirtieth birthday—a year before I arrived—he already had a reputation for his laser focus on Japanese drinks.

			He used to work in my landlady’s saké shop, and she recounts with affectionate laughter the time she asked Shimoki to help out with different jobs for the holidays. He refused, saying it wouldn’t help him learn about saké. Neighbors speak of him with a combination of awe and bemusement, often calling him Shimoki-kun, like a little brother. But when it comes to matters of saké, they defer to him.

			There are no employees at Engawa: my apprenticeship here is out of novelty, not necessity. Shimoki is used to doing everything himself, and I’m certain I get in the way more than I help. He seems glad to have me there, but I wonder what’s in it for him. He says he views me as his colleague, not his student. Still, I’m not sure he understands that I’ve come to Yamanaka to learn about more than saké (maybe because of the language barrier, or maybe because saké is what he cares most about).

			

			•   •   •

			In early December, when we’ve been working together for a month, Shimoki invites me to join him for a daily ritual before opening the bar. I follow him outside up the steep mossy steps to Hasebe Shrine. As we climb, he instructs me to observe the plants, the temperature, and the feeling of the season so we can determine what kind of saké the day calls for. He prays and then tenderly brushes away some fallen leaves and places several coins on the shrine, asking the spirits to bring him good business.

			We can feel the cold pressing in as we return to the little bar. Tonight people will want to drink atsukan, poured hot from a small iron kettle, at precisely 55 degrees Celsius. In the United States, heat is deployed to disguise the flavor of cheap swill. But here, heating saké is an art. Next to the counter Shimoki displays a chart showing how intervals of a few degrees highlight different flavors. Part of my education has been drinking from five or six cups with the same saké heated incrementally warmer in each. At 55 degrees a robust saké burns pleasantly going down, warming you to the core.

			Each day, Shimoki has something new for me to taste. In broken English and Japanese—with the help of Google Translate, a saké textbook, and the experience of tasting together—we’re developing a shared vocabulary. We’ve figured out words for bitterness versus astringency, characteristics like tingly or smooth, the names of fruits and flowers, ideal serving temperature and alcohol content. We don’t have the language to talk about anything personal, but we can talk about saké.

			Before I came here, I could tell that one saké was sweeter, another more delicate, I could see that it was clear or cloudy, but pretty much saké just tasted like saké to me (some better than others). But only a week into my stay I could distinguish all sorts of subtleties and aromas of persimmon . . . kelp . . . pear . . . pine. I quickly fell in love with the fresh and unpasteurized ones often considered too fragile to export, then grew to appreciate rare old saké too, so oxidized it smells like sherry and holds up to dark chocolate.

			On days when he’s too busy to teach me, people come to ogle at the novelty foreigner and my job is simply to entertain them with my presence. Sometimes they don’t even want to talk to me; looking is enough to tell their friends about. It gets worse when the regional paper comes to interview me. Foreign woman works in saké bar, they report, with a picture of me dressed like Shimoki and smiling uncomfortably, pouring the local saké called Shishi no sato.

			I help translate for the occasional Western guest, but you don’t need to speak Japanese to understand when Shimoki describes a drink. Piri-piri, he says to describe effervescence, wiggling his fingers near his mouth to express tingly little bubbles. He waves his arm in a grand downward motion, leveling off toward the end and saying, Loooooooong finish. He bounces like a cartoon character, and his enthusiasm is contagious. If a guest asks for a recommendation, he sizes them up and directs the arc of their drinking like a DJ picking the perfect progression of songs.

			One of his favorite tricks is to serve you the same saké in two distinctly shaped cups. It tastes dramatically different, even to the untrained palate. While a scientist might tell you it’s a simple matter of how much aroma reaches your nose, in that moment it’s magic. Each time he opens a new bottle, he thinks hard about how best to enhance its character, tasting it in various cups. Its expression becomes more umami, earthy, herbaceous, or floral, depending on the shape and material.
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			A couple from out of town is asking about a glossy blond cup they’re drinking from. It’s made by Takehito Nakajima, a Yamanaka woodturner, who designed it for Shishi no sato saké, brewed down the street by his friend Fumiaki Matsuura. Shimoki pulls open drawers of the antique wooden cabinet behind the bar and a familiar scene begins: he brings out another style by a different craftsman . . . then another and another until the small counter is cluttered with a dozen cups, each with its own story, each capable of bringing out a distinct expression of a single saké.

			Every day, he prepares an assortment of otsumami (drinking snacks) using a tiny toaster oven, a torch, an induction burner, and a cutting board. There’s roast pork from the butcher up the street, which he heats and mounds on a plate with a blanket of brown sauce and a handful of sliced scallion. There’s miso-cured tofu, pungent and creamy as cheese, that he cuts into tiny cubes and stacks neatly in a small ceramic dish. There’s tuna that he’s marinated in saké and soy sauce, which he sears with a torch before fanning it out on a plate. And there are soy-sauce-cured egg yolks (the eggs from his friend’s farm near the seaside), which lately he serves spooned over slices of soft, fresh tofu. Or you can simply have a handful of deep-fried soba noodles to snack on like potato chips, which he transfers from a big plastic jar to a beautifully turned wooden bowl. For guests with a sweet tooth he arranges chilled dark chocolate and yōkan (adzuki bean gelée) on a mirrorlike lacquered stand, dusting the chocolate with a snowfall of powdered sugar that he wipes into a crescent shape and delicately placing bits of gold leaf on the yōkan.

			After my shift I neatly fold my vest and tie and leave them in a drawer. I put on a sweater to hide the stuffy uniform. If there’s space, I sit at the bar and ask Shimoki to make me a pairing.

			One evening, Shimoki sets a long rectangular plate in front of me and says, Japan. The plate has three compartments: in the first, kyarabuki (saké-and-soy-sauce-simmered butterbur stems) made by my eighty-one-year-old neighbor; in the second is umeboshi (pickled ume “plums,” botanically close to apricots) made by his friend’s mother; and in the third a simple okaka (bonito flakes mixed with soy sauce). He pours an old-style saké—more austere and rough than the new fruity fresh brews targeted at wine lovers—into a sugi-wood cup.

			The pickles alone would be too salty without saké. The scent of the sugi would be too strong without the pucker of umeboshi and pungent soy sauce. The rough saké is softened by the wood. Together it’s poetry.

			

			•   •   •

			Thursday is Shimoki’s only day off. His hair, shaved close on the sides and long on top, is usually slicked back with a handful of gel; today it flops to the side boyishly. We’re eating pizza with friends, and I ask him if there’s a saké that would pair well with pizza. Saké never pairs with cheese, he insists (he will change his mind later). Wine pairing is different, he explains. With wine, you look for contrast, but with saké the ideal match creates a spiral taste (he expresses this with an exuberant gesture) where the saké and food enhance each other. You can achieve that with wine too, I counter. His friend agrees, but Shimoki is surprised. I should study wine more, he says, looking thoughtful. (But when he goes to France a year later for a saké event, he claims he has no time for wine and cheese, he must keep his focus on his life’s work.)

			The differences among saké are subtle, in part because of the nature of Japanese food. A Western dinner often comprises a main dish and sides to match—or it’s served in courses—so wine can have a strong character as long as it suits the meal. But on a typical Japanese table, there are many small dishes at once, and the saké needs to be pliant enough to complement them all. And while Western food leans on fat for flavor, dashi (broth usually made from kelp and cured bonito) is the backbone of Japanese seasoning. With fatty, bold-flavored Western dishes, saké can become overpowered.

			Another evening, before there are customers, we’re discussing what would pair best with fresh young saké that tastes like pear and has a faint acidity. Melon and prosciutto maybe? It occurs to me that I am thinking about what food the saké would enhance, but Shimoki is thinking about what food would enhance the saké. I share this with him, and we both laugh at ourselves.

			One person at a time, Shimoki makes converts. A thirty-six-year-old cooking teacher from Kyōto, a friend of mine whom I bring to Engawa, confesses that it’s the first time in her life she’s tasted saké. With her friends, she drinks beer or wine: it’s easier, more casual. She wouldn’t know how to pick a saké. But Shimoki gently and joyfully guides her, first pouring something from her hometown in Shikoku, reminiscent of the region’s famous oranges.
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			The very same young people who statistics would have you believe don’t consume saké fill up half the bar at Engawa most nights. Fresh-faced salarymen and hotel concierges, two twenty-year-old aestheticians, couples on a romantic getaway—they drink cup after cup of whatever Shimoki recommends. Still, when I see some of the same girls at a Christmas party, they are drinking beer and wine. Without their master, the flock strays.

			But Shimoki’s devotion is unshaken. I am his disciple, and I know he hopes I will bring his teachings back to New York with me. While many Japanese people are adopting more Western customs and drinking less saké, the Western world is embracing Japanese cuisine and drinking more saké. Many people, including Shimoki, believe foreign acceptance may be the promising future of this declining industry.

			I haven’t caught Shimoki’s single-minded zeal, but I’ve fallen for Yamanaka. It can be hard to break through the facade of etiquette and the constraints of hierarchy in Japan, but drinking (or even just being in drinking spaces) suspends rules and cements bonds. I want to loosen the buttons on my collar, roll up my sleeves, and get out into the fields and workshops of the people I’ve met.

			One of the last times Shimoki and I taste together before my apprenticeship ends, he pours two new bottles of saké into small cups for me. The first blooms into the fragrance of a walk in the snow, with soft pine needles and the warmth of white rice cooking somewhere in the distance, a hint of umami from the sea, and a tingly finish that lingers. The second has a similar flavor, but it burns going down, and the finish stops short. The difference, he says, is that the latter wasn’t made with feeling.

			Shimoki has taught me appreciation for the nuances of saké, but more than that he’s shown me how to care for details—all of them. He works with intention in every aspect of his business, from tidying the bathroom to selecting the best saké. Whether it’s how to hang a coat or wash a glass or what temperature and cup to use for a particular saké, it has to be done with purpose.

		

	
		
			Suko

			time: 1 hour

			Makes about 1 liter (1 quart)

			The pink-red pickles called suko look like rhubarb, but they’re made from the stalks of a starchy corm called sato-imo (Colocasia esculenta, also known as taro) that’s been a staple in Japan since before rice cultivation. Aka-zuiki, red sato-imo stalks as thick as celery, are a local specialty in Kaga, but green ones (dasheen in much of the Caribbean and bac ha in Vietnamese) can be found at some Asian and Caribbean markets in the United States.

			At Engawa, Shimoki serves suko sprinkled with black sesame seeds as a complement to bright dry saké, such as Shishi no sato’s Chōkara Junmai. At home, I add a drizzle of good sesame oil. The local grandmas serve them plain, on small dishes, as a tart and colorful contrast to brown winter meals.

			There’s a market in front of the onsen early on Sunday mornings; it’s as much an occasion for old people to drink coffee together as for farmers to sell their produce. When the big bunches of rosy zuiki (sato-imo stalks) appeared in September, I asked Grandma Ishikura, the market boss, to teach me how to make suko. In her Shōwa-era kitchen—with pans and utensils hanging from a wire rack across the filmed-glass window, seasoning and tools crammed into every available space, walls stained tobacco color, and burners blackened from daily use—she taught me this recipe.

			
				1 bunch zuiki (fresh taro stalks), preferably red (450 grams)

				3 tablespoons fine sea salt

				150 mL (⅔ cup) rice vinegar

				6 tablespoons granulated sugar

			

			
					
					It’s easiest to peel the stalks while they are fresh and crisp, as soon as you buy them. Snap them in half, then peel off the translucent ribbons of skin (wear gloves if you don’t want to stain your fingers). Discard the skin. If the bottom section of the stalk is much fatter than the top, slice it lengthwise into halves or thirds. Break or cut the peeled stalks into 5 cm (2-inch) lengths, and peel off any remaining threads of skin that this loosens.

				

					
					In a large bowl, rinse the zuiki pieces in a few changes of cold water, then drain. Add enough fresh cold water to cover them, roughly 1 liter (4 cups). Mix in the salt, and put a plate on top to keep the pieces submerged. Soak for about 20 minutes.

				

					
					Drain the zuiki pieces, and pat dry with a clean dish towel. Heat a large nonreactive pot over medium-high heat and add the zuiki to the dry pot (no oil). Stir until the surface of the pieces and the pot are dry, 3–5 minutes; the zuiki should be steaming but not scorching.

				

					
					Add the vinegar and sugar, and stir just until the sugar is dissolved. Red zuiki will turn a shade of rosy pink. Immediately transfer to a glass bowl or container. Cool to room temperature, then cover and refrigerate. Suko will keep, refrigerated, for a few months. Serve as a drinking snack or side dish as is, or drizzle with a little sesame oil and sprinkle with black sesame seeds.
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			Two

			The Tea Path

			The essence of tea ceremony, it’s said, is ichigo ichie, an idiom meaning that each encounter is a once-in-a-lifetime meeting. Tea ceremony is Japanese hospitality codified into a choreographed sequence of movements around serving and accepting matcha. In Kakuzo Okakura’s 1906 The Book of Tea, he calls teaism “a religion of the art of life.” Like Christianity in America, even if you don’t participate in the way of tea, you’re touched by it every day in Japan.

			My tea lessons started while I was apprenticing in the saké bar. Mrs. Kitamura invited me to join her. She runs a fancy eel restaurant, called Meigetsurō, where geigi (a more polite word for geisha) sometimes perform for important guests, and she always looks elegant in her sheath dresses and feminine tweed jackets.

			I was worried it would be boring: I hated the tedium of violin lessons and math classes when I was a child, and I still don’t have much patience for repetition. But tea lessons seemed like a good chance to learn how to move and behave more like a proper Japanese lady—or at least less like a clumsy Westerner.

			Japanese people seem to take up less space with their presence, neatly folding themselves into small spaces, speaking in soft voices, and moving through the world with an awareness of how they might affect others. I accidentally slam doors and bump into things.

			Much is forgiven because I’m a foreigner. My proficiency with chopsticks draws a baffling amount of praise (given that I have used them since childhood, whenever the cuisine and context called for it). People seem to take pride in etiquette so complex that no outsider could ever fully understand it. But I want to do better than their low expectations of me. I approached tea lessons as “finishing school for foreigners.”

			Mrs. Kitamura told me to wear white socks and meet her at 2:00 p.m. on Thursday. Since then, I’ve spent my Thursday afternoons at our tea teacher Ōshita Sensei’s house as often as possible, getting an education in much more than manners.

			To step through Ōshita Sensei’s gate—which frames a miniature landscape of carefully groomed trees and moss—is to step into another world. My attention turns first to keeping my footing over the slippery moss-covered steps carved into the great stone at the gate, and then I’m inside. Unlike the colorful abundance of an English cottage garden or the structured rows of French formalism, a Japanese garden is nearly monochromatic and flows in shapes that seem almost accidental (and yet embody centuries of consideration by tea masters and philosophers). Stepping-stones meander past dwarfed evergreens pruned to look untouched. I had only ever looked over the fence at private gardens like that before I found myself on the dewy path.

			There are usually two or three other students. We leave our shoes in the entryway and pad down a long hallway in our white socks, past closed doors hiding any sign of daily life. They showed me, in my first lessons, how to kneel in front of the paper-paneled tearoom door, bow, slide myself over the threshold, and bow again before standing and walking over to appreciate the art and flowers displayed in a small alcove.

			We pause to admire the scroll and flowers that Ōshita Sensei has arranged for the day. The scroll, usually an antique, may be an illustration, a poem, or an expressively drawn word that captures the feeling of the season. In a vase, two or three stems of carefully selected flowers or foliage bring the outdoors in. These aren’t exuberant bouquets but quiet compositions. The more fleeting a flower, the more highly prized. Sensei keeps a calendar of Japan’s seventy-two seasons, and the flora and fauna that appear, to help with his choice of flowers and teaware.

			Seventy-two seasons may seem excessive, but if you are a farmer or a hunter, or if you walk an hour a day as Ōshita Sensei does, you’ll notice that the starfish-shaped clusters of waxy leaves in the stone wall send up green shoots one week that bloom into purple flowers the next. Tiny green uguisu flit from branch to branch calling hō-ho-KE-kyo. The forest lights up with wild shaga iris, branches of golden yamabuki, and miniature mountain hydrangea.

			As the days become humid, four-pointed white flowers bloom on the pungent dokudami that grows low along the edges of buildings. Frogs serenade each other through the rainy season, until the big blue cultivated hydrangeas give way to orange lilies, and the insects hum louder each day.

			
				[image: ]
			

			The sound of cicadas fades after the first chill days of fall. Spidery higanbana bloom atop bare stems. Wet vermilion leaves stick to the cobblestones and wash down to the river. One day the gray silk moths of summer are gone, replaced by fuzzy yellow ones mimicking the shape and color of the last golden ginkgo leaves fluttering to the ground. The calls of summer swallows and bulbuls cease. Hawks circle against the gray sky.

			Improbably pink camellia blossoms come into full bloom the week of the first snow. Fluorescent green fuki-no-tō force their way through the frosty soil when spring still seems a far-off dream. Before the cherry trees burst into thunderclouds of pink and white petals, timid white wild ume and their bolder pink cultivars are the first signs of spring. Ōshita Sensei brings a little of this into the tearoom each time we meet.

			Once I’ve taken in the essence of the season from the alcove, I’ll stand again and shuffle flat-footed to my seat on the floor, forming an L shape with the other students. I haven’t yet mastered this grace, but at least I’m becoming more aware of my feet, less ponderous. I’ve heard it takes the landscapers who tend gardens like Ōshita Sensei’s years to perfect the way to walk softly in their flexible tabi shoes so as not to hurt the moss.

			Toshio Ōshita Sensei is spry and intellectually curious. He looks professorial in his pleated khaki trousers and wool vest, with his gray hair neatly combed and parted. He tells me that he and his wife enjoyed practicing tea together after their two sons left home. He’d married into the Ōshita family—taking his wife’s name because her family had a history of more than a thousand years in the area, and her grandfather was a famous maki-e artist. (Maki-e, ornate lacquer painting dusted with precious minerals, is often used to decorate teaware.) His mother-in-law and wife ran a tea school to train young women in manners. When his wife died at sixty, he decided to carry on her work, welcoming young men to learn too.

			He brings the tea utensils into the room and kneels in front of an iron kettle, sunk into the floor. Besides the scroll and flowers, the iron kettle and tea utensils, the room is nearly bare. The walls are colorless, not white but a warm shadowy absence. The floors are padded with tatami mats and a narrow runner of faded carpet to sit on.

			Tea making begins with the crisp snap of the purple silk cloth that Sensei takes from his waistband, pulling the two corners taut, then folding it to wipe utensils that are already gleaming clean. There’s the low hum of the kettle, not quite simmering. His bamboo ladle sinking into the water, and then the trickle of water into the bowl. There’s the swish of the bamboo whisk, the chasen. He turns it over to inspect it for broken tines and then rests it on the edge of the tea bowl with a clink, repeat, and then he rests the chasen softly and silently. Another swish and then the pouring sound of the water being discarded into the kensui, a low wide ceramic vessel.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Sensei opens the lacquered wooden container of powdered green tea, almost soundlessly, revealing the most vibrant color in the whole room. It evokes the moss in the garden outside and leaf buds in early spring. With a chashaku, a narrow bamboo spoon, he scoops the tea powder twice into the bowl and then raps the chashaku twice against its rim. Again there is the sound of the ladle dipping into the kettle, the trickle of water, and the swoosh, swoosh, swoosh of fragile bamboo tines brushing briskly against the bottom of the bowl, frothing tea dust into hot water. He sets down the whisk softly. He serves the tea to the first guest, and I study their movements to see what I must do.

			When the guest is done drinking the tea, Sensei works in reverse: rinsing the bowl, discarding the water, pouring in more water, swishing the whisk. To finish, he ladles cold water from another vessel into the kettle, silencing the roar of tiny bubbles against iron.

			In the beginning, I always
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