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the adventurous
fers to

OR
. traveller who
venlure on his own
without being herded around as
of a flock, travel in Japan
can be both a dream or a
nightmare; depending on lady
lack. Wandering around on
own down the winding al-
gfnl' the old city of Kyoto,
using to examine the delicate
ndicrafls of the locale or sit-
ting on a park bench to savour
the fresh spring atr at leisure
without ha to keep an eyc
on your watch (in case you miss
the bus): has a unique charm
all its own. And if you get lost in
a strange city, you are assured
of every possible help from
— for the Japancse
arc inordinately hospitable in
the sense they will go out of
their way to help tourists.

To cite a personal cxperi-
ence, | had to make my way
back to the hotel at the end of a
temple tour as the bus did not
make any drops to eur hotel
since it was quite a distance
from town. Thus, relying on the
guide's information, | walked a
short distance to the Kyoto
Handicrafls Centre from where
a minibus was supposcd to
drop tourists ol at various ho-
tcls at hourly intervals. After
looking at the diffcrent kinds of
handcralt, | made my way to
the minibus parked besides the
Centre and was stepping into it
when | was stopped by a rather
agitated looking driver. | told
him where | wanted to go (in
English) and he replied in
rapid-fire Japanese and this at-
tempt at a bi-lingual convcrsa-
tion carried on lor a few min-
utes — much to the amusement
of the onlookers in the busl!
Puzzled, as there was ample
room in the minibus, | showed
him a carrying bag which had
the name of the hotel where we
were staying — Prince Hotel.
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Whercupon, he took my hand
and led me back to the building
and got a rcceptionist (who
spoke some English) to convcy
to-me that a lmousinc would
bring mc back to the hotel.

To this day, 1 haven't figured
out why such preferential
treatment was accorded to me
— was it because | was on my
own or that the hotel was too
far from the town centre for the
minfbus to go? But it was a real
rclief to be back at the hotel
and to be greeted with a warm
smile by one of the pretty
Japancse girls: “Welcome
home”,

While this small incident re-
veals the helpful attitude of the
Japancse towards visitors, it
also shows the uncertainty the
latter faces on account of the
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Walking through the Shrines and Gardens
‘An Untorgettable Experience
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by NANCY WONG who recently visited Japan
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The language barrier creates uncertainties. But a visitor faces other problems, somewhat unexpected in
the land of high technology. There are paradoxes and contradictions. However, the ever helpful Japanese

hosts do their best in making you feel welcome.

The Seto Ohashi Bridge

language barrier. One is never
quite sure whether one is un-
derstood — even in inter-
natfonal hotels as most
Japanese hardly speak lan-
guage other than their :rn.’rhja
cxplains why spccial agencies
have been cstablished just to
handlc the arrivals and depar-
turcs of “foreign guests™.

Our  inifroduction to an
"automated” socicty was quick
and a little shattering when we
saw not a glimpse ol porter ser-
vice upon landing in Osaka late
at night, after a long flight. We
retricved our luggage (bursting
with warm suits, sweaters and
other assoried woolens) from
the carouse] and chucked them
on to the trolley,

Fortumatcly, our hosl, the
orgnnizers of the seminar we
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were scheduled to attend in
Okayama, had arranged for a
Japancse speaking American
and a young Japanese student
volunteer to mect us — a group
of journalists from the United
States, Europe and Asia. To all
of us gathered at that spot that
night at Osaka airport, they
were a godsend, for none of us
could speak a word of Japanese
. apart from the normal words of

‘ grecting and “thank you". We

could relax — or so we thought!
Little did we cnvisage the ordeal
that laid ahcad.

Our young guides (American
male and Japanese girl) in-
formed- us we had to go to the
railway station to take a two-
hour ride by bullet train to our
destination. Meanwhile, some of
us were fecling rather insecure
as w¢ had no Japancsc cur-
rency, so a Ne
and | climbed up a stecp Might
of stairs (there was no cséalator)
to & bank which had ncon lights
advertising their services, but it
was closed! Mission unaccom-
plished, we decided we just had
to depend on the gencrosity of
our hosts and hoped that a sit-
uation would not arise. wherchy
we may need to ask for cash for
unc nscs.We actu-
ally thought we might need
some change to avail oursclves
ol porter scrvice. What wishful
thinking this turned out to bel

Our group (about twenty)
piled into limousine taxis which

palcsc journalist
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- service available,

drove us swillly to the Railway
Station — an ultra _meodern,
spick and span, brightly lit edi-
fice. Upon arrival, we looked
around for trolleys as we all had
hand lhuggage apart from the
usual suitcascs, but there were.
none in sight — nor any
glimpse of a porter. Somcone in
the group innecently asked,
*Where are the porters?”

young American gamely replicd,
"Mel” Then we saw a steep flight
of stairs and all our hearts sank
— it dawned upon us that we
had to drag our hcavy suilcascs
up all the way (192 — as onc
female journalist subsequently
recounted). As most in the
group wcre editors of ncwspa-
pcrs and senior TV reportcrs,
thcy were past their athletic
phase of life — and the night

no longer young.

mw:: WCTe ﬂ!ﬁiﬂ%‘tﬂﬂ that for
such an ultra modern and huge
raflway station with no porter
there was
such a glaring abscnce of lifts
for luggage. After all, Osaka is
the sccond largest city in indus-
trialised Japan where long dis-
tance commuting and inter-city
travel is a daily occurrence.
Comparing notes with other ar-
rivals who took the same route,
a young Bangladeshi student
confessed how his wife nearly
cricd when she saw the steep
flight of stairs and rcalised that
they had to drag their luggage
all the way up to the platform.
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Kurashiki: Japanese rural toy
museum

At the end of it, we were all dog
tired and slumped o to the
benches by the platform —
thanking God they were at least
vacant! Such are the hazards of
travel in industrialized, semd-
automated Japan. -

l)r the time we reached our
hotel in Okayama (a four-siar
beauty), it was well past mid-
night, and our last meal had
been ages ago, in the air. We
looked forward to a hot meal to
calm our fraught nerves and
aching bodies, only to be told
that the coflee shop was closed
and room service is non-exis-

tent hclnﬂ 10 pm. Hence with
no other option, we colla
onto our beds, hungry uf:
hausted.

That was the beginning of
what turmed out to be a rich
lcarning experience of journalis-
tic and cultural exchanges
among participants from such
diverse nations as Mexico,
Venezucela, certain countries in
Alrica, the United States,
Eng . Canada, Shri Lanka,
I ., Indonesia, Malaysia and
Fangladcsh just to mention a
cW.

The time of the year was per-
fect — spring and the Japancse
countryside was magnificently
adorned with the breathtaking
beauty of flowering cherry blos-
soms, nolt to mention the nu-
mcrous species of delicately
lextured [lowers of rainbow
hues as wcll as the budding
appearance of fresh green
lcaves waken from their long
winter slumber. The air is
fragrant with the scent of cherry
blossoms, which is most
cevident when one visits the
famed Japancse gardens, A
particularly enchanting varicty
is one appropriately named “the
wecping cherry™ — they are
lithe and graceful and are
planted by the lakes or rivers,
with their supple branches
heavy laden with the most deli-
cate blush of pink blossoms. A
walk through a Japanese and-
scaped garden during cherry
blossom scason must be one of
life's greatest pleasures.

Steeped in Shintoism ( a
major aspect ol which is wor-
shipping nature ), the Japanese
philosophy and culture mani-
fests itsell most cloquently in
the loving care they devote to

their gardens — both public
and private. All temples and
Shinto shrines are with
cxquisite patches of nature’s
glory, whether it be the luscious
greens and gorgeous flowcrs or
the spartan character ol rock
gardens mingled with its special
sandy layout. There are thou-
sands of them scatted through-

out Japan as normal living

space {s quite tight and pcople
from all walks of life nced ac-

cess to such havens for relax-
ation. Nonetheless, however
tiny their living quarters may
be, the average Japancse will
find a corner in his home re-
served for nature — cven a bon-
sai plant i{s tended in such a
way as to bring in a feel of the
countryside.

One of the most speclacular
gardens must surely be that
which houses the 12th-century
old temple, the Kiyomizu-dcra,
in Kyoto. The huge temple, built
entirely of hard wood {without a
single nail; and held together by
an claborate joinery system) is
perched on side of a steep
clfl overlooking splendid acres
of natural forests, mainly of
maples. The best time to view
this vasl panorama of nature is
autumn when the trecs arc
ablaze with a riot ol colours,
from erimson to yecllow to or-
ange. The mizu-dera was
founded in the 18th century,
before Kyoto became the capi-
tal, and is extremecly popular
with everyone — from school
children to housewives to busi-
nessmen; all flock there as pil-
grims, beseceching favours from
the eleven-headed goddess,

Zen Gardens
Kannon. While religion plays no

‘role in politics, the Japancse

like to “hedge their bets®™ — they
are usually married in Shinto
style and buried according to
Buddhist rites. In between they
make frequent trips to neigh-
bourhood Shinto shrincs to pay
their respects — which involves
the simple ritual of clapping
three times and partaking of Lhe
drinking water from a well or
spring close by.

Owing to the great popularity
of the temple and its eye-
catching environment, a wholce
town has sprung up along the
stecp cobbled strects leading to
its Tori gates. Small shops ply
the highly prized ceramic ware
peculiar to this arca and nowa-
days are crammed with all
kinds of souvenir and snack
bars catering to tourists.That is
not to say that the district has
in any way lost its charm, for
small restaurants as well as
houses of the ancient style with
its slatted second-floor windows
and curved bamboo “hood™ In
front (to ward off animals as the
houses stood right onto the
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strect) still abound.

Kyoto, with its 1,200-year
heritage, escaped bombing dur-
ing World War [l when it was
declared an "open city” and is of
spceial signilicance as Lhe
wooden structures arc all Lthat
is left of prewar urban Japan.
However, there arc just about
2,000-odd tcmples, shrines and
villas which are preserved as
historical monuments for vari-
ous [ires throughout the ages
have destroyed much of the an-
cient buildings. Keen to con-
scrve the fabulous sctting which
surrounds the city, laws have
bcen passed prohibiting the
building of structures on the
hillsides. Thus at the statec-of-
the-art convention centre where
the Global Forum held its mect-
ing, the majestic hills formed a
splendid backdrop to ils
delightiully landscaped garden
of lakes, oriental bridges and
cherry blossom trees. Wherever
onc wandcrs in Kyolo, the black
forests are very much there,
hovering in the background.

Like most cities cverywhere,
Kyoto has succumbed to the

Seto Ohashi Memorial Museum of Dridges.

pressures of an cxpanding
population with its demands for
modern amenities, resulting in
the mushrooming ol high rise
buifldings. Neverthelesa, certain
neighbourhoods still exist, re-
calling those days when the
Imperial Court, nobility, the
samurail class and rich mer-
chants flocked here for rest and
recreation. One such locale is
the Gion Shinbashi, known for
the practised charms of the
Geisha women. It 1s a Moating
world of waler with the
Shirakawa river flowing through
the district of Intticed windowed
houses made of wood with
dusky red walls inside to give it
a lush atmosphere. Crecpers
and cherry blossom trees grace
the houscs built along canals
and the whole arca has a dis-
creet clegance. Here, 1t 1s not
cash but imtroductions from
valued clicnts which gain entry
into a world of luxury and tmadi-
tional enlertainment. In the
olden days when Kyolo was the
capital and the samurai war-
rfors were all powerful. hun-
dreds of Geishas Bved in this
district — but today, there are
Just about fifty lcft.

The Indian Sea [declared a
National Park) with its myriad
islands sprouting from the
occan's depths, is one of the
most scenic regions of Japan. A
jewel in this piece of matural
paradisc is Kurashiki — about
half an hour's ride by car from
Okayama. It s an ancient city
with a prospcrous past datin
to the famous Tokugawa :
a ccntre of rice and rush pro-
duction as well as a busy trad-
ing centre. The sprawling
houses of wealthy merchants
have been proserved, some of

IHenjyoin Temple

thcm open to the public. Its
cultural heritage is substantial
for this historic city is famous
for its special style of
architecture of white walled and

black tfled bulldings —
c-pcoially graceful along the
willow linced river running

through the city. Many of these
town houses [machiya) have
been prescerved and renovated
into restauranis and shops,
galleries and museums housing
a rich store of historic
treasures. Kurashiki is also
blessed with numerous temples
and shrines, some of them
among the most famous in
Japan — Anyoji with its history
of over 650 years, Henjyoin with
its three-sloried pagoda and
Entsuji where the great Zen
priest, Ryokan, lived and
worked; to name a few. All of
them are sct amidst serene and
lovingly tended gardens of
timeless beauty.

Apart from the ancient style
building housing relics of the
past such as the Kurashiki
Archacological Museum,

Continued on page 11




