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1


THROUGH THE OPEN DOOR





He drew a circle that shut me out


Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.


But Love and I had the wit to win:


We drew a circle that took him in.


Edwin Markham, Outwitted, 1915







I DROPPED MY PANTS and felt a rush of cool wind against my legs. Slower now, I slid off my remaining clothes to stand naked on the stone path, which felt warm below my feet. The smell of pine from the nearby hills lingered in the air. The sun had just set. It was a midsummer evening, my first night out of Tokyo, and standing bare on this mountain, I soon realized how quiet a body can be.


Unsure, I kept my eyes down, shifting first from my feet, now white with the chill, to my clothes, which lay in a shy heap on the grass, my pants still clinging to the shape of my body. Then suddenly I saw the other feet, and the legs. They too were bare. And as I watched them shuffling in my direction, my eyes told me what my mind had not time to know: these feet were looking at me.


Stepping back, I met the eyes that the feet belied and for a moment felt locked in a frozen stare. There were twenty-four eyes in allopen, agape, peering!and despite all I had heard about Japanese eyes being narrow, these eyes seemed remarkably wide. As I stood on this mountain path, face to face with the twelve men who would be my hosts for a year as a teacher in their rural town, the only difference I noticed between them and me was that they were all wearing towels and I was not.


To my relief, one stepped forward. Mr. Bruce, he said, offering a slight bow and a nervous laugh, we are going to take a bath now. Perhaps you would like a towel.


I had never taken a towel into a bath or, for that matter, taken a bath with other people, but under the circumstances I agreed. Thank you, I managed, trying to bow discreetly while drawing the small hand towel across my body.


As soon as I stretched it halfway across my waist, the others cheered, rushed forward, and with all the glee of a band of ten-year-olds parading a captured mouse, led me to the mouth of a nearby cave and the steaming, pungent fumes of a hot spring bath. As a newcomer in Japan, I would be welcomed into my office as I was welcomed into the world: with a bare body and a fresh bath.





Inside the cave, the bodies of other bathers emerged from the steam. They seemed to move slowly at first, as if muted by the weight of the thick white mist. Bare arms cut through the air, drawing handfuls of water to splash over shoulders; heads bobbed in the murky liquid like croutons in a gray broth. Some of the bathersall men, I now realizedstood half submerged in the round pool, nodding their heads intently and speaking in echo; others floated quietly by, suspended by shadows of steam that lingered above the surface. From above, the pale evening light sifted through the air, giving the space the eerie feel of a Roman bath. But instead of wearing a toga, each of the men wandering outside the water held a small white towel over his private parts. As I watched these men clutching their towels while splashing and chatting and strolling about, I wondered if I had discovered the secret reason behind bowing in Japan: to shake hands at a time like this and release the towel would mean a certain loss of face.



As we approached the water, the teacher who had earlier offered me the towel, a short, squat man with wiry black hair, a cherubic face, and a waddle that rocked him from side to side like a penguin, pushed the others away, put his arm around my shoulder, and led me forward.


IMista Burusu boss, he said, tapping first himself and then me on the nose. My namuizuSakuragi. I amu Mista Cherry Blossom.


At this early stage in our relationship he spoke in English. Though my Japanese was far from fluent, I had the facility to understand most things when necessary and the ability to pretend not to when prudent. Both of these skills would prove vital to my survival.


Mr. Cherry Blossom led me to the wall of the cave and a row of men seated with their backs to the water. We sat on two round stones facing the wall and, with our towels draped over our knees, proceeded to douse ourselves in warm, chalky water from a shallow trough at our feet.


In Japan, he said, this time in his native tongue, we clean ourselves before entering the bath. Then we just soak in the water. This is our Japanese custom.


After pouring water over our shoulders with buckets and wiping our bodies with our hands (no soap), we were ready to step into the bath. Moving from the wall to where the water splashed at the edge of the pool, we walked slowly down the steps, slid up to our necks in the warm liquid, and for the first time removed the towels from below our waists and placed themdripping wetatop our heads.


Doesnt it feel wonderful? he said, closing his eyes, stretching his arms, and flashing a dreamy, self-satisfied grin.


The water seemsalive, I said as I struggled to keep myself afloat while pushing away the flotilla of bugs swimming past my head. Then slowly my feet began to sink, and I realized that instead of being in a stone cavern, we were standing in an open mud basin with hot spring water bubbling up from the ground. With each burp from the earth, I would slide down further, until chalky liquid lapped at my mouth from below and dripped down my nose from above, where the wet towel slopped on my head. I closed my eyes and tried not to remember that I had just removed all of my clothes and washed myself with great care, all for the purpose of taking a bath in a giant bog of mud.


But I could not forget: This is our Japanese custom.





I arrived in Japan in early August, at the time of year when the rusty orange afternoon sun lingers over hilltops for an extra hour at night, when the trees sit breathless throughout the day waiting for a whisper of evening breeze, and when people all across the land journey to the countryside for a brief summer repose.


In Japan, we change with the seasons, Mr. Cherry Blossom explained. What we eat, what we drink, what we say, all depend on the time of year. His dimpled face came alive as he told me tales of summer fruits and dancing fireflies. A former science teacher who now served as a regional curriculum adviser for the prefectural Board of Education, Mr. Cherry Blossom had an exaggerated bonhomie that reminded me of a bumbling chemistry teacher I had in high school who was nicknamed Mr. V. And so Mr. Sakuragi, whose name means cherry blossom, became Mr. C.


When you write a letter to a girl, he continued, you must always begin by referring to the season. Its summer, the air is hot, my heart longs for you. And of course you should enclose a summer flower for her.


Whats a summer flower? I asked.


Red ones are best, like a hibiscus or a rose. Japanese girls all love them; they squeeze them on their lips.


Although I never saw a Japanese woman with hibiscus juice on her lips, I did come to appreciate the importance of these seasonal symbols: the song of the cicada after summer rain; colored leaves in autumn; snowdrifts in winter; cherry blossoms in early spring. The bath, an enduring and romantic symbol of leisure in Japan, is also steeped in the traditions of time. A bath in December, which relaxes the body after a strenuous day in the snow, differs from a bath in August, which legend says will take the dampness from the body after the rainy season. Mr. C told me proudly that his wife still places the skin of a citron in the family bath on the winter and the summer solstices. In winter the citron keeps our bodies warm, he said. In summer it cools us down.


Despite Japans international status and its fascination with high technology, these cultural symbols from a fabled past remain alive in the collective imagination of modern Japan. A successful office, the Japanese insist, is one where the members build a relationship without clothes on. In order to prime the caretakers who must tend the native spirit every day, the men of the Ansoku Education Office of the Tochigi Prefectural Board of Education took off three working days every August to welcome all new teachers, which this year included me, with a collective outdoor summer bath.





We had not soaked long in the water before my presence began to attract a crowd. Soon other men came wading over to our corner of the bath, sloshing through the mud and clutching their towels to their loins.


This is Mr. Burusu, Mr. C said to the first well-wisher. He was stretching my name into Japanese form, in which all syllables end in vowels.


This is Kato-sensei, he said, using the honorific sensei, which means teacher or master, instead of the more simple san. He is my boss, but he is very fat.


Kato-sensei was a short, pudgy man with sagging cheeks, a bulbous nose, and wavy black hair that shook over his eyes as he hurried toward me past the other new teachers, gesticulating widely and leaving a sizable wake. I bowed slightly as he approached, being careful not to dislodge the towel from my head.


Oh, oh, oh! So nice to meet you, he shouted, reaching out his hand and nearly embracing me. You are a handsome boy. His greeting startled me; then I realized that he and others were admiring me not because I was particularly handsome but because I was white and tall. I hear you are going to teach English in junior high schools, Kato-sensei continued. I hope you teach Mr. Cherry Blossom, too. His English is very bad.


Youre crazy, Mr. C broke in. My English is very good. Listen. He put his arm around my waist and straightened his back as if addressing a group of judges at a speech contest. My namu Kazuo Sakuragi. I amu supaman. I amu hansomu boy.


The other teachers cheered and splashed water in support, but Kato-sensei pulled me toward him with a quick jerk. No, no, no. Mr. Bruce is handsome boy. Mr. Sakuragi is crazy boy.


Suddenly our bath had become a cozy mnage, and I struggled to keep my head above water while these two middle-aged men clasped their arms around my back and compared me to a summers day. Our party naturally attracted others, and soon most of the veteran teachers were sizing up the new man in town.


He sure is tall, said one man.


And his nose is high, too, observed another.


He looks like a model.


Under these circumstances, I realized that developing a relationship without clothes on meant them appraising my physique.


Does he have a girlfriend? someone asked.


Just as I approached the point of total desperation, a group of young teachers appeared at the outer edge of the circle. They too wore towels, but they were much quieter than their superiors. Mr. Cherry Blossom hushed the crowd and gestured for the three to come forward. New teacher, new teacher, he said, pointing back and forth from them to me in great excitement. They did not look very enthusiastic about cutting into this dance, but the shortest of the three, perhaps sensing my helplessness, stepped away from his friends and moved closer.


There, standing alone in the middle of two dozen bathers all pondering this low-tech import from abroad, he very calmly reached his hand out and in near-perfect English said, Hello, my name is Cho Takashi. You can call me Cho.


A friendship was born.





I came to Japan at the invitation of the Japanese Ministry of Education, to teach English language and American culture in Japanese schools as part of a program to bring native English speakers into the heart of Japan. The scheme is part of a broad effort by the government to achieve what the Japanese call internationalization, the buzz word for a new, more globally powerful, more globally conscious Japan.


As I traveled through rural towns, going into schools and homes and participating in the lives of Japanese people who might never feel the trickle-down effects of their countrys newfound wealth, I came to appreciate both the difficulty and the necessity of internationalization. In my city of Sano, I was the first foreigner many of the people had ever seen in person. I was the first person they had met who had white skin, brown hair, and a high noseone that sticks out from the face, not one that starts high on the forehead. I was the first person they had known who was not Japanese. Even among teachers, those trusted with telling the next generation about the outside world, I was an anomaly.





After the bath I stood again alongside my colleagues, shivering as steam floated off my warm body and bemoaning the fact that my towel was wet. Soon Mr. C brought me a folded white robe with a dark blue bamboo print.


This is a yukata, he said, a summer kimono. Please wear this to the party tonight.


I slipped the starched cotton over my shoulders and drew the sash around my waist. The cloth clung to my wet body like papier-mch to a balloon, except for the flaps in front, which dangled helplessly just above my knees. Feeling a bit exposed, I quietly pulled a pair of shorts up under my robe, but still I feltand lookedlike a half-wrapped candy bar.


Lets have a party, the men shouted, grabbing my clothes along with theirs and pushing me down the path toward the lodge.


As we approached the three-tiered stone pavilion where we would be staying for the night, Mr. Cherry Blossom again eased close to me and put his arm around my shoulders.


We want you to give a short speech tonight.


A speech? I said, glancing down at my bare knees.


A self-introduction.


Before I could protest, we had arrived at the hall and entered a large banquet room with latticed beams on the ceiling, straw mats on the floor, and long rows of low tables lined with over 140 freshman teachersnow men and womensitting on the floor with bended knees and decked out in identical white robes with the dark blue bamboo print. Were these teachers, I wondered, or dolls?


Mr. Cherry Blossom ushered me to the front of the room and a seat on my knees next to the fat man from the bath.


Beginning with Kato-sensei, each of the men at the table addressed the gathering, laboring through prepared speeches in which the teachers were admonished to work hard, to understand their role in society, and to do their best. Throughout, the recruits sat stone-faced and silent.


Finally the oldest man at the table raised a toast. The mood lightened, the beer flowed, and all the teachers shifted off their knees and settled onto the floor. After a half hour of eating sliced fish and shrimp and downing beer and whiskey, Kato-sensei again rose to his feet.


This year we are having an international party, he announced. We have an honored guest with us tonight, who has come from America to be a teacher in our prefecture. As you can see, he is a very handsome boy.


As I rose to stand beside him, the general murmur of the party dimmed and everyone turned to hear me speak.


Good evening, I said, using my best speech-contest Japanese.


Good evening, the crowd said in unison, mumbling to one another about how this foreigner could speak Japanese, as if I had just recited an original haiku.


My name is Bruce


I come from Georgia, in the United States of America


This year I am going to teach my language and my culture to your students. I hope you will also teach me about Japanese culture. I mentioned something about the weather and then about the approaching school year. To end, I tried to add a bit of self-deprecation to my speech, as I had been advised by Japanese friends to do. Since you and I are new teachers, I said, I hope we can be friends. But my Japanese is very bad, so please speak English with me. Instead of solemn admiration, this last line brought unexpected laughter from the crowd, and I realized I had a long way to go before I mastered Japanese humility.


After thanking them for their patience and bidding them good night, I kneeled down as fast as I could without flashing open my robe. But the audience was giving me a standing ovation and shouting for an encore. Several teachers from the front row conferred with Mr. Cherry Blossom, then scampered over to my place and asked, Wont you answer some questions? Within seconds I had a microphone in my hand and Mr. C was laughing merrily at my side, telling the troops they were free to ask whatever they wanted. It was open forum on the foreigner: seven score of drunken Japanese teachers versus one very sober American man.


The first questions came slowly.



Can you eat Japanese sushi?


Can you drink Japanese sake?


Can you use Japanese chopsticks?


They came in Japanese in rapid succession, first from one side of the room, then the other, and I answered them in English, assuring the crowd that, yes, I could eat Japanese food and drink Japanese wine. Then, as everyone became a little more relaxed, the questions took a different tack.


Do you like Japanese girls?


Do you want a Japanese girlfriend?


Who is the prettiest girl in this room?


These questions came faster and faster and I bobbed through the blizzard, feeling a bit like an amateur host of Dr. Ruth Does Japan, when suddenly a question in English came floating from the back of the room.


Do you like sex?


I was stunned. Surely I had misheard. But no relief came, and I stood still on the mat, silence creeping across the room, ten inches of my leg showing between my robe and the floor, a microphone in my hand. Mr. C glanced at me with a puzzled look on his face, and I realized that he had not understood. Taking this as a cue, I turned back toward the audience, smiled, and said, Yes. I like sushi very much.





Every room I entered in Japan I entered through the same doorone that led from the outside in. Every time I entered a home, a school, or a classroom, I was treated as if I had just walked through that door for the first time. To those inside, my world seemed exotic and far away, so they assumed their world was strange and exotic to me. When I first went to Japan during the previous year to study for six months at a university, I knew I would be an outsider, an American in Japan. But when I returned to teach in Tochigi, I imagined that the longer I stayed in the country, the more I would be welcomed into every room as if I were an insider.



Others who have written about living in a foreign land have described the shifting moods of affection and disaffection the foreigner feelsone day enamored with the host culture, privileged with the secret access to the heart of another world; the next day dismayed at always being kept away from its inviolable core. I too felt these swings in emotion, yet those around me had no idea that my feelings about Japan were evolving. To them I remained a newcomer, and long after they ceased being exotic to me, I remained exotic to them.


Several weeks into my stay, Mrs. Cherry Blossom, a plump, jolly woman who taught home economics to junior high school girls and raised two junior high school boys of her own, hosted a welcome party for me along with some of her friends. As the party began, spread across the table at the center of her living room floor was a marvelous assortment of traditional Japanese party fare: heaping trays of sushi; bowls of pickled vegetables, tofu, and potatoes; plates of salads and compotes. In front of me, however, she had discreetly placed a small plate of egg salad sandwiches with a knife and fork tucked beneath a napkin. Moved by her thoughtfulness but by then quite accustomed to dining with chopsticks, I plucked a pair from the center of the table and joined with the other guests in prying nuggets of food from the trays and putting them into my mouth.


I had not lifted the first bite of raw fish halfway to my lips when the whole conversation stopped dead and everyone turned to marvel at my unimaginable skill.


Thats amazing, swooned the lady to my left as she focused her glasses on my fingers.


So skillful, said another.


They were so generally impressed that they beckoned our hostess from the kitchen to witness this display of manual dexterity by the foreigner. She came rushing to my end of the table, dripping her serving spoon into my lap, and exclaimed, Can you use chopsticks?


I heard this type of question nearly every day I lived in Japan. Can you drink Japanese beer? the teachers asked me. Arent you afraid of Japanese thunder? And, in a devastating irony that was repeated every time I took a drive with someone, Can you fit into a Japanese car? Most people assumed that no matter how hard I tried, no matter how long I lived in Japan, I could never tolerate Japanese customs. The longer I stayed in Japan, the farther I moved into the room and away from the door, yet I never escaped the penumbra of that door frame, which seemed to follow me wherever I went.


Over time, I came to feel that the problem lay in a simple misconception: most Japanese believe that only they can understand Japan. Near the end of my stay, a time of great political scandal in the nation, I was the guest of a seventy-five-year-old retired English teacher and political activist, Gunji-sensei.


Japanese politicians never speak straight, he said with great conviction as we sipped tea and ate rice wafers one Saturday afternoon. Just the other day a member of parliament appeared on television, mentioned something about an illness, and announced that he would retire. He didnt say that he stole money. He didnt say he was corrupt. He said only that he was ill. I bet you cant catch the meaning of what Japanese people say. You dont understand how they think or how they speak.


I reminded him that I had been a sensei in Japanese schools. I had stood alongside teachers in classrooms. I had eaten school lunch with students and joined in sports days and school excursions, where Japanese boys and girls learn how to behave in a group and how to speak indirectly.


But we are one race, he insisted. We are unique. Only a Japanese person can understand the heart of another. You cant figure us out because you are a foreigner.


That isnt true, I maintained. It is only a myth that Japanese children learn in school. Japanese can understand their politicians because they know how to interpret their words. After being in school in Japan I can do the same. Sometimes I even think like a Japanese myself. Its not magic, its government policy.


The widespread myth of Japanese uniquenesspart old wives tale, part cultural obsessionplays two ways. The pleasant surprise that people proclaim when they discover a Westerner using chopsticks often becomes arrogance when they insist that Japanese riceor beef, or beeris better than that in other countries. This issue of uniqueness has become the number one cultural dilemma facing Japan today. Some argue that the country should overthrow its legacy of isolation and speed up its integration into the rest of the world, while others believe Japan should resist the influx of Western values and stress its own distinctive heritage. The chief battleground in this debate lies in public school classrooms and in the minds of the next generation. Should Japanese schoolchildren eat bread or rice for school lunch? Should they eat with a fork or with chopsticks? Should textbooks contain less or more information about Japans militaristic past? Should students be allowed to wear Mickey Mouse emblems on their socks at school?


While the means may be debated, the primary goal of Japanese schools remains essentially unchanged: to produce good citizens, those who are committed to thinking beyond themselves and to advancing the needs of the country. From the opening day of elementary school to graduation day from junior high, students hear of the opportunities and obligations of being members of the Japanese nation. To understand Japanits work ethic and its strong identityone must understand these lessons as they are taught in schools. By the time students have finished ninth grade, the end of their compulsory education, most understand the sacrifices they must make to fit into society and are willing and able to make them. Most of these students will enter the system and become, in time, other well-qualified cogs, Made in Japan.






At the end of the party, the new teachers disbanded into smaller groups, dispersed into various rooms in the lodge, and gathered around whiskey bottles and sushi plates for less formal initiation parties. Mr. C, now scarlet from the flush of the beer, led me from room to room, to a myriad of new chances to test my resistance to liquor and my ability to perform under stress.


Each group had new topics to discussDo all Americans smoke marijuana?and new stunts to performCan you drink an entire shot of whiskey in one gulp? After several hours of this inaugural protocol, Mr. C retired to his room and left me in the hands of one last group of teachers, who were determined to see me dance. They had in mind the perfect stunt for a new teacherto sing the most famous childrens song in all Japan, Mount Fuji. And so it came to pass that at two-thirty in the morning in the mountains of central Japan, on the third floor of a lodge closed for the night, I stood in my bare legs and bathrobe, waved my arms, danced, and sang the song that Japanese youth have sung for a thousand years:




With its head held up so high,


way above the clouds,


Looking down on other mountains,


round on all four sides,


Listening to the god of thunder,


way above the land,


Fuji is the number one


mountain in Japan.




I ended the song with my hands clasped above my head in a triangle that vaguely resembled Mount Fuji, and I suddenly felt like the mountain itself, looking down on other teachers, round on all four sides. I thanked those left standing, bowed, and made my way into the hall toward the room I shared with Mr. C and the other teachers from my office. Arriving at the door, I saw that bedrolls had been laid across the padded floor and the men from my office lay sprawled amid twisted sheets and pillows like teenagers at a slumber party after a game of strip poker. I tiptoed through the mass of bodies to the last empty roll, against the far screen wall. Slipping off my robe, I slid between the sheets with a sense of great anticipation, until, to my great despair, my feet came popping out the other end of the bedroll. Realizing that nothing would cover me tonight, I lay on my back, closed my eyes, and in a moment of peace, dreamed that I was in Japansurrounded by teachers, wearing no clothes.
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RED LIGHTS AND GREEN TEA: DRAWING THE LINES




Each ancestor, while travelling through the country, scattered a trail of words and musical notes along the line of his footprints, and these lay over the land as ways of communication between the most far-flung tribes.


Bruce Chatwin The Songlines







THE TOHOKU SUPER EXPRESSWAY stretches eight lanes wide and reaches over eight hundred kilometers north from Tokyo into the hinterlands of central Japan. From its start near the heart of the city, the road winds its way through the bustling urban sprawl of the capital, spans two colorless rivers hurrying toward their dnouement in the depths of Tokyo Bay, then heads inland toward the vast provincial region that the Japanese call inaka, or what people from my home in Georgia would refer to as up the country. Soon the clamor of neon fades from view and steel girders cease piercing the sky. The endless queues of cramped apartment blocks and towering concrete factory walls slowly back away from the advancing road as if to make room for the tile-roof buildings and moistened rice fields that will soon take their place. Several hours down the road, a small city rises from the grassy lowlands where the Tohoku bends toward the north. In the parking lot just off the highway, a towering sign salutes the new arrival: WELCOME TO SANO. PATIENCE AND HUMILITY PREVENT ACCIDENTS.


Sano is a citya shi. In Japanese, places are separated into categories by size and then labeled with identifying tags, not unlike socks in a well-ordered drawer. The classification is based on populationup to ten thousand is a village, ten to twenty thousand is a town, and above that is a city. Thus the city of Sano becomes Sano-shi, and the town of Kuzu, Kuzu-machi.


For the newcomer such names are helpful. That is especially true in this community, where one might never guess from its surface that Sanowhose two Japanese characters translate somewhat forebodingly into English as left fieldcould actually qualify as a city. Although it has a population of close to fifty thousand people, one train station, two department stores, and more than its share of stoplights, Sano has no curbs. Downtown, buildings seem to melt into streets, and residents step out of their homes in the morning into lines of oncoming traffic. In summer, when people in cars roll their windows down and people at home leave their doors ajar, a driver can sit in his car at a red light and watch a baseball game on a TV set in a house by the side of the road.


Leaving my two-room second-floor apartment each morning, I would stop to admire the delicate Japanese garden that my landlady had tended for over sixty years. Short-leaf pines and persimmon trees hunched over the tiny courtyard, a pale green moss shrouded the ground, and three aging carp mingled quietly in the still, black waters of a homemade pond. Retrieving my bike from astride her stone fence, I would pedal down the narrow lane, past the barbershop and the lean stone pillars of our neighborhood Shinto shrine, and head toward the shadow of the Hotel Sunroute, an eight-story beige concrete box that was the tallest and ugliest building in Sano. As I crossed the railroad tracks every day heading away from town, the same women would be gathered outside the same stores, having, it seemed, the same conversationsSure is hot today. How is your daughter doing? Did you hear the mayor is having an affair? These women would bring out their burnable garbage for collection on Tuesdays, their bottles on Wednesdays, and their used batteries in small plastic bags every other Saturday morning. Most of them had probably never been to the Kentucky Fried Chicken on the other side of town or the Mos Burger Store just around the block.


Before coming to Japan, I had often heard that Japan is the wealthiest country in the world. I had read stories about toilets that talk and robots that answer the telephone. I had seen pictures of fancy buildings all over the world which the Japanese recently bought. With this introduction I half expected to find an island paradise overflowing with expensive cars, spiral escalators, and extravagant buildings that the Japanese already owned. But in Sano I found a world quite different from the polish and poshness of Tokyo and far closer to the disheveled tin-roof towns I remembered from my childhood in the American South. Although Japan has the highest per capita gross national product in the world, the lives and homes of most Japanese people do not reflect this statistic. My apartment, for example, had no heating, no insulation, no hot running water in the sink, and no overhead lighting. My toilet had no seat. Still, my Japanese friends told me I had the nicest apartment they had seen in town. My American friends, meanwhile, had a different name for this lifestyle: they called it creative camping.


After a ten-minute ride through the traffic, I would arrive on the outskirts of town. Here, away from the crowded downtown alleys and narrow single-lane streets, away from the faded plastic hydrangeas that drape the main street in summer, away from the gray tin aura of old-town Sano, a shining new building appears along the road. The five-story hall is wrapped in whitewashed stucco and gray metallic windows. Along with the other trophy towers in town, the Hotel Sunroute, the Jusco Department Store, and the Happy Home Wedding Palace, it has one of the few elevators in Sano. On the top floor of this government building, the elevator doors open directly across from the Ansoku Regional Branch of the Tochigi Prefectural Board of the Japanese Ministry of Education.


It was here, on a Monday morning in August, fresh from my inaugural bath, that I first reported for work.





According to legend, when the American army moved into Japan at the end of World War II, they brought their own deskslarge, solid, U.S. governmentissue, gray metal desks. Perhaps because of their durability, perhaps because of the Japanese custom of adopting things foreign, perhaps because of mere fashion, these desks have remained ever since. To this day, these indestructible desks are the staple of government, and many non-government, offices across Japan. On my first day as a government employee in Japan, I too was given my very own gray metal desk, with a hard-back gray metal chair to match.


This is Mr. Bruces desk, Mr. Cherry Blossom said as I arrived, using his junior high school English in front of his colleagues and plopping down a sign that said, indeed, MR. BRUCES DESK.


The crowded room had three groupings of desks spaced evenly across the white tile floor. My desk was in the middle section of nine, along with Mr. Cs. Our group was arranged in tight formation, with four desks lined up end to end like football players in a line of scrimmage, facing four others directly across. The section chief, like a referee, was perpendicular at the top. Since all the desks in this double-file line were touching, they formed what amounted to a giant tabletop that stretched from the door to the plate-glass windows overlooking downtown Sano. In this huddle, every conversation and every minor memo became the business of the whole group. Every four desks, moreover, shared one telephone.


As soon as Mr. C had introduced me to my seat, two women came rushing over with hot rags to wipe off the top of the desk.



This is Arai-san, he said, pointing to the older of the two secretaries, whom the Japanese call O.L.s, office ladies. She was a middle-aged woman with a tapered neck, an elongated face, and black hair pulled back from her face.


How do you do, she whispered shyly, drawing her hand to her mouth and grabbing her assistant for protection. The younger woman, in her mid-twenties, was taller, with straight hair that hung down her back and a timid gaze across her face like that of an animal frightened from sleep.


This is Eh-chan, Mr. C said, resisting what seemed like the temptation to pat her on the rear. She is not yet married.


Slowly, allowing for bows and handshakes, Mr. C led me around the phalanx of desks and formally introduced me to each person.


This is Mimura-sensei. He teaches science.


Mogi-shid[image: 3]. He is a student adviser.


Nanmoku-kach[image: 3]. He is the section head.


At first glance all the desks in this formation appeared equal, like beds in a hospital ward, but a closer look revealed a subtle order. Younger people sat at the bottom of each line, seniors higher along, and the section chief alone at the end. As a worker advanced along this route, he was allowed to keep more paper on his desk, more cushions on his chair, and perhaps even a pair of slippers underneath. In this office, one desk stood out. It was placed in the center of the room, separate and unequal from the rest, and its chair was draped in a sheepskin rug. Above the desk a lone sign dangled from a fluorescent light. It read, simply, shoch[image: 3]: Director.


Welcome to our office, said Kato-sensei, now tucked into a blue polyester suit and looking less fat than he had in the bath. Please have a seat. He gestured toward a brown vinyl sofa and two easy chairs that were grouped together in front of his desk. Arai-san went dashing across the hall to a small kitchen and returned with two cups of tea and a basket of crackers, which she set on the knee-high coffee table between the sofa and the chairs.


Can you eat Japanese crackers? she asked. They are made of Japanese rice.


I assured her that I could.


Ahhhh, she said, nodding her head up and down and resting her finger on her chin. Thats amazing.


Kato-sensei and I chatted for a while. He asked about my new apartment and offered to buy me a rice cooker. Then he started to explain my duties. This would be my home office, he said, but after the start of the fall term the following week, I would come here only on Wednesdays and visit schools on all other days. Most of the time I would be teaching at Sano Junior High, although I would have to make short visits to many of the other schools in the area. Unlike Japanese teachers, I would have Saturdays off. If you have a problem, he said, you can talk with Mr. Manager, Mr. Personnel Director, or Mr. Section Chief. They will be glad to help you.


In addition to reading desks in Japan, one must also be deft at hearing titles. All the men in the office were former teachers and were thus entitled to have the word sensei, teacher, attached to their names. But in this office, sensei was just the minimum. Mr. C was also a shid[image: 3], adviser; Nanmoku was a kach[image: 3], chief. When they addressed one another, the teachers dropped their names and used titles instead: Mr. Section Chief, telephone for you.


Even the titles for the two secretaries showed rank. The older woman, Arai, earned the term san, and the younger only chan, a diminutive term used mostly for children and unmarried girls. Like the difference between a shi and a machi, the difference between a san and a chan is part of a cultural code that maintains order and assures that hierarchy is preserved.





For most of my first days in Sano, I participated in introductions of this kind, known formally as aisatsu. In less than five days I was introduced to all the other government workers in my building, the mayor, the head librarian, the director of the Public Health Department, the manager of the train station, andto cover all betsthe chief of police. At the end of my first week, Mr. C decided I was ready to meet my most important protector, the principal of my school.


Sano Junior High School occupies a small plot of land on the west side of the city, at the foot of a large span of rice fields leading into the mountains of central Tochigi. Although the school was founded just after the Second World War, the building itself is new, standing three stories tall, with the same whitewashed stucco as the government office building across town. The front of the school faces an open parking lot and a covered courtyard where students leave their bicycles, and the back of the school overlooks an enclosed dirt field, bordered by two soccer goals, a swimming pool, and a gymnasium. With its thick walls, lack of landscaping, and concrete, sterile air, the building looked to me more like a prison than a schoolhouse.


Once we were inside, Mr. C led me into a big, open room where several dozen people were working. Reading the desks, he quickly discerned the most prominent person in the room and asked him if the principal was in his office. Within seconds a large, broad-shouldered man dressed in a light gray suit, white shirt, and dark blue tie shuffled out to meet us. His face was square, with a flat, tense smile and thick black-rimmed glasses. His glistening gray hair had been stretched taut with a comb and matted to his head with a brand of hair tonic that smelled like distilled vinegar. Mr. C apologized for the inconvenience, bowed, and asked for permission to perform an introduction. Without objection, the principal excused himself before his colleagues and announced that a formal greeting was in order. All those at their desks dutifully rose and pulled on their coats from the backs of their chairs.


With everyone in place, the principal addressed the office and introduced the go-between, Mr. C. We bowed. The go-between then introduced the guest of honor. Again a bow. I then introduced myself. Another bow, this time deeper. Finally the principal thanked all of us for our consideration, and life returned to normal. We bowed a final time.


At this point we were shuffled into the hosts receiving room and invited to partake in a customary snack. The principals room was spacious and carpeted but had the same gray metal desk and brown vinyl furniture as every other office I had visited.


Please sit anywhere, he said to me.


When I first began my round of visits I accepted offers like this at face value and sat in any seat. After a while, however, Mr. C pulled me aside and told me that I should not sit just anywhere but should confine myself to the couch. The easy chairs are for the host, he said, and the couch is for the guests.


Hajimemashite, the principal said. We are meeting for the first time. My name is Sakamoto. He held his business card with two hands above his head and bowed until both his head and the card dipped below his waist. I rose to accept his offering and bowed deeply in return.


I am the principal of this school, he said. Do you see those pictures on the wall? He pointed to a series of tinted black and white photographs that hung against one of the paneled walls. There have been twelve principals before me in the forty-year history of this school. You are the first foreign teacher ever to come here. We are honored to have you with us.


Soon an office lady appeared with three cups of green tea, three lacquer saucers, and a plate of sponge cakes, which were stuffed with purple bean paste, wrapped in plastic, taped, and placed in a box with a ribbon. For several minutes no one acknowledged the tea; then the principal gestured and said, Please, and we partook with a short apology and an expression of thanks.



As the guest, I remained quiet through most of these meetings while the go-between spoke on my behalf. But this host was eager to speak with me.


I hear you come from Georgia, he said to me. I like Gone With the Wind very much.


Mr. C nodded and looked at me in surprise. He hadnt known that this movie took place in my home state, he said.


Do you know what that is? the principal asked, pointing to a small flowerpot on the floor. A bare trunk stuck out of the dirt and several naked branches protruded from the side.


I told him I didnt know.


Its a cotton bush! he cried. Just like you have in Georgia.


I didnt know cotton grows in Japan, I said.


It doesnt, he said. We dont have the right soil. Plus we dont have any slaves He paused as if to consider his next line. Then slowly a smile crept across his face. All we have is our wives. The two men laughed uproariously at this comment: Mr. C, a wiry little pug with a chipper laugh; and Sakamoto-sensei, a Great Dane with a sturdy bass guffaw.


I assured them we didnt have slaves anymore either, but they didnt seem to listen. After a moment Mr. C jumped up from the sofa and pulled me up beside him.


You see, Mr. Bruce, Im sure Mr. Principal will take good care of you. He already knows your heart.


Aisatsu greeting ceremonies like this occurred in school and in my office no fewer than eight times in the course of a normal dayand more during busy seasons. That meant eight times a day everyone must rise and bow to the guest. Eight trays of tea that must be made, served, drunk, retrieved, and cleaned. Eight plates of sponge cakes stuffed with bean paste, fancy rice crackers, cookies, or plastic containers of jelly that must be eaten. It didnt seem to matter what was said in these meetings. Their purpose was to establish the unofficial paths along which tacit deals and arrangements are made. As I was making my way around Sano, drinking tea and bowing to strangers, I was creating lines along which I could later walk, if need be. In Australia, the Aborigines called such paths songlines. In Japan, they are called ningen-kankei, the web of human relations.


Japanese culture runs on ningen-kankei, Mr. C explained to me after our visits were done. We Japanese like to work with people we know. Japan has one race, so we never had strong laws. The laws of human relations are our laws.





My initiation into Japanese laws was swift. Early in my stay, I developed the habit of speeding through town on my bicycle with some abandon. Darting in and out of streets, at times I startled local children, and at other times a storekeeper flagged me down in order to ask one of those questionsWhat are doghouses like in America? If during one of these journeys I happened to come to a red light, and if the hour was late and the roads were empty, I would ride through that red light and continue on my way. That was my own law, but the law of human relations worked differently.


Sure enough, some citizen in town eventually witnessed my showing such wanton disrespect for the law, and she telephoned my office to express her disapproval. Like an insect flying unaware through the woods, I had been trapped in a web. As a distinguished foreign teacher at the Board of Education, I had gained special access to many people in town; thus I could hardly expect to excuse myself from various rules because they didnt suit my needs.


You are a teacher, Mr. C explained as he pulled me aside one day to explain that red means stop in Japan and green means go. During school or after school you are always a teacher. You must obey the rules.


This was the primary lesson for a new teacher in Japan: the closer you get to the songlines, the stronger the pull of the web.
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LEARNING THE WAY: THE FIRST DAY IN SCHOOL




Students should be taught to maintain order in their environment, make effective use of time and space, lead regulated lives, and, at the same time, understand the significance of manners and etiquette, and be able to act in any situation.


Course of Study for Secondary Schools in Japan







A SWEET POTATO SALESMAN reeled past my window at 7:15 in the morning, drawing me out of sleep with his winding refrain about roasted potatoes and his calls to everyone within earshot of his portable grill to have a bright and cheerful day. Yakii-imo. Oishii-imo. Soon the pad of students feet filled the street below and bicycles clanked past on their way to school. At precisely 8:00 the doorbell rang.


Are you Mr. Bruce? asked the slightly stooped man at the door as he straightened his tie and eased his hand over his flat-top gray crew cut. My name is Fuji from Sano Junior High. I am here to take you to school.


Downstairs, Mr. Fuji hurried to hold open the back door of his car like a nervous boy on his first date. I demurred with a slight bow and moved toward the front seat.


If its okay with Mr. Bruce, tomorrow you can ride your bicycle, but today I will show you the way. I hope you can fit into the car. Its very small, I know.


The engine screeched as Mr. Fuji tried to push the gearshift into place. He giggled slightly, then gave it one last slap. The car lurched forward with a yelp.



I guess my car doesnt like foreigners, he said. Please put on your seat belt.


We followed the chain of children down the main street of Sano and within several minutes could see the high black fence that surrounded the grounds of the school. As we approached, I noticed several dozen students standing in line along the side of the road. They stood quietly in the grass, waited for a car to drive past, and then, as if pulled by a giant rubber band, bowed together at the waist and screamed at the top of their lungs, Ohay[image: 3] gozaimasu! Good morning!


What are those students doing? I asked Mr. Fuji.


Theyre practicing their morning greeting, he said matter-of-factly.


But theyre junior high school students. Havent they learned how to say good morning?


Of course they have. But its the fall term now, so many of them may have forgotten how over summer vacation. They have to practice again to make their greetings bright and lively. This is the best way to learn.


The school year in Japan, like the business year, begins in Aprilan old custom that links the opening of the year to the flowering of the cherry blossoms in spring. The first term extends through July, the second term from late August through December, and the third term from January to mid-March. The longest break in the schedule is the three-week vacation in late summer, which many older teachers insist allows their students to forget what they know.


At the door of the school Mr. Fuji dropped his shoes into a small locker and pulled out a pair of white padded bedroom slippers. He gestured for me to follow and offered me a pair of green plastic guest slippers, which pinched my toes and left almost two inches of my heel dragging on the ground. Feeling a bit foolish with green slippers and my first-day-on-the-job blue blazer and red tie, I made a mental note to bring my own indoor shoes tomorrow. At least they were black.


Mr. Fuji ushered me into the teachers roomthe large office where I had performed my formal greeting the previous weekand down a long row of desks to an empty place at the end. This is Hamano-sensei Mr. Fuji said as we arrived. Please sit next to him. He will take care of you.


After Mr. Fuji disappeared, the young teacher turned toward me, stuck out his hand, and said, Hello, I am a freshman English teacher. My name is Kenzo Hamano, but you can call me Denver.


Denver? I asked as we shook hands.


Yes, Denver. I once met an American in my university days. He said I looked like John Denver, so that became my nickname.


Does everybody call you Denver?


Oh no, John Denver is not very famous in Japan. But that doesnt matter. You can call me Denver anyway.


Denver had the same rounded glasses and straight sweep of the hair as his famous









































	Students who are healthy.


	Students who study by themselves.


	Students who are thoughtful.


	Students who work hard and succeed.
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