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INTRODUCTION

In 1853, a Reverend Samuel Wells Williamsin Japan to act as translator to Commodore Matthew Perry (See Black Ships, The)declared the Land of the Rising Sun to be the most lewd of all the heathen nations I have seen.

As it transpired, however, the good Reverend was a bit of a dork who couldnt even speak Japanese all that well, so we shouldnt take his opinion too seriously. He was merely distressed that women laboured bare-breasted in the paddy fieldsa fact which, if hed lightened up a little, may well have actually put a smile on the miserable old coots face.

Since then, a host of academics and other experts on Japanese history, language, culture and customs have pondered such important questions as: Why did nearly every Japanese woman under the age of thirty go nuts over David Beckham during and after the 2002 World Cup? Why will saying Chin-chin! at a Japanese drinking party result only in stony stares and an awkward silence? And is it really true that many samurai warriorslikedin their spare timeto get down and dirty with one another?

Here, finally, are explanations concerning these and many other weighty matters. (Around 200 of them, in fact.) I have compiled this book while residing in Japan, teaching English for a living (surprise, surprise), immersing myself in judo and karate training (the origami course was full) and occasionally indulging in the mystical, ancient art of karaoke.

In A Gaijins Guide, I set out to record everything that struck me as being relevant to this fascinating country. You hold the end result in your hands. Hopefully it will entertain, enlighten and otherwise delight you. Now, hajimashoulets begin







A

ABE, SADA

I can pretty much guarantee that any male reading this is shortly going to be crossing his legs and wincingYou ready? Okayborn in 1905 to a respectable family of tatami makers, Sada Abe became a rebellious teenager whom her parents, in despair, sold to a geisha house. Unwilling to undertake the years of rigorous training necessary to become a geisha, however, Abe became a prostitute instead.

She seems to have had an insatiable appetite for sex, indulging in a string of lovers, as well as paying customers. However her physical desire came at a cost: on several occasions throughout her life, she would require treatment for syphilis.

It was when Abe quit prostitution to become a waitress that she met the man whom she thought would become the love of her life. Kichizo Ishida was the (married) owner of the Yoshidaya restaurant in Tokyowhere Abe worked, and the pair were soon embroiled in an affair. His sexual stamina left even Abe reeling; on occasion the pair remained in bed for anything up to four days, with Ishida sometimes demanding that a shamisen player perform for them as they made love.

When Ishida rejected her for a time and returned to his wife, Abe was devastated. They briefly resumed their affairthis time experimenting with erotic asphyxiation (they tightened an obi or belt around each others neck at the moment of climax)but Abe was paranoid that Ishida would leave her again.

Early on the morning of May 18, 1936, Abe strangled Ishida to death (using their treasured obi) as he slept. Then, using a knife, she hacked off his penis and testicles before depositing themwrapped in newspaperin her handbag. (Kind of makes the old bunny-boiling routine all seem a bit tame, really.) Using the blood to write Sada and Kitchi together on the bedsheets, Abe then went on the run, managing to evade the police for three days before being captured (by which time the Abe Sada Incident had successfully scandalized the whole of Japan). She told the police: I knew if I killed him, no woman would ever touch him again.

At the resulting trialand contrary to her own wishes, as well as those of the prosecutionAbe was not given the death penalty. She instead received a mere six years for the murder of her lover and the subsequent mutilation of his corpse. (The luckless Ishidasgenitalia, meanwhile, were put on public display for a time at Tokyo Universitys Medical School. Nothing like letting the poor sod rest in peace, was there)

Ultimately, Abe served only five years imprisonment, being released in May 1941. She attempted to resume her life under an alias, and again had a succession of loversbut each time the relationship ended when her real identity inevitably became known. (Cant think why) In the end, Abe accepted a curious form of employment, being paid to appear at a succession of inns, to cause the male patrons to experience a pleasurable frisson of fear as she stared haughtily at them.

Later in her life, Abe largely disappeared from public view, and its not known exactly when she died. But its believed to have been some time around 1987, when Abe would have been aged approximately eighty-twofor only then did she finally stop putting flowers on Kichizo Ishidas haka (tomb).

The Abe Sada Incident was the inspiration for the sexually explicit (of course) 1976 movie, In the Realm of the Senses.

AINU

Comparisons between the Ainu and the native Indians of North America abound, although the Japanese wouldnt thank you for saying so. According to Ainu legend, they were in Japan 100 000 years before the Children of the Sunbut as soon those 100 000 yearswere up, they began losing territory to the Japanese pretty darn steadily.

The Ainu resided mainly to the north of the country, particularly on the island of Hokkaido, which would eventually become their final place of refuge. Their story is depressingly familiar the world over: bullied and hounded from anywhere the Japanese wanted for themselves; forced to agree to unfair land-share deals that were then broken anyway, and brutally dealt with on the few occasions when they triedalways unsuccessfullyto meet force with force.

For a while, the Ainu were left in relative peace in Hokkaido, although following the Meiji Restoration the large and sparsely populated island began to be viewed as the perfect solution to what, in the rest of Japan, was fast becoming an overcrowding problem.

More and more Japanese began to move to Hokkaido. In case they should be disturbed by the indigenous populationwho if they were male didnt shave once theyd entered adulthood, and who if they were female commonly had a variety of facial and body tattoosthe Meiji government (in truth more like an oligarchy) outlawed the Ainu language and many of their customs, while forcing them to live on state-owned farming plots.

Today, an estimated 150 000 Ainu remain, although many choose to keep their identity a secret due to the discrimination they continue to suffer. Their languageis also threatened with extinction: there are well under 1 000 native speakers left.

AKACHOCHIN

The closest thing Japan has to a Western-style public house, the akachochin is readily identifiable by the large red lanterns hanging outside. (Akachochin literally means red lanternin days gone by these signified that somewhere sold alcohol.)

Just open the sliding door and venture inside, and if you cant make head nor tail of the food menu thats usually written entirely in Japanese, it probably doesnt matter. Therell often be at least one customer who speaks sufficient English to help you decipher the  la carte menu, or you can just gesturewith a polite and very Japanese-like movement of the handat something you see being eaten that looks quite tasty.

Perhaps you fancy some yakitori (pieces of chicken and onion barbecued on skewers) or maybe youre willing to try grilled squid. And to go with itbeer or sake? The choice, as they say, is yours.

AKANAME

Commonly used by parents to scare children into cleaning the bath, an akaname (a combination of two words: aka or dead skin, and name, which comesfrom the verb nameruto lick) is a human-cum-frog-like creature with wild hair, an incredibly long tongue and a single clawed toe. It has a penchant for entering dirty bathrooms in the dead of night and licking them clean, which would be very nice of it, if its left-over saliva did not subsequently cause an illness in any human who came into contact with it. And by illness I dont mean a nasty rash or a touch of flu. No, the akaname is frequently credited with causing such serious maladies as pneumonia and cancer. Which is, if you ask me, a bit much, even to scare the most unruly of children into cleaning the bathtub.







B

BASEBALL

In Japan, its popular. Real popular. Just like football in England, for many its more like a way of life. Amateur adult teams across the country meet up at some ungodly hour in the morning to practise before work. Two middle-aged women to whom I teach English, have previously requested to end a lesson early so that they could get back home to watch a particular game. Every high school has a number of young men whose dream is to be the next Godzillaotherwise known as Hideki Matsui, the craggy-faced batter and pitcher, who now (following a nine-year spell with the Yomiuri Giants) plays for the New York Yankees.

It was an American, Horace Wilsonworking in Japan as a Professor of English at what is now Tokyo Universitywho introduced the game of baseball to the Land of the Rising Sun. Sometime in 1872/73, heorganised a team to play during the students lunch-break. Baseballs popularity consequently spread like wildfireand, for his efforts, Wilson was inducted into the Japanese Baseball Hall of Fame in 2003, some seventy-six years after his death.

BECKHAM, DAVID

He was mobbed everywhere he went! Japanese boys and young men wore their red Manchester United shirts with pride as they bellowed their adoration! Some female office workers even styled their hair into a bleached blond Mohican in tribute!

And then David Beckham allegedly had an affair and lost it all. Such a loss of face is serious stuff in Japan, and the resulting public disgrace and humiliation (which will, of course, only occur if youre famous) can last years.

You might stand half a chance of regaining the limelight if you wait a suitable length of time before grovelling for forgiveness, but, lets face it, Becks had basically cleaned up by then anyway. When I was in Japan in 2003/2004, there seemed to be scarcely a productfrom cars and phones, right down to bars of candythat he wasnt being paid squillions of yen to advertise.

Strangely enough, Posh was quick to jump on the bandwagon, hence the slightly vomit-inducing advertisementfor a his-n-hers perfume that featured a head-and-shoulders snap of her and Becks together, the single word underneathBeauty.

It all depends on your personal definition of the word, I suppose.

BENKEI

One of Japans best-loved folk heroes, Benkei was either the supernatural offspring of a temple god or the son of a blacksmiths daughter, depending on which story you believe.

In any case, he came kicking and screaming into this world with hair and teeth already in place. A natural troublemaker, he soon earned the nickname oniwaka or young devil child, which to be honest probably just made him act up even more. In spite of this misbehaviour, he was trained as a monk, and by the age of seventeen stood a two-metre tall giant with the strength of a small bull.

Ive had enough of living in stupid Buddhist monasteries, he said at this point, in a teenagers surly grunt. Im going to go and hang out with the yamabushi [mountain priests who were quite handy at fighting] who sound way cooler.

Suitably trained in martial arts and warfareand particularly expert in his use of the swordBenkei then decided to place himself by Gojo Bridge in Kyoto,where he set himself the target of beating 1 000 thousand men using his sword.

Rather unsurprisingly, 999 men were beaten without any problem whatsoever. It was that very last man who proved a bit of a tricky bugger. Along he sauntered, playing a jaunty tune on his flute, a little sword flapping at his side.

Hah! Ill easily best this pipsqueak, gloated Benkei.

Hey! he called as the small, slightly built man drew closer. If you want to cross this bridge with all your limbs intact, just you hand over that sword! Otherwise it will be the worst for you, see?

You big oaf, laughed the slightly built man. My name is Minamoto no Yoshitsune, son of the infamous warlord Minamoto no Yoshitomo. If you dont get out of my way right this second, Ill thrash you like the insolent dog you are.

Oh, I just love it when I get a wise guy, declared Benkei, his eyes betraying a feral light as he rushed towards his intended victim.

Stepping nimbly out of the way, Yoshitsune then used his flute to hit the giant sharply around the head. Benkei let out a roar and flashed his great sword all around himbut each time, Yoshitsune was simply not there. This battle required such little effort on Yoshitsunes behalf that he was frequently able to play a little tune on his flute (he was undoubtedly a bit of a smart-arse, but then having a famous warlord dad can do that to you).

Finally, exhausted with cutting through nothing but thin airand really wishing that Yoshitsune would stop playing that same bloody tuneBenkei slumped to the ground and conceded defeat.

Okay, you win, he told Yoshitsune. HereI demanded your sword, so its only right that you should now have mine.

But Yoshitsune only laughed, probably played his flute a bit more, and then sat down beside the fallen giant. He explained that hed been trained in martial arts and swordsmanship by the tengu (mythological creatures), which meant that he only ever needed to draw his sword in times of extreme peril.

No offence, Benkei, he said, patting the much larger man on one of his ox-like shoulders, but youre all mouth and no trousers.

At which Benkei apparently begged to become Yoshitsunes loyal follower, for however long they both should live.

So off they went and had lots of adventures, until it all turned a bit nasty and Yoshitsune found himself being betrayed by his powerful brother. Holed up in Takadachi Castle, an entire army just about to force their way inside, Yoshitsune killed first his family and then himself, to prevent them from falling into enemy hands. Benkei, loyal to the last, remained outside the room where his fallen master lay, defending it until his great body was finally brought down by over one hundred arrows.

A rather dubious postscript is occasionally added to this story, which entails four or five people walking along a remote track a few days later, their features concealed under rough brown cloaks.

Phew, says one of the group, casting off his cloak to reveal a small sword and a flute by his waist. I think were far enough away from the castle now, boys and girls.

What a good job you found some people who looked uncommonly like you, me and your family, master! declares another, far larger man.

Even more fortunate that they didnt mine dying for us.

Rather! say Yoshitsunes family (the members of which remain somewhat anonymous), as they all head towards the sanctuary of a forest above which hangs the slowly setting sun.

BLACK SHIPS, THE

In 1853, Japan was a country largely closed to the world. The foreign policy of the ruling Tokugawa Shogunate was sakokuclosed countryand had been since 1639.

The only real exception to the rule that prevented the Japanese from leaving Japan, and the gaijin from entering, on pain of death, was in Nagasaki. Here there was Dejima, an artificial island that was the official trading post for the Dutch; Holland being one of fourcountries, along with Korea, China and the Ryukyu Islands, with whom the Tokugawa Shogunate consented to trade.

From 1837, three separate attempts were made by the Americans to open up Japan trade-wise, both to themselves and, by implication, to the rest of the world. Effectively, the Americans were demanding that Japan put an end to its long period of self-imposed isolation.

Not on your Nelly, returned the Tokugawa Shogunate (or words to that effect), on a number of occasions actually opening fire on their unwelcome visitors.

Finally the Americans decided that they were gonna kick some A, or at least threaten to. Step forward Commodore Thomas Perry, who, in charge of a fearsome-looking squadron of steam frigates (this was the nineteenth century, remember), set sail from Norfolk, Virginia, reaching Uraga Harbour near Edo (now Tokyo) on 8 July 1853.

Slightly in awe of the steam-driven fleets obvious firepower, the Tokugawa Shogunate politely asked Perry if he wouldnt mind sailing along to Nagasaki, which was, after all, the only place where gaijin sailing vessels were permitted to dock.

Actually, I would mind, said Perry, presumably through a translator. Im here to present a letter from President Fillmore of the United States of America, requesting that Japan ends its period of isolation,

And by obvious implication, he added: And if you dont accept this letter and at least start to consider therequestwhich is actually more like a direct order from the most powerful nation on earththen Im going to use those nasty-looking cannons onboard my ships to start blasting the crud out of you.

Oh dear muttered the Tokugawa Shogunate delegates.

As and when my boats and I return from a trip to China, continued Perry, youd be well advised to have a positive response to that letter.

Perry wasnt to be disappointed. When the black-hulled ships returned the following year, belching ominous clouds of smoke, the Tokugawa Shogunate signed a treaty committing it to relations with the USA. This marked the beginning of the end for the feudalistic Shogunate, who would finally be overthrown by the Meiji Restoration in 1868.

BON

Commonly called Obon (the O is honorific, as in okane money), this is the Buddhist Festival for the Dead, which occurs from 1315 July in the east of Japan (where the Western solar calendar is favoured) and the same dates in August in western parts of the country (where the Chinese lunar calendar is still followed).

Youll see the countless sprawling cemeteries within Japan full of people cleaning the family haka (a Buddhist tomb) and paying their respects to the spirits oftheir ancestors, who return to earth on the thirteenth of either month for a total of three days.

During this time, the spirits generally fly around and look in on their loved ones, who as well as cleaning the family haka may also hang lanterns outside their homes by way of welcome.

BONSAI

In the film The Karate Kid, Daniel LaRusso first comes to know Mr Miyagi through helping him tend his many bonsai. As bonsai require constant care and attention, Mr Miyagi would have needed all the help he could get. In fact, with that many bonsai to look after, its doubtful that Mr Miyagi would have been able to hold down his job as a handyman, never mind teach young Danny boy the finer points of Japanese fisticuffs.

One of the things The Karate Kid doesnt teach youor maybe it does; its been a long time since Ive seen itis that bonsai first came to Japan from China, where theyd been around since the days of the Tang Dynasty (thats a long time, believe me).

Controversy amongst bonsai aficionados continues to rage as to whether Chinese bonsai were merely trees already dwarfed by nature, thus making the Japanese the first people who were able to stunt a normal, healthy tree so that it can grow only between twenty-five centimetres to one metre tall.

Of course, you cant just stick a young sapling in a pot and expect it to flourish. Because it wouldnt; it would die. No, what you must do is to continually prune the fledgling bonsai, carefully removing every excess branch and twig until youve created the image you want for it. Perhaps youd like it to resemble a wind-gnarled tree thats situated on the very edge of a seaside cliffyour choice.

With sufficient care and attentionincluding frequent re-potting, root pruning and fertilisationbonsai can last hundreds of years, passed down through generations. Though I suspect that the one Mr Miyagi gave Daniels mum probably ended up in the bin about a week later.

BOWING

Oh boyanything to do with Japanese etiquette is an absolute minefield 

So runs the usual reply from someone claiming to be expert on all things Japanese, in response to a question concerning when to bow, how to bow, and so on. In reality, if you get an answer like this then the person speaking probably doesnt know too much themselvesor is just trying to scare you.

Certainly, Japanese etiquette can be incredibly complicated. But thats something to worry about if youre Japanese, or have lived and worked in Japan long enough for it to become an issue. And even then, quite oftenit wont become an issue, simply because, whether you like it or not, youre a gaijin whos presumed not to know too much about such matters.

Smilebut not too broadlywhen you meet someone (excessive smiling can be an indication of unease in Japan, and can also make you look a bit weird), and for the purpose of this exercise give something like a half-bow from the waist. Dont just nod, because that looks a bit half-arsed in any country. If youre male, keep your hands by your waist; females should put their hands on their thighs with their fingers touching.

When saying goodbye, another bow can be given, though not as deep as the first one. And thats about it. Ive given the information about where to put your hands as general guidance, though to be honest the fact that youre prepared to give any sort of bow will be appreciated by most Japanese people.

Oh, and by the way, it may well be that some Japanese people will offer to shake hands. Its not true that the Japanese never shake hands; Ive shaken hands with numerous Japanese men, as well as several women (albeit in a business environment). But let the person you are meeting offer their hand firstif they dont, stick with the bow.

One final piece of advice: dont ever try to embrace or kiss someone upon meeting them, even if its for the fourth or fifth time and you think that youre getting on just fine. It might just result in you being branded a chikan and arrested.

BUDDHISM

Obviously anything like a detailed account of Buddhism is not going to be supplied here. All I can do is to provide the briefest overview, as the Japanese perceive it.

Around 623 BC, a baby boy was born to the king of a tribe who existed on the Indian border of present-day Nepal. SiddhĚrtha Gautama, as the boy was named, was destined for a life of great luxury and indolence, his father determined that he should never be exposed to human suffering. At sixteen, Gautama married his cousin, and all in all spent twenty-nine years of his life stuck behind the walls of his fathers palace.

Then one day he grew so sick of his cosseted, uneventful existence that he ventured outside the palace. And what he saw shook him to the core: there was Old Age (an elderly man), Illness (a leper or someone with an obvious disease), Death (a decaying corpse) andspot the odd one outan ascetic.

Gautama was profoundly depressed by three of these sights, and so decided that the only way to defeat Old Age, Illness and Death was to follow the ascetics example and become a monk, disowning his inheritance and trying to understand how he could overcome suffering through meditation.

And meditate he did, on his own and with other hermits and monks; but still this didnt give him satisfaction. So off he roamed around India, where he decidedto try and gain Enlightenment through depriving himself of all creature comforts, including food.

After nearly perishing of starvation, Gautama decided that starving himself wasnt really such a good idea. He instead chose what Buddhists refer to as the Middle Way: neither over-indulging nor denying himself something to the extent that this denial became physically harmful. Aged thirty-five, Gautama decided to sit beneath a bo tree, and not stand back up until hed achieved Enlightenment. Which, to cut a long story short, is eventually what happened.

Ignorance was the principal course of human suffering, he realised, and he had the Four Noble Truths (which are really a bit too deep to go into here) or steps that anyone could follow to defeat ignorance and thus become Enlightened.

To bring this story to a rather abrupt conclusion, Buddha (as he was now known) spent the last forty-five years of his life travelling extensively and gaining many followers. He died aged eighty, having fallen ill after eating a meal of what is commonly believed to have been pork. Exercising true benevolence, however, he refused to blame the man (named Cunda, a blacksmith) whod given him the meat dish.

All composite things pass away. Strive for your own salvation with diligence, were Buddhas final words before dying.

Whats important to point out here is that Buddhadidnt claim to be any sort of god. Nor was he unique; he was merely the last in a long line of people who could also be called Buddha, people whod also gained Enlightenment. In fact, according to my brother-in-law Taigi, who is the Buddhist head-priest of a temple belonging to the JodoPure Landsect of Buddhism, there are (and this is a direct quote, including the pluralising of the word Buddha) as many Buddhas as there are grains of sand in this world

I suppose it just so happens that because he was the last of all these trillions of Buddhas, the Buddha who was previously SiddhĚrtha Gautama is the one getting all the attention. In other words, its been rather a long time since anyone new became a Buddha.

Failing to gain Enlightenment, humans are instead endlessly reincarnated, moving among the Six Realms that are Ten (basically heaven, which cant be all bad), Ningen (which is the world as we know it, Jim), Chikusho (inhabited by animals), Shura (described by Taigi as being filled with an everlasting anger), Gaki (where you suffer from a general dissatisfaction and want of everything) and, finally, Jigoku (hell).

One of these days, then, someone will succeed in gaining Enlightenment and will thus break this vicious circle, thereby creating a new Buddha. In the meantime, Buddhists do their best to stay out of the lower Realms by filling their lives with selfless acts of charity.

BUDŦ

The umbrella term given to all types of Japanese martial arts. BudŦ itself is a compound of two Japanese words: bu meaning war, and dŦ meaning way of. BudŦ best describes the myriad fighting skills a samurai warrior would have needed to master in order to survive the battlefield. He (not many female samurai in feudal Japan, though check the Naginata entry for the inevitable exception) would have been highly skilled in not only archery and swordsmanshipfrom which come kendŦ and iaidŦbut also in striking and grappling.

Hence the martial art jujutsu (there are various spellings of this word, but my Japanese laptop recognises only this one, so thats the one Ill use), which was born on the battlefields of ancient Japan. Jujutsu was thenand sometimes still is today, depending on where, and from whom, you learn ita comprehensive fighting system, with the violent, anything goes philosophy that youd expect from a martial art that was learned very much on the job.

BURAKUMIN

In a country that remains as obsessed with a persons roots and family history as Japan, coming from burakumin stock can still cause someone some serious prejudice. The word itself means people of the hamletwhich is a nice way of saying that feudal-era burakumin were confined to an almost ghetto-like existence, forbidden to associate with non-burakumin to the extent that
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