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Foreword
After graduation from university in Hawaii, the Japanese language I had learned from Mrs. Suzuki, along with what I studied in school, helped me land a job with a major American food company that transferred me to Japan in 1968. Once settled in Tokyo's Nishi Azaba area, I bought a fastback coupe to see the country. The next-door neighbor's parents owned an inn in Kesenuma, a town famous for its pristine beaches, so I decided to spend a night there on the way north to Matsushima, which I had been told was one of the three most beautiful places in the entire country.
Fronting a golden sand beach, the inn in Kesenuma was a long house with six eight-mat rooms in a row separated only by paper fusuma sliding doors. The open space from the lintels to the bare ceiling far above allowed sound to bounce so clearly that even whispers could be understood. That night, the chorus of snores and sighs left me with the impression that sleep had been a figment of my imagination.
In the morning, the inn's owner gave me a hand-drawn map of a quick back-road route to Matsushima, but I was soon lost on a matrix of dirt roads wending through endless paddies where water glinted among waist-high stalks of rice. A farmer stood by the way, leaning on his shovel, so I stopped to ask directions in my best standard Japanese.
"Matsushima," he asked.
I nodded.
He pointed and reeled off a string of words in a dialect that I did not understand. I nodded my head, rolled up the window, and drove away more lost than ever. I finally found a paved road and a sign with an arrow pointing toward Tokyo, so I was saved from forever wandering in search of Matsushima and its vaunted scenery. But in driving over all those back roads, I felt I had gotten a rather good look at rural Japan.
An excerpt from the foreword of
Seeing Japan
By Charles T. Whipple
Kodansha International Ltd.
http://www.amazon.com/Seeing-Japan-Charles-Whipple
* * * * *
I wrote the excerpt above in 2005 as part of the introduction to Seeing Japan, a large coffee table book of photos and prose that introduces the reader to some of the beauties of this island country. Now it is April 2011. The beauty of the area around Kesenuma and Matsushima has been devastated by earthquake and tsunami. Of the 70,000 red pine trees that lined the coastline east of Kesenuma, one lone tree remains. It has become a symbol of hope to these hardy people.
The process of building back has already begun. In fact, it began the morning after the M9.0 quake struck at 2:46, March 11, 2011. It will be a long process. Many died. Many remain unaccounted for. Many are homeless. But many can also put forth a helping hand. Thus this book. A Matter of Tea contains fiction and non-fiction set in Japan. Both my publisher and I have promised all the proceeds from sale of this book will go to earthquake victims in Japan. Thank you for your help.
Winner of the 2010 Oaxaca International Literature Competition
Chapter One
The kamamoto knelt on the floor, his forehead pressed against the cool planking.
"I must have a special bowl, kamamoto," Lady Fujimura said. Her fingers played with the collars of her 12-layered robe. "Come closer," she commanded.
The kamamoto moved a dozen centimeters toward the lady, no more.
She leaned at him, hissing. "Special, kamamoto, do you hear? Lady Murasaki is holding a tea tournament at the Golden Pavilion on the night of the new moon. We are to attend with our finest personal tea bowls and I must have one that surpasses all others. Make one such for me. Or forfeit your standing, your family, and your kiln."
The kamamoto once again pressed his forehead to the floor. "As you wish, Lady Fujimura. A tea bowl, as no other." He inched backward, keeping his face to the floor, until he crossed the jamb and the maid closed the fusuma to the lady's audience chamber.
Surely Lady Murasaki's tournament would assemble the finest tea bowls; works by the great Kakiemon, by Raku, by Shigaraki. The kamamoto groaned. His kiln had served the House of Fujimura for centuries, but recent days had seen change in Heiankyo.
The drink called tea, the green ambrosia Hosen had brought from the Middle Kingdom five decades ago, spread like fire on Mt. Hiei. No noble was without a lacquered tea carrier at his belt and fortunes were won and lost at tea tournaments where the upper crust displayed their tea bowls and vied at tasting new brews and identifying blends.
Ah, such fools. The kamamoto groaned again. Such fools, and yet it was his heritage to serve the House of Fujimura. He must exceed himself and create a tea bowl exquisite above all.
Chapter Two
For two months the kamamoto labored. A hundred tea bowls ate fire in his kiln, and a hundred were smashed to shards as inadequate; they were not the epitome demanded by Lady Fujimura.
Eyes sunken into fatigue-gouged sockets, the kamamoto sighed. He saw no alternative. His feet dragged as he made his way to the tiny chashitsu tea room and removed a key from its hiding place behind the hanging scroll.
What else could he do? Lady Fujimura would have an extraordinary tea bowl, if it meant his life. His ancestors secreted the recipe for very special pottery, with an essence so powerful it seemed to sip at the very soul.
He unlocked the heavy padlock and shouldered open the ponderous door. Motes swam in the sunbeams coming through the high windows. No light touched the treasures stored behind those three-foot fireproof walls. The kamamoto extracted a dust-covered wooden box from a shelf far to the rear. Bearing the box with both hands, he closed the storeroom door with a hip. He spread a silken fukusa cloth on the stone step before setting down the box so he could relock the door. Certain the heavy lock was in place, the kamamoto once again cradled the dusty box with both hands as he returned to the room where he threw his works of clay.
The scroll he took from the box held dark secrets. It told how to mix clay to hold the spirit, and gave the recipe for glaze so pure and white that it hurt the eyes. And it was accompanied by a knife so ancient that its blade was of obsidian, sharp as shattered glass, bound with sinew to a blackened handle of bamboo.
The kamamoto gathered the ingredients. Fine clay. Powdered flint. Oxide of iron. Mangan. They made a hillock the size of a doubled fist on the kneading table. The kamamoto closed his eyes for a long moment. Then he picked up a long flat bamboo saji and began to dry-mix the powders. He left only once, to change into a white linen habit and rough-woven flaxen apron, and to tie back his graying hair with a twist of virgin straw. The time had come to mix the clay.
The kamamoto cleansed the obsidian knife with sacred water, letting the cold liquid drip back into the basin until the blade was dry once more. Placing the razor of volcanic glass at his left index finger, he raked the blade across the balls of the fingers, slicing them to the bone. Taking the knife in his bloody left hand, he sliced his right hand. Then, blood pouring from the wounds, he began kneading the clay, using his own life's blood to soften the material and make it pliable. Only after he'd coiled clay into a tea bowl and smoothed it with his bleeding fingers did he wash his wounds and bind them.
Chapter Three
The bowl dried purple as a scab, dimpled and uneven. Each day the kamamoto peered at the drying bowl, but never touched it. The day came for firing, and the kamamoto covered his hands with scarves of finest silk and carried the purple tea bowl to a small kiln standing in the corner of the workroom. A single firebrick protruded from the inner wall of the kiln, shelf enough for just one tea bowl. There the kamamoto placed the purple bowl.
From piles of charcoal, the kamamoto chose carefully—bamboo for resilience, oak for perseverance, paulownia for stability, zelkova for finish—and filled the small kiln to its flue. He set the weights so gravity would keep the bellows moving, fanning the charcoal fire, then lit a pitch-pine faggot from a candle flame. Once the faggot burned brightly, he inserted it into the hole he had prepared in the base of the charcoal. Forty-three hours later, the charcoal was ashes and the purple bowl was midnight black with tiny specks of white like stars in the firmament.
The kiln cooled. By morning, the kamamoto could remove the bowl. He held it in his damaged hands. The bowl seemed to reach beyond black. The specks of white summoned images of heaven's silver river. The kamamoto felt a pull on his spirit from within the bowl. With a sharp intake of breath, he placed the bisque bowl on a shelf and went to mix the glaze.
A measure of poison witherite, some tan bosuna to smooth the mixture, four measures of choseki syenite, and another four of light nendo clay. The kamamoto added crystal pure water from the spring at Yugawara until the powders were a well-mixed slurry.
From the shelf he brought the midnight-black bisque bowl, and, holding it by the foot, dipped the bowl three-fifths into the slurry. Turning it up, he replaced it to the shelf and let the slurry run as it would, while he filled the kiln once more, almost to the top, with charcoal. And layered in among the charcoal, he placed pitch-pine to add coloring to the glaze.
The glaze dried, but the kamamoto waited. From Mt. Hiei came the deep resonating sound of a temple bell. Eight times it rang. The hour of the rat. The kamamoto slid aside the shoji screen and peered at the sky. Directly overhead, a full moon swam in black—the color of Lady Fujimura's bowl.
Namu amida butsu, the kamamoto prayed. He shut the screen and used the obsidian knife to slice the tip from the little finger of his left hand. He let blood pool in the bowl, then swirled it up and around, lightly coloring the bone white glaze.
Placing the bowl on the protruding firebrick, the kamamoto fired the kiln once more.
Chapter Four
The messenger knelt in reverence. "For you, from the kamamoto," he said, extending a furoshiki-wrapped package.
"Place it on the tatami," Lady Fujimura said.
He did, and backed away.
She untied the silken furoshiki. A finely folded sheet of washi paper rested on a kiriwood box. She unfolded the paper.
Two characters were written in blood—zet 'cho—the very best. In the corner of the paper, the kamamoto's official seal, pressed in vermillion.
Lady Fujimura hastened to remove the tea bowl from the kiriwood box. For an instant, it felt too hot to touch, then cold as an icy winter day. She held it in her left palm, turned it with her right hand, inspected the black body, the nearly transparent white glaze, the brownish streaks left by pitch-pine smoke, and inside, red—the color of fresh blood—across the bottom.
Her breath caught. Awesome. Magnificent. Chilling.
"I... I... I will have tea," she called.
The messenger slipped away unnoticed.
"I will have tea," she repeated, and bore the bowl to the chashitsu tea ceremony room.
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