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Introduction

My plane arrived in Tokyo and I was finally
in Japan. The date was July 4, 2007. Over the previous months, I
had been in 11 countries on an around-the-world tour, a
breathtaking whirlwind adventure, the fulfillment of travel
fantasies which dated back to my childhood, when I spent hours
paging through a World Atlas my parents had given me.

I had exactly one month left on my holiday
and would be spending it in Nagano and Hyogo prefectures,
volunteering on organic farms, as I had done for most of my
trip.

Little did I know that this short visit to
the Land of the Rising Sun would eventually change the entire
trajectory of my life.

At first I was charmed,
but I can’t say it was love at first sight. Japan is
so different! Different
from the West for certain, but also different from what I expected.
I soon realized that most of my pre-conceptions about the country
were way off the mark.

But I quickly became fascinated. Mesmerized.
Sometimes exhilarated.

I came and went for a number of years. Lived
in Nepal, India, Vietnam. Even went back briefly to the U.S. a few
times. Visited and revisited a host of other countries. Yet I
always came back. Japan!

So here I am. It’s over 13
years since that plane touched down in Tokyo. I’m settled now, a
permanent fixture. I’m married to a brilliant, talented, fiery,
generous, and I believe, beautiful Japanese lady. Over eight years
now! With her and through her —
though the discoveries and surprises never
end — I think I’m
actually beginning to understand this country. Maybe sort
of.

In any case, I know what my experiences and
impressions are and I know enough to talk about them. Over my
ongoing courtship with Japan, I’ve recorded some of the highlights,
sometimes shared them with friends. This book is a collection of
those anecdotes. It’s not a work of scholarship. There’s no big
message or even an attempt at formal organization. It’s just me
telling you some of the things I’ve found fascinating, engaging,
inspiring, thought-provoking, and thoroughly entertaining, about
this remarkable place and the splendid life I live here.
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 “I love Japan!”
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For a number of reasons I don’t need to get
into here, I don’t own a smart phone. But two days ago, I regretted
not having one with me. Or at least a camera.

I was doing my daily 20 km (12 mile) bike
ride. Most of my preferred riding is through pastoral areas,
soybean and rice fields, on narrow roads and pathways, often
passing Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines, or alternatively
through the heart of town near the 400-year-old castle ruins we
have here.

But there was one stretch on that particular
day’s ride which took me down a major secondary road — not really a
highway and not all that busy, but it is a route regularly used by
cars, buses, and heavy trucks.

That’s when I saw him.

I so wish I’d been able to take a photo to
show here.

A large delivery truck was pulled to the
side of the road. The driver was bent down before some beautiful
lilies growing in a garden adjacent to the road.

He did have a smart phone
and was taking pictures.

Whatever important items were on their way
to wherever important items go, would just have to wait patiently
in the bed of his massive truck, because this gentleman spotted
some splendid flowers along the route, and wanted to show them to
somebody.

His wife … his kids … his mom or dad … his
best friend?

Just a common truck driver.

But an uncommon man.

Which is pretty common around here.


 Shoes
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Japanese DO NOT wear their shoes inside
their homes.

I can’t begin to tell you how difficult this
was for me to understand and adjust to when I initially
arrived.

Frankly, at first I thought the everybody
was OCD, in the throes of some obsessive clean disorder, or perhaps
members of a foot fetish cult.

This led to some moments of intense
embarrassment. I would tromp into someone’s house in my loafers and
as politely as they could manage, be greeted with a look of total
horror! No one wanted to offend me but I might as well be dumping a
bucket of monkey entrails onto their floor. Their reaction was
entirely reflexive. My reaction was oafish: “Uh, sorry about that.”
I definitely didn’t get what a hygienic faux pas I had just
committed … at least for a while.

Growing up in different cultures, we are
each conditioned in different ways. I had never thought about it.
Shoes were shoes. They go on feet and they go where feet go.

Then I did start to think about it.

Most homes in the U.S. are carpeted, at
least the living and sleeping areas are. Recognizing that dust,
dirt, hair, skin, pet fur, drool, eyelashes, sneeze snot, belly
button lint — whatever — tends to drop and accumulate, we regularly
vacuum.

Then once a year, every other year, or when
it finally dawns on us “it’s time”, we either rent a carpet
shampooing machine or we hire a professional carpet expert to give
our floors a thorough, much-needed cleaning.
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But …

Have you ever looked at the wash/rinse water
in the tank of a carpet shampooing machine after the job is done? It’s unbelievable!
Disgusting! Horrible! Scary!

You see, regular vacuuming just gets the
surface. And all sorts of truly ugly abominations, dead insects,
particles, chips, flakes, and strands sink into the nap and settle
at the bottom in the woven base. Now, think about it. We Americans
lay on the carpet, rest our hands on the carpet, let the baby crawl
on the carpet, maybe even make love on the carpet, fractions of an
inch from all sorts of unimaginable filth.

Where does all this debris originate? Some
comes from us, our pets, and the breeze blowing in through the
window. But a lot is brought in on the soles of our shoes. All day
we walk around on dirty surfaces, streets, sidewalks, where dogs
have pooped, cars have driven, people have spit, worms have
crawled, birds have deposited droppings — I could go on but you get
the picture — then we track all this into our beautiful American
homes. Not very smart if you think about it, eh?

Maybe the Japanese are onto something!

Back to my awakening. When I refer to my
initial cluelessness about wearing shoes inside, I’m talking about
only my first few months here. Rather quickly, I changed my habits,
in the process turning my thinking around a full 180º about shoes
and cleanliness. Now I’m fully rehabilitated from my Western ways,
wondering why I never questioned them before.

No, Japanese are not pathologically obsessed
with cleanliness — well, maybe a little — but merely prudent and
protective of the sanctity and hygiene of their homes.

By the way: Notice the slippers in the photo
at the beginning of this article. Every Japanese household provides
slippers for their guests to wear after they’ve removed their
shoes. For me personally the only problem is, most standard
slippers are much too small and quite uncomfortable for me to try
to squeeze into. But I do appreciate the gesture.

I’m sitting here in my living room writing
this. I’m in my stocking feet. Those are my black sneakers in the
photo of our foyer. I wouldn’t have it any other way.



Shrines and Temples
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Living in a completely foreign culture is
sometimes the best way to get insights into our own culture,
enabling us to see things that are so obvious they’re hiding in
plain sight. We have to look at them from “the outside” to pull
them into focus and make them visible.

As a footnote and background for what
follows, let me confess how astounded I am by my talent for coming
up with genuinely stupid questions about Japan, its customs, its
culture, its people.

The one I’m about to reveal isn’t
really that bad … maybe only 4 or 5 on the cluelessness
scale. 

Here it is …

A few years back I asked my wife Masumi —
who displays monumental patience with me, probably because she
knows I’m truly curious about Japan, and not inclined to make
nugatory small talk — about the physical symbols of “spiritual
life” here. The question: “Why are there so many shrines and
temples here in Japan, darling?” (Okay … I didn’t say ‘darling’ or
‘sweetheart’ or ‘lamb chop’ or ‘tofu burger’ to her.  It’s
just not my style.)

I don’t recall her exact words.  But it
went something like: “Haven’t you ever looked around in America?
There are churches everywhere you go.”

My God!  She’s right!

From small and modest …
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To majestic and sometimes garish …
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There are churches everywhere!

To make things truly convoluted, while all
these churches essentially promote Christian beliefs, there are so
many denominations of Christianity, it’s nearly impossible to keep
track of them all. Lutheran, Baptist, Catholic, Episcopalian,
Church of Christ, 7th Day Adventist, Mormon, Amish, Quaker,
Methodist, Presbyterian, Mennonite, Christian Science, on and
on.

Then to make things even more disorienting
to anyone hailing from the East, in addition to the Christian
churches, there are Jewish temples — also with an assortment of
subtle shadings, e.g. Orthodox, Reform, Conservative,
Reconstructionist, Humanistic, Hasidic, Haredi, Chabad — and then
in recent times mosques which serve as the spiritual
centers for the flocks who adhere to Islam.

What a menagerie!

It makes Japan look like it’s just at the
fledgling stages of institutionalized theology, though in point of
fact, the two dominant religions here —
Buddhism and Shinto — actually go back respectively about
fifteen and thirty centuries.  Maybe Japan can’t hold a candle
— or stick of incense — in sheer numbers to America, or a country
like Thailand, which has over 40,000 Buddhist temples alone, but I
can speak from experience: There are still plenty of holy sites,
temples and shrines here.  Even some Christian
churches.

Anyone who’s traveled the globe will tell
you that this is the case just about everywhere there are people
living in some organized fashion. The obvious conclusion is
that humans like to build places of worship, and to varying degrees
visit these places of worship to do whatever it is they do in
places of worship. 

Yes, they often do worship. But while some
people are kowtowing to some statue, idol, entity, ghost, relic,
hologram, concept, abstraction, surrogate or whatever, others are
doing something else. Wishing. Meditating. Fantasizing. Nodding
off. Maybe scoping out what others are doing or wearing. What car
they drove, what camel they rode in on, who they’re with. These
days we have to include peaking at their smart phones. Checking
their text messages. Tweeting or looking at their Facebook news
feed. Taking selfies?

Though it’s been quite a while since I
attended Catholic services, when I was a boy I had to go to Mass
six days a week. I had more than ample time to observe the “devout”
in their Sunday best or Saturday khakis. And frankly, even back
then I don’t remember much real worshipping going on. Yes, a small
faction followed along in their prayer books, mouthing the
incantations of the priest. But the vast majority were marking
time, minds elsewhere, checking their watches. God didn’t seem to
mind, or notice. No bolts of lightning ripped thought the ceiling
and struck down the inattentive. God is infinitely patient, I’m
told by my Bible-toting friends. (Tell that to the victims of
Sodom and Gomorrah!)

I occasionally attend services
here. It’s at our local shrine, which we can walk to from our
house in about five minutes. A celebration typically is associated
with a holiday. It’s mostly a social thing. 
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People do pray at these gatherings. We each
make appeals to invisible higher powers, for the things most of us
on the planet desire: happiness, health, wealth, good fortune,
love, maybe marriage, good friends, peace of mind. There’s
that universality again: concerns and values we all seem to share
as human beings, regardless of where we have settled down to make a
life. Concerns and values expressed in places which we designate
for whatever you want to call that “quiet time” we all seem to
embrace, in order to attend to something inside us by addressing
something outside of us — something “greater” than us. Or something
which represents the us we wish we could be. Whether we worship
this “other” or just like to sidle up to it now and then, it’s
convenient to have some special designated place — a temple, a
mount, a church, mosque, cathedral — to set the mood and provide
the proper environment.

Here are just a few shrines and temples
within easy bike-riding distance of my house. 

 


[image: tmp_011acba80a13e050a70149738ea7cb60_faayQi_html_m26a25401.jpg]

 


Yes, houses of worship are everywhere here
in Japan too, but at a much more modest level  of ‘everywhere’
than in America, and most certainly not in the over-abundance I now
can see is a defining characteristic of my homeland.

It makes me wonder …

What exactly are they
trying to prove over there in the U.S.? Are they maybe trying a
little too hard?
To be blunt about it, it seems all that praying and worshipping
isn’t really working very well.

Why would I think that? A few words spring
to mind: Guns. Opioids. Racism. War. Hate crimes. Riots.
Assassinations. Homelessness. Corruption. Injustice. You get the
idea.

Americans like to say: “God is on our
side.”

Really? If God truly is, then He must have a
very strange sense of humor.

Or a serious mean streak.
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 Udon, Soba & Ramen
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To my Western ears, ‘Udon, Soba & Ramen’
sounds like a law firm based in Yokohama.

Actually, these are the three most common
forms of noodles here in Japan, and are staples of the healthy diet
of this country.

My history with ‘noodles’ is pretty sketchy.
My mom used to serve me chicken noodle soup, typically Campbell’s
Chicken Noodle Soup. I tried to smile and show my gratitude but
I’ve never forgiven her for serving me this slop in a can.
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I’m now recalling the name
of the character Robert De Niro played in one of my favorite
gangland movies, Once Upon a Time in
America. Yes, It was ‘Noodles’.

Hmm … let’s see. I used to eat buttered egg
noodles for lunch sometimes.

There you have it. A lifetime noodling
around. Until I arrived here.

Like everything here in Japan, the science
and art of noodle-making has been perfected to the highest possible
level.

There is, for example, a whole prefecture —
a prefecture is the equivalent of a state in the U.S. or a province
in Canada — devoted to creating the finest udon in the Universe.
It’s called Kagawa Prefecture. I’ve been there! There are hundreds
of udon restaurants, and you can watch them make noodles from
scratch, as you sit there waiting for your meal. They make the
dough, roll it, cut it, then toss it into boiling water. You can’t
get udon any fresher than that!
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Udon (うどん) is a thick wheat-flour noodle, served in a very basic broth.
The slippery texture makes it
enormously fun
to eat. The
toppings are
a real
bonus. They include varieties
of tempura, soft- or
hard-boiled eggs, fish paste, fish cakes, shrimp, with the whole
affair then sprinkled to taste with
chopped scallions. We eat udon at least once a week. A real treat
is to serve a basic udon generously blended with Japanese
curry.

Soba (蕎麦) is made from
buckwheat flour and despite the name, buckwheat bears no relation
to wheat. It’s made from grinding the seeds
of Fagopyrum
esculentum, a plant which is not a
grass like wheat is. It took me a while to develop a taste for
buckwheat. I had tried buckwheat pancakes in the U.S. and thought
they were odd, certainly not at all an improvement on regular
pancakes. Slowly here in Japan I’ve grown to enjoy the unique
flavor of buckwheat and soba itself.

Most soba restaurants seem
to be more traditional institutions, so the dining experience
embraces atmospherics as well tongue tantalizing. My wife
really loves soba, so at least once a month we go to her favorite
restaurant tucked away on a country road in the middle of
nowhere.
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If you happen to go to this place, I’m sure
you’ll be as amazed as I always am that anyone can find it. But
there’s always a line at the door of expectant soba-aficionados
eager to get their fix.

Ramen (ラーメン) is the least healthy of the three. Lots and
lots of grease. Which means it tastes great! It’s based on Chinese
wheat noodles, a meat or fish broth — usually it’s pork — and like
udon is garnished with all sorts of yummy ingredients. Slices of
butaniku (pork) are very common. Some people dump in tons of garlic
or green onions, or peppery spices. Many regions of Japan have
their own distinctive version of ramen. For example, tonkotsu is
the ramen unique to Kyushu and miso ramen that of Hokkaido.

Ramen and people’s devotion to it sometimes
have religious or cult overtones. This was beautifully captured in
a very funny comedic film called The Ramen Girl, about
an American lass who is stranded in Tokyo after breaking up with
her boyfriend, and apprentices to a ramen master to get her life
back together. I highly recommend it!
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(Disclaimer: This movie has no transgender
CIA assassins who side-by-side with comic book superheroes attempt
to defeat an invading swarm of 6-dimensional extraterrestrial
nano-spiders. But trust me, it’s still outstanding!)

There you have it.

Come to Japan. Join in on the fun.

Or if you’re already here, you know … the
Japanese take noodles very
seriously!
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