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Hike, or die trying
I couldn't believe it was actually happening. Tomorrow I would set out on the 88 Temple Pilgrimage, an arduous 1200 kilometre hike. Against all odds I'd managed to get my shit together, get to Japan and get to the starting line. My bravado, however, hadn't made the trip with me.
I was petrified.
In a budget ryōkan in Tokushima, I sat in my small tatami-laid room. All the reasons why I couldn't — nay, shouldn’t — do this walk electrified my central nervous system like speed. What was I thinking? Even the smallest task, like catching a bus to the first temple in the morning, seemed insurmountable. The more I thought about it, the harder it seemed.
I was freaking out.
Some people respond to pressure by meditating, taking a walk, having a scream… that night, I drank.
Anyone with even rudimentary knowledge of Japan knows about its wondrous beer vending machines. If you don’t, think beer. In a vending machine. Open all hours. Accessible to teenagers. Contrary to popular myth, the much-loved-by-tourists vending machines aren’t as common as some people make out. They’re usually found next to liquor shops, so customers can buy beer even when the shop is shut (convenient, no?), and most accommodation places have one (or more), offering one or two brands of beer in various sizes and prices. The largest I’ve ever seen is a two-litre can and the smallest 100 ml, I shit you not. There’s that convenience thing again. The Japanese are so sensible.
The vending machine on my floor at the ryōkan was calling my name and I made several trips to buy mid-sized Asahi Super Drys, which I knocked back at high speed. I couldn't contemplate what lay ahead, it was too enormous. Instead I wondered, how did I get here?
When I was a teenager I went to Japan. As an exchange student, I spent a culture-shocked year living and attending school in Kochi, on the smallest of the four main islands, Shikoku. Foreign tourists rarely go to Shikoku, and with good reason: there’s not much to do there. Except drink, that is. Its residents’ ability to drink up a storm is well-renowned — in particular, Kochi is famous throughout the country for basically being a prefecture of alcoholics.
And so, although I had an enormous guidebook to Japan, the entries for Shikoku and Kochi miserably occupied a few miserable pages in my Lonely Planet, and for a fifteen-year-old were fairly lacklustre in the excitement department.
Except for one small box of text:
“O-henro-san (pilgrims) have been walking clockwise around Shikoku for some 1200 years. They follow in the footsteps of the great Buddhist Saint Kukai (AD 774-835), who achieved enlightenment on the same journey… The walk is an arduous task, no less than 1200km around the island and 88 temples in all …”
Well, I knew nothing about Buddhism, nothing about the history of religious pilgrimage and nothing about hiking, but my imagination was inflamed. And no wonder. The story of the pilgrimage is a great one. In a country that contains many religious pilgrimages, by far the most important and inspiring is the 88 Temple Pilgrimage, the henro michi.
The pilgrimage exists to venerate Kōbō Daishi, a 9th century Buddhist monk and one of the most important figures in Japanese history. Kukai, as he was known during his lifetime, introduced Shingon Buddhism to Japan, a move that changed the main religion in the country from Shinto to Buddhism. He built many temples and religious centres, including the immense Mount Koya temple complex outside of Osaka, assisted countless towns to build necessary infrastructure, like irrigation ponds, and he opened schools to include all children, not just those of aristocrats.
A saint in the minds of Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike, it is almost impossible to exaggerate the impact this one monk had on Japanese society. A scholar, priest, teacher, administrator, calligrapher and enlightened Buddhist monk, he is a cultural icon and hero, still revered by Japanese people today. And one of the many ways in which Japanese society continues to pay homage to Kōbō Daishi is to undertake pilgrimage on the island of his birth, Shikoku.
The eighty-eight temples included on the pilgrimage route were chosen for their importance in the history of Kōbō Daishi — some temples he founded, others he trained at, and at some he performed legendary acts. These temples make up just a handful of all the temples on the island of Shikoku, and are spread around the circumference of the island — a 1200 km hike. In some areas, the temples are close together and it’s possible to visit several in one day. In other, more rural areas, it can take up to three days to walk between temples.
Of the eighty-eight main temples, sixty-one are located in the mountains and twenty-seven are on the plain near the coast. Of the sixty-one temples located in the mountains, twenty-five are located at or near the top of their mountain, with the highest situated at an elevation of 1000 metres. The toughness of the hike cannot be underestimated.
And the hiking all comes back to Kōbō Daishi. It is always about the Daishi. Pilgrims believe that his spirit still lives in Shikoku, and that by walking the pilgrimage they will be walking in his presence. To venerate him, yes, but also to seek some kind of fortune in their own lives.
Every now and then I would see these pilgrims, these henro, cutting a figure through town. With their white robes, wooden religious staffs and well-worn backpacks they were delightfully foreign and represented all the romance and adventure that I as a teenager was longing to have. Being a pilgrim was, in my mind, synonymous with being adventurous, spiritual, outdoorsy; a pilgrimage was travel on an epic scale. It fit with my world-view of myself as a dusty, travel-worn explorer — well, I would be one day. I made a decision to return to Japan to walk the henro michi, one way or another, as soon as humanly possible.
Fast-forward thirteen years. My life was vastly different to what I pictured it would be. Severely depressed, socially withdrawn, overweight, on the dole and living with my mum. Tragic. I was twenty-eight and miserable.
And then, completely by chance, the henro michi came back into my life. In a small community library I stumbled across the iconic text Japanese Pilgrimage by Oliver Statler: the book on the pilgrimage. Halfway through Statler tells the story of a suicidal lady who decided to walk the henro michi with her husband — or die trying:
“As a last resort, they decided to undertake the pilgrimage. “We realized that she might die attempting it,” Mr Ishii said, “but no other hope was left to us.”
They started at Number One. For several days it was agonizing for her, and for him at her side. They were able to walk only a short distance each day but they went as far as they could, and they prayed, they prayed. Slowly she began to gain strength, the days became a little easier. They went all the way around and by the time they reached Temple Eighty-eight she was in truth cured.
“I want to be conscious that I had heard the story of a miracle. I knew that the regimen of the pilgrimage had been vital — the physical exercise, the closeness to nature, and just getting away from home; but without faith they would not have been enough…”
I put the book down, stung. I didn’t need any clearer sign. I didn’t even need to finish the book. I was going back to Japan, to finally fulfill the promise I had made to myself as a fifteen-year-old: I would walk the henro michi, and walk myself back to health at the same time.
I brushed aside the barriers that other people might have found daunting; the 1200 kilometres of mountainous terrain, the fact that I’d be going in the middle of the Japanese summer, the fact that I’d never done a multi-day hike before.
It didn’t matter that I wasn’t fit, I’d get fit.
It didn’t matter that I had no money, I’d do it on the smell of an oily rag.
It didn’t matter that the summer heat would be sweltering, I’d tough it out.
I would do the pilgrimage, or die trying.
Fast forward again, to the night before my trek. The beer cans piled up as I got increasingly nervous, triple-checking the few notes I had copied from the internet and obsessively organising my pack, which was looking bigger and more unwieldy by the minute. I was itchy, scared, out of my depth. I shouldn’t be here was the refrain running through my head.
I shouldn’t be here.
A secular Western girl had no business undertaking a Buddhist pilgrimage.
I shouldn’t be here.
An unfit depressive was crazy to try tackling a hike of such distance.
I shouldn’t be here.
Finally, I put my beer and my thoughts aside and prepared to sleep. I took comfort in going through the familiar steps of setting up the futon. Hey, I wasn’t a total stranger in this country, I knew shit. I could speak the language – in a rusty, formerly-fluent kind of way. I understood its customs – mostly. I had old friends but a prefecture away, in Kochi. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad…
During the night I kept waking up, sweating despite the air conditioner.
I shouldn’t be here.
But I was here.
I was really going to do this thing.
It was time to walk the henro michi.
First steps
An estimated 150 thousand people undertake the 88 Temple Pilgrimage every year, mostly by tour bus or car; walking pilgrims make up a paltry one percent of that figure. But it’s a democratic pilgrimage, there’s no distinction in achievement between those who travel by bus, car or auto — or bike, taxi or even helicopter (it’s been done). It’s not necessary to visit the temples in numerical order, or all on one journey, or even start at Temple 1; praying at the eighty-eight temples is all that matters. Despite that, most people do begin their journey at the first temple, and Ryōzenji buzzes with it.
Ryōzenji, Temple 1, is smaller than you’d expect given that it’s the launching place of an epic pilgrimage. The compact temple grounds held only a few Japanese style buildings but many big touring buses were parked next door and so the whole place swarmed with white-clad pilgrims thronging to pray, buy souvenirs and take photos.
Hanging on the edge of the grounds, I tried to figure out where I needed to go. It was tough. Unlike a church, which tends to have a main building and a yard, Japanese temples are made up of a cluster of buildings. There’s the hondo, the main hall, where the deity of the temple is enshrined, and usually a number of smaller halls as well. At each of the eighty-eight temples on the pilgrimage, there is a daishido, a Daishi hall, where a figure of Kōbō Daishi is enshrined. As well, there is a temple office, a house where the priest lives, and there can be other buildings like shops, cafés or temple lodgings. At some temples, it can take a moment to get a handle on what is what and where to go. Not two minutes into my pilgrimage I was feeling overwhelmed.
I went into a small onsite shop to buy the things I needed for the coming days. Forty to sixty days in fact, the average time it takes to complete the henro michi by foot.
An older saleswoman grabbed me and whizzed me through the basics. In a matter of moments I had a white vest, incense sticks, name slips, candles, a stamp book, an English map and a staff in my hands. I chose the cheapest gear, except the staff. Faced with having a totally plain wooden walking stick and one with an embroidered purple cover on the top, I took the slightly more expensive option. Austerity may be a virtue but the brocade number came with a little bell attached, an essential item for pilgrims; it keeps them focussed on the task at hand, keeps them from daydreaming.
The shop lady held up stuff I hadn’t planned on buying and I shook my head each time: a neck scarf, white pants, a small white temple bag and a hat get set aside. Actually, I did need to buy a hat but the casa, as it’s locally called — well, I was not going there. A large, conical straw number, the hat is attached to a wire structure that sits on your head. It’s kind of ridiculous. Fine for a Japanese person, for sure, but I had no intention of being some honky white girl getting around in such a distinctly Asian getup. Anyway, I was going to be a minimalist pilgrim. Henro lite. I’d buy a sunhat along the road.
So while the cash registers were zinging up crazy-large amounts for the Japanese bus pilgrims around me, who all seemed to be walking through the shop getting one of everything, I paid less than ¥10,000 for my gear — at least half of what others were paying — and went outside to figure it all out.
I felt self-conscious putting my vest on. The cotton vest, the oizuru, is a long, white sleeveless jacket that ties up in front. Cheerfully, it symbolises a burial shroud. In ancient times, henro often died along the pilgrimage route, and wearing white meant they could be buried wherever they fell. Not so many henro are buried these days, so the vest is mainly a visual indicator that the person wearing it is on a pilgrimage. Once my vest was on, I’d be marked as a pilgrim. Once my vest was on, I’d be a pilgrim.
As soon as I’d done up the ties of my vest I was approached by another pilgrim, a gaijin guy — a foreigner — about my age or maybe a bit younger, Sylvan. He was French and I was glad for his company. Kind of fat and unfit-looking, Sylvan didn’t speak a word of Japanese and seemed to know little about the culture. Suddenly, I was the experienced one.
‘Have you started? I mean, done the thing,’ he asked, gesturing to the temple.
‘Not yet. Wanna go together?’
He looked grateful, and we threw our bags down together and dove into the crowds bunching around what I suspected was the hondo, the main hall. I’d been worried about the prayer aspect of the pilgrimage; it’s kind of an essential element, after all. Although I’m no Buddhist, I intended to pay due respects along the way. But I didn’t want to do anything insincere. For now, it would be enough to make an offering.
I relished the role of teacher, showing Sylvan the little routine of candle and incense-lighting, throwing small coins into the offertory box and bowing to the altar, enshrined in each of the halls. It was a barebones routine for sure, one that I cobbled together on the spot from memory and also from copying the people in front of me, but it did the trick. We’d begun.
‘You know what you’re doing,’ Sylvan said, in what I believed was an awed tone.
I shrugged. ‘Not really,’ I said modestly, though on the inside I was dancing the can-can. I’d started, I hadn’t stuffed up, I was even showing people how it’s done. Pilgrimage? No worries.
‘Do you know the prayers?’
‘Um, not exactly,’ I admitted, coming down to earth a little.
Okay, so I didn’t know the Buddhist prayers yet. Not to worry, I had the important one, the heart sutra, written down somewhere. The heart sutra is a foundational Buddhist prayer, said to impart the essence of the Buddha's teachings. The heart sutra is intrinsic to the henro michi. Pilgrims at each temple along the way recite it. Written in only 278 kanji characters, it summarises all of the Buddha's teachings — particularly those on emptiness. Just saying the words, without even trying to study their meanings, is said to help bring enlightenment.
So I had the heart sutra handy. I had figured I’d get to the more elaborate stuff — the actual praying bit, for example, and the ringing of bells and chanting of scriptures — somewhere down the track. Better to start off slow and build up, right? And, hey, I didn’t want to overload my new friend. He looked kind of terrified anyway.
Turns out Sylvan was doing the pilgrimage on his bike, but we walked together for a while, chattering in English as I tried to get used to carrying my staff. It was a complication I hadn’t expected. Other henro accoutrements are optional — the vest, white pants, special bells, a stole — but every pilgrim carries the walking stick. I never met a henro without one. The staff is vital because it represents the physical embodiment of Kōbō Daishi. Inscribed on each staff, and a million times along the henro michi, including on my vest, were the words dōgyō ninin, variously translated as ‘we two, travelling together’ or ‘two people, one practice’. The phrase symbolises the presence of the Daishi, travelling on a physical and spiritual journey with the pilgrim.
The staff, a square, straight stick that my hand closed easily around, came up to about shoulder height. It was awkward to move with and I kept stumbling, tripping and getting twisted into weird positions. Walking had never seemed so hard.
Sylvan and I bumbled through our offertory routine at two more temples, clocking up about eight kilometres. Then we swapped email addresses and parted ways, Sylvan flying off on his bicycle with a wave. I was on my own now, walking the henro michi, like I’d dreamed of for so many years. So far so good.
I was dying. It was day one and I was dying.
It wasn’t meant to be this hard. Well, not right away. The few things I’d read about the henro michi — there’s little available in English — made the start sound like a pleasant multi-day amble in the flatlands to Temple 11. Then it gets hard. Supposedly.
I was struggling to reach Temple 4.
The sun was blazing but worse than that was the humidity. The air was dense with moisture and I felt like I was wrapped in a woolen blanket. Worse, I was experiencing the slow, unmistakable feeling of my skin burning. Yes, I was wearing sunscreen — I am an Aussie after all — but what I really needed was a hat.
I dropped my pack on the footpath and sat on it in the shade of someone’s front fence. It was the fifth time I’d stopped that hour. I literally couldn’t get a couple of hundred metres without needing to rest and catch my breath. Panting, I ran through my problems: my pack was too heavy, I was burnt, it was too hot, I was tired. Really tired. And, I was starting to realise, more out of shape than I thought. Weighing in at about 90 kilos, I was carrying at least an extra 20 kilos of extra padding on my average-sized frame. And I was struggling with it.
I stumbled into the grounds of Temple 4, my face burning from the sun and exertion, but also from embarrassment about how I looked — sweaty, red, and bleary-eyed. My clothes, so clean and new only a few hours ago, were crumpled and damp with sweat. At the water stand I washed my hands and rinsed out my mouth, a purification ritual required at all temples. Then I ladled water over my head and face, rubbing away some of the grime and cooling down in the process. Inside the gates, the temple was overrun by white-clad bus pilgrims, milling around waving small paper fans. I ignored them and, hoping they wouldn’t notice me, went to make my offerings.
As I clapped my hands together and bowed, a sudden loud noise caused me to jump about a mile high. Looking around, I spied a man with a bugle — of course, a bugle — and a busload of henro peering up at me. A few pretended to pray but mostly they stared at me with unabashed curiosity. Even the man with the bugle, dressed in religious-looking robes, looked directly at me as he pumped out toots and honks on his instrument. I felt like a caged animal in a zoo, a pitiful creature, and descended the daishido steps to make my escape. The group of forty-odd people turned their heads in unison to watch me go.
At Temple 5 I considered my options. I needed to walk to the next temple but I didn’t trust that I could make the distance. It’s 5.3 kilometres. I was aiming to get there because it offered free accommodation. Yep, I wasn’t just doing the pilgrimage; I was one of the small number of real insaniacs who do the hike nojuku.
A rough translation of ‘nojuku’ is ‘to sleep out’ or ‘to sleep rough’. Basically it means not paying for accommodation. Although most modern pilgrims, including walking henro, stay in hotels, B&Bs and temple accommodation along the way, traditionally henro did nojuku. There are various mountain huts, free lodgings and campsites along the pilgrimage route to house henro who nojuku. Unfortunately, there are not enough free lodgings for every night. Some nights I would need to find somewhere to sleep — a park bench, a beach or, well, I wasn’t sure actually.
Which is why I really, really wanted to get to Temple 6 that day, to make use of their free henro lodging. Considering the hard time I was already having with the walking aspect of the pilgrimage, I could use all the help I could get for the camping part.
I ate a few Brazil nuts for energy and set off. Almost instantly the fatty nuts disagreed with me. After a kilometre I felt an unpleasant rumble in my belly. I looked around, saw the street was empty, and threw up into a drainage ditch. A few metres on, it happened again. And again. And again. I only ate a few nuts but over the next kilometre, I stopped to spew seven times.
Compounding my discomfort was my pack. Weighing in at 11 kilograms, I had previously thought of it as light, but it now felt so heavy I was practically bent over double. I spotted a noodle shop and hobbled towards it, panting. I needed real food, water, and a rest.
The automatic door slid open and a wave of chilled air washed over me. Breathing a sigh of relief, I dropped my pack and ran to the toilet to spew again.
The young boy behind the counter looked startled as I began to order noodles, and he had to call for backup to decipher what I was saying. His mum emerged and took over, asking me what I wanted to eat. It took forever to make myself understood and tears of frustration formed in my eyes. I was tired and my out-of-practice Japanese was slurry and bad, but still the lady seemed to willfully misunderstand everything I said; she didn’t get a gaijin in the shop everyday, clearly. Not to mention a gaijin trying to order a bowl of noodles without fish stock. I was causing cultural as well as linguistic confusion. Finally, with a lot of pointing and spelling things out syllable by syllable I wound up ordering a small, plain bowl of noodles floating in hot water. It’s all I thought I could digest. I waited for my order, drank about two litres of ice-cold water, and slowly I relaxed a little.
The light was fading when I finally walked through the gates of Anrakuji, Temple 6. The place was deserted. Panic struck. What if this wasn’t the right temple? I couldn’t walk another step. As I turned and limped back out to check for a sign an old man watering his garden across the street gently told me that I’d reached my destination. Relieved, I climbed the stairs to the bell tower, the free place for pilgrims to stay. Located above the main gate, the bell tower was a dank, cement vestibule with space to sleep about two people. A pile of fusty bedding sat in the corner as I arranged a blanket on the floor, blew up my sleeping mat and laid out my cotton sleep sack. A home for the night. I tried not to worry about the enormous, ancient bell dropping on my head as I sleep. It wouldn’t, would it? Nah, it wouldn’t. I hoped.
Grabbing my shower kit, I hit the toilets and discovered a hose in the disabled loo. In thongs only, I washed away the dirt and detritus of the day. Is this wrong? I wondered. But splashing water around isn’t an issue in Japan — it’s positively encouraged. The water was freezing cold and goosebumps sprung up all over my body. I shivered with pleasure. It had never felt so good to be naked in a public toilet.
In the dim light of the evening I sat outside and took stock of my day, the first day of many. I had walked along country roads, narrow town streets and on dirt paths. I’d walked in the bush, I’d walked alongside a rice paddy, I’d walked through a cemetery. I’d visited six temples. I’d gasped for breath. I’d spewed. I’d rested, often. There were a few tender spots on my feet that I guessed would be blistered by morning. I was a shiny beacon of red, burnt to a crisp in the hot sun.
Perched on a large stone under a Japanese maple, listening to the trickle of the coi pond, I totalled up my day’s distance: 16.3 kilometres. A good amount, but it had been rough. And I was exhausted, exhausted, exhausted.
I lay back with my arms behind my head and looked up at the traditional wooden curves of the temple in front of me. There was a light breeze, and I felt cool and calm for the first time that day. This is what I’d signed up for. I would be ok. Moments like this would get me through.
Suffering, and a few cucumbers
I looked up to find balls in my face.
The face above the scrotum stared at me with a mixture of excitement and curiosity. I returned the smile. Lying on a plastic white deck chair, naked but for a wash towel draped over my privates, I’m not sure what else to do. Luckily his mum notices and calls him away. I close my eyes again.
I’m at an onsen, a public bathhouse where communal bathing is the order of the day and it’s acceptable for young boys to join the women.
It’s day 2 of my pilgrimage. Ok, full admission: the morning of day 2. Things were not going as well as I’d hoped. In fact, so far it’d been worse even than day one.
The day had started off ok. I’d woken up with my head intact — the bell hadn’t fallen on me overnight, after all. Excellent.
I’d found a vending machine and drank a can of cold black coffee while waiting for the temple office to open. I was carrying a stamp book, something most henro did. At each temple you visit the office where someone (the priest, the priest’s wife, a monk or a devout temple worker) writes the name of the temple and its main deity in beautiful Japanese calligraphy. With eighty-eight pages in each book, one for each temple, it forms a pilgrimage record, and a full stamp book is considered a very strong talisman. Temples charge ¥300 per stamp and, to the frustration of many a henro, the offices follow strict 7 am to 5 pm opening times. Arriving outside of these hours mean you have to wait for the temple to open before you can continue on your journey.
After receiving my sixth stamp, I’d set off at a few minutes past seven. Even at that early hour it was damn hot.
Take it easy, I told myself.
Ease into it.
Ten minutes later I threw up into a bush.
I went through the motions at Temple 7, and sat down to have a rest. I’d walked one kilometre. If I went any slower I’d be going backwards. I tried not to feel panicked.
Consulting my map on the way to the next temple, I saw that I would have to double back along the road I was on. I stowed my big pack in some shrubbery but I had vastly misread the map and it was over a kilometre to the temple — a distance I had to retrace, returning to pick up my bag and then walking again to get back to the henro michi. Unnecessary miles. I was boiling by the time I got back to my bag, with heat and with rage. Day 2 and I was backtracking already, misjudging distances and making stupid mistakes.
Angrily, I hoisted my bag onto my back and prepared to set off again. Looking up, I noticed a massive building across the road that was busy with people. I headed over. Although I didn’t feel like it — it was too hot, and I’m not a morning food person — I knew I’d have to eat. I needed the energy, especially as I hadn’t had dinner the night before.
There was a restaurant and a shop. I purchased a sun hat whose label promised maximum protection from UV and delivered on that by having a ridiculous brim that practically came down to my chin. I didn’t care, I was just glad my face would no longer be exposed. I also bought a small hanky made out of terry towelling material, a sweat towel. As I wandered through the shop I had a sudden tug of recognition. This place, with people coming and going, that little row of lockers, could it be?
‘Excuse me,’ I said to the lady at the counter. ‘Is this an onsen?’
She gave me a look. The kind of look one might give a fool. I had done the equivalent of, say, walking into a car park and asking the attendant if I was in a car park. She considered me for a moment before nodding her assent.
Yes!
I had stumbled upon a public bathhouse. I couldn’t get in there quick enough. Seven baths of absolute luxury, and a little outside area with deck chairs where I could nap. After scrubbing myself clean — it’s de rigueur to take off at least the top of layer of skin when washing in a Japanese bathhouse — I sat in the massage bath and let the jets pummel my shoulders. I felt broken. I had a rash of tiny pimples over my chest where my bra had rubbed sweatily against my body, the makings of pus-filled blisters on my feet and a face shiny-red with sunburn. And I was upset.
I was hardly henro material. If I was feeling this ruined on day 2, how would I ever, ever, ever make it to the nearby mountains, let alone the end?
After a lavish soaking, particularly in the temperate outdoor waterfall bath, I dried off and headed to the noodle shop onsite. Lingering over a cup of tea, I looked at my map for the millionth time, and gave myself a pep talk.
Lisa, you can do it. You’ll acclimatise. You’ll get fitter. It’ll get easier. It will never be as bad as it is right now.
And with that, I plunged back out into the furnace.
I got lost almost immediately. I couldn’t figure out where I was on my map, and there were no trail markers around. The henro michi has different kinds of signage to help hikers. Some are large, traditional stone markers with arrows pointing towards the route to be taken, and others are official tin road signs indicating how far to the next temple. Still others are unofficial, small handmade signs, flags and stickers with arrows, pictures and encouraging words printed on them. They pop up all over the place, compliments of other hikers, people who live in the area or even temple priests. It’s an awesome feeling to look up, wonder if you’re on the right path, and then see a little white square of cloth with a painted red henro figure fluttering in a nearby tree. Sometimes it would just be a slip of ribbon with dōgyō ninin or a henro figure painted on it.
I asked a passerby for the way, misunderstood his instructions and set off confidently in the wrong direction. It took me over an hour to finally locate the temple, which I could see a kilometre away across a burningly bright field of rice paddies. On another day, I might have stopped to contemplate the emerald beauty of the squares of green shoots, but on this day I cursed the sun and the lack of shade. I stumbled into Temple 9 and headed straight to the air-conditioned stamp office. The lady behind the desk kindly got me some cold water and urged me to rest inside for a while. I didn’t need much encouragement.
After cooling down, I went and made an offering at each of the temple halls. I didn’t attempt any prayers or linger very long. I simply bowed and threw some coins into the offertory box. As a spiritual traveller I was decidedly lacking, but with my body spent I just couldn’t concentrate on making the requisite motions. Anyway, it felt wrong to pray if one didn’t feel like praying — much like I don’t genuflect or cross myself with holy water when entering a Catholic church.
Leaving the temple, I met an enthusiastic boy walker, not a pilgrim but a student walking from one end of Japan to the other during his university holidays. He’d detoured to Shikoku to walk a section of the henro michi. We sat in a shady spot and drank the free iced tea that was left out for thirsty pilgrims such as ourselves. It was my first experience of settai, gift giving.
Settai is the giving of a gift or assistance to a pilgrim, and is practised widely in Shikoku. It is believed that by giving to a pilgrim, one is actually giving directly to Kōbō Daishi. There are quite a few customs around giving and receiving settai. First and foremost, it is extremely rude for a pilgrim to refuse an act of settai, because it denies the giver the chance to participate in the pilgrimage without having to take the time (and money) to go. Those who receive an act of settai should reward the giver with a name slip. Name slips are kind of karmic cheques, as they bring good fortune to people who possess them — that is, people who have helped pilgrims along their way. They are also left at temples as a memento of your visit.
Today, name slips are mostly made of paper and coloured according to how many times the henro has made the walk. For the first few times they do the walk, henro carry white name slips, upgrading to green after four circuits, red at eight, shiny silver at twenty-five, shiny gold at fifty, and finally graduate from paper to beautifully embroidered fabric when they reach their hundredth time. The higher up in the colour hierarchy a name slip, the more it is treasured. Sometimes I couldn’t help but be cynical about the giving of name slips though. In the very olden days of the pilgrimage, name slips were made of engraved copper and presumably expensive; bestowing one on someone would have had much more meaning than the modern 200-name slips-for-¥200 culture.
I wrote my name, address and age on a name slip and left it on the table after we drained the jug of tea. Then we walked the final few kilometres to Temple 10. We were quiet, exhausted, though I was embarrassed to learn that the boy walker had walked all the way from Temple 1 that day. It had taken me two days to cover that distance, and even then it nearly killed me. At the final turn-off to the temple we stopped, faced with a large hill. Throwing our packs down, we discussed where two tired walkers might camp out for the night, neither of us keen to tackle the ascent to the temple just yet. If we found a place to camp we could do it in the morning when we were feeling fresh. My new friend went off to do a recce and came back with an ojiisan that ran a souvenir shop, who pointed out a small layaway beside the road.
‘No one uses the car park,’ he said. ‘You can sleep there.’
So we set up camp in a dirt cul de sac beside the road. I pulled my kit out and set up in the dusty car park, deciding against using my tent because it was too hot. I would sleep under the stars. After an hour we were joined by another henro, also a uni student, though older than the boy walker. We discovered that he was walking the pilgrimage in reverse and would be finishing his hike tomorrow. The differences between us were noticeable: I was pudgy, pale and red-skinned; he was gaunt and dark-skinned; I was exhausted, he was spritely; I was withdrawn, he wanted to chat.
The ojiisan had invited us to wash in his yard, so we all walked up to the souvenir shop to make use of his hose. I was glad of the clothes I’d brought to walk in. Under my henro vest, t-shirt and cargo pants I was wearing black undies and a black workout top that not only wicked away the sweat and had an inbuilt hi-tech cooling system (completely useless), but also looked like bathers. It was quite the spectacle in that little street, with kids coming out to watch the dirty gaijin and two walkers pour buckets of cold water over each other’s heads and spray each other with the hose.
Back at camp, the reverse henro told us about his pilgrimage experiences. He had started walking about twenty kilometres a day and gradually increased to thirty, walking as many as forty on a couple of occasions. I looked on in admiration. I had walked 11.4 kilometres that day, a far cry from forty! I wondered if I would become as strong as him.
‘Did you ever get lost?’ I asked.
He nodded with enthusiasm. ‘Loads. Sometimes you go kilometres without realising and have to backtrack. It always seems to happen when you’re most tired.’
‘So is it hard?’ I asked, seeking reassurance. ‘The henro michi?’
‘Yep,’ he said cheerfully. ‘It’s hell.’
Great.
‘See those mountains over there?’
I looked to where he was pointing. Over in the south I could see the dark outline of a mountain range. It looked impossibly far.
‘Yeah,’ I said.
‘That’s where you’ll be tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Temple 12 is on that mountain. It’s awful. It took me six hours just to walk down it.’
I gulped, and the boys laughed. The boy walker asked me why I was walking the pilgrimage.
‘I have been a bit sick and I want to get healthy,’ I said simply and they nodded.
‘Most women I met are doing the pilgrimage because they can’t find a husband,’ the reverse henro said. ‘They’re praying to meet someone.’
This is not as strange as it might sound. Everyone who does the pilgrimage sets out with a goal in mind, a wish if you will. They might be praying for good health, or for luck in a new job, or they might be walking to honour someone who had recently died. There were many reasons for doing the pilgrimage, including for tourism and, I guess, relationship help.
‘What about you?’ I asked.
He paused for a moment. ‘I wanted to see the pilgrimage,’ he said. ‘To see if I could do it.’ I got the impression it wasn’t the full story.
An old man in a work ute pulled into the car park and stared at our funny little group. The boy walker went over to chat with him and came back with several fresh cucumbers and tomatoes. The old man had brought us settai from his garden.
We sat in the dark, eating our dinner of raw veggies and chatting about the pilgrimage — ahead for me, behind for the reverse henro. The boy walker was curious about the henro michi.
‘Has it changed you?’ the boy walker asked.
The reverse henro thought about this for a moment before answering. He had obviously asked himself the same thing.
‘I don’t know yet,’ he answered honestly. ‘I guess I’ll find out when I go home.’
It was only 8 pm and my eyes were drooping shut. The boys laughed at me as I said goodnight. They had each walked at least double the distance I had that day, and they were still so energetic.
‘I’m too tired,’ I said sadly.
‘You’ll be strong soon enough,’ the boy walker said.
‘Yeah, you’ll be fit in no time,’ the reverse henro agreed.
I fell asleep lying between the two boys, listening to them talking softly in the night.
Fit in no time? I hoped so.
I awoke to more suffering. An enormous staircase stood between me and the next temple. Staircase doesn’t really do it justice; I’m talking a 330-step climb. Straight up. Via small, ancient cement steps. C’mon, you can do it, I urged myself. But my sore legs protested. Gripping the handrail, I began hauling myself up the steps, glad it was practically dawn so there was no one around to see the undignified way I was ascending. At the top I allowed myself a smug grin of satisfaction — I did it! — and found a shady tree to sit under and wait for the stamp office to open.
The night before, as I fell asleep, I had formulated a plan. Today I would walk only 9.3 kilometres, to Temple 11. Temple 12 is the first mountain temple, so having a short day and a good night’s rest would help make me strong enough to tackle it — I hoped. And I was excited about the prospect of having a short day then a rest. Day 3 and I was excited about a short day, even though the day before had also been light on the kilometres. So much for my ‘twenty-k-a-day’ plan. But I had decided: I would get my stamp at Temple 10, walk the three hours to the next town and then spend the day chilling out. Maybe I could use that time to investigate the possibility of losing some of my gear; my pack was just too much to manage. I positively skipped down the stairs on the way out of Temple 10.
Five hours later, and once again I was sitting on the ground, in the shade of someone’s house, panting uncontrollably. Though a charming part of town, narrow streets lined with traditional wooden houses, once again I was too stuffed to appreciate it. A man on a bike stopped in front of me and stared. I ignored him, hoping he’d go away. I was too tired to talk.
He dismounted.
‘Are you ok?’’ he asked.
I’m ok,’ I nodded.
‘It’s the hottest part of the day,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ I agreed.
‘Are you a pilgrim?’
No I just like to dress in white and walk around with a giant pack on my back.
‘Yes.’
‘You know, most pilgrims wake up early and walk before it gets hot, then rest now.’
Really? And here I thought it would be a fun challenge to go hiking while the thermometer was pushing mid-thirties and the humidity was making the world a steam bath.
‘Yeah,’ I said.
‘You should start earlier too, it might be easier.’
I gritted my teeth. I did start early. I’m just slow.
‘Yeah,’ I said.
‘You’re nearly there,’ he said, referring to Temple 11. ‘It’s just over there.’
I couldn’t muster up the Japanese to tell him that ‘just over there’ was too far to walk, that even two steps was too far at that moment. But it was obvious he was not going anywhere, not until I got up and start heading in the direction he was pointing at.
He stood, looking at me.
I got up.
‘Do you have water?’ he asked.
I didn’t, but I was almost too embarrassed to admit it. I was giving henro a bad name here. I shook my head.
‘You should carry water,’ he said. ‘It’s very hot.’
I suppressed a vitriolic response and feel instantly guilty when he reached into his shopping and presented me with a bottle of water. Accepting it gratefully, I shouldered my pack —‘that looks a little big’, he commented — and stepped off down the street. He watched me go.
I turned a corner and choked down all the water in the bottle, revived enough stumble toward the temple. It was ‘just over there’, after all. But I’d been too hasty, and it took me an hour to walk to the temple. Parched, I stood at the bottom of a hill and contemplated the ‘climb’ to the temple. It was a sharp ascent, but a short one. Two, three hundred metres perhaps. I started upwards. At a hundred metres, I was completely fucked. Burning under the midday sun, dehydrated, about to collapse. I stepped into a shady garden, not caring how rude I was for bulldozing my way into somebody’s home. An old lady got a shock, recovered, and motioned silently to a hose.
I threw up a little as I fumbled with the hose, a kind of dry retching that produced bile. I drank, then turned the nozzle onto myself, drenching my body from the head down and breathed deeply until I felt cool(er) and calm(er).
‘The temple is just there,’ the obaasan said. She pointed helpfully but it was kind of hard not to notice the ancient wooden structure but metres away.
Temple 11 is small, kind of shabby and deserted. I stood in front of the hondo and then daishido, threw some coins into the offertory boxes, got my book stamped and sat on a bench in the shade. I couldn’t believe how hard it all was, how much I was struggling, how difficult I was finding the most basic things. The heat was a significant factor, I told myself. It was 34 degrees, hot by any standards, with a high humidity that saps the energy of any dry-heat dwelling being. Thus consoled, I went to pick up my pack and thank the obaasan. I gave her a name slip and, clearly moved, she presented me with a few cucumbers. I bowed deeply and backtracked into town to find a post office, a place to eat, and some accommodation for the night.
But things didn’t go so well. The post office was shut. There was nowhere to eat. My accommodation was ages away. Like, a kilometre. I couldn’t walk another kilometre! I munched on the fresh cucumber. Sensational — cool and refreshing, the watery flavour explodes in my mouth and the minimal calories give me the energy to walk on. Plus it doesn’t make me want to spew. Bonus.
Taking step after painful step, I moved slowly towards my destination. Suddenly it popped up in front of me and I let out an enormous, grateful sigh.
A night at the bathhouse
Home for the day was Kamo-no-yu, a public bathhouse famous on the henro michi for the fact that it puts up pilgrims for the cost of a bath.
Kamo-no-yu is a tiny local bathhouse — two pools inside and one out — and that afternoon it was packed with little old ladies who stared openly as I sat on a low stool and scrubbed the grime from my body. One of them got the courage to come and talk to me, which left me in a quandary: keep washing my vagina or stop and chat? I stopped and chatted, waiting until she’d retreated back to the bath to share information about me with the other ladies, before I continued washing. I then shocked everyone by plunging into the cold pool first, letting the icy water engulf me.
Soaking in the outside bath, I took stock of my injuries. Sunburn on every exposed bit of skin. Angry red rashes and pimples on my chest and legs. Thighs tender from chafing. Blisters forming on feet. Ouch.
I couldn’t help thinking about tomorrow’s mountain temple. The first mountain. A twelve kilometre climb, eight hours worth of hiking. Well, eight hours for most henro. How long would it take slow ol’ me?
I seriously needed to lighten my backpack load, otherwise I would never make it up the mountain. But the post office doesn’t open until nine, and it would be suicide to climb the mountain in the crazy heat of the day; an early start was essential to success. I could use tomorrow as a rest day and hit the mountains early on the day after — but I didn’t want to! A rest day on day 4 would be ludicrous.
I got out of the bath and sat in the change room, checking my map. There was a rest hut shown halfway up the mountain, at about the four kilometre mark. I formulated a plan: I’d wait until late afternoon, then climb up to the hut and spend the night, climbing the second half of the mountain the next day. It was a good plan, a solid plan. I got back in bath.
Back at the henro accommodation I claimed a spot to sleep. It was an odd set-up, a few tiny buildings located in the car park of the bathhouse. There were two small rooms with tatami floors, a small space with a washing machine and sink, a porta-loo, and some park benches. I put my pack in the smaller room, just two tatami in size.
More pilgrims arrived. One man, old and wiry with leathery brown skin, was obviously not new to the henro circuit. He pulled up on a bike leaden with gear and set about making camp for the night; washing clothes and listening to the radio, he seemed oblivious to me. Another henro, a monk in purple robes, was friendlier, throwing out big smiles as he faffed about with his stuff.
The monk sat down next to me on my bench. It’s his twelfth time around, but he needs to walk slowly because he has high blood pressure and is not meant to undertake strenuous activity. He looks about forty.
‘So I walk slow,’ he said, ‘Very slow.’
‘I walk slow too,’ I said. ‘But I’m healthy.’
He smiles at this.
‘It’s hard at first,’ he said gently. ‘The first time is the hardest and the start is the worst. But soon you’ll find a rhythm. Anyway, it’s good to take your time, to take it all in.’
He indicates to the old fellow, tells me he’s a veteran. It’s the first time I’ve heard the term, and there is respect in the monk’s voice.
‘He’s very religious,’ the monk said. ‘He just circles around and around the henro michi. Now he’s getting old he rides a bike, but before he used to walk.’
We both looked at the veteran. Around his neck hung a double photo frame showing faded pictures of a man and a woman. His parents? I wondered. How old is he?
I’m fascinated by the idea of a never-ending pilgrimage, by someone who is devout enough to go leave society to go around and around and around the henro michi in a never-ending loop. What does he think about as he rides — the Daishi? Practical stuff, perhaps. Or maybe his mind is Zen-clear.
The monk lit a cigarette and started showing me his gear. His pack was tiny and light, like two kilograms of light, with a bamboo sleeping-mat and foil camping blanket rolled up and slung across his back. Cigarettes and smaller items were squirreled away in his voluminous robes. The edging on his sleeping mat was bright red and white polka-dot fabric, obviously hand-sewed; he smiled shyly when I pointed it out. He was a smiley thing, beaming out happiness toward the veteran and me. The veteran, who had finally been drawn into conversation by the beatific monk, was gruff and spare with his language, and I had a hard time understanding him.
At dinnertime I got out some inari — rice wrapped in fried tofu — I bought that day, and offered a piece to the veteran. He clapped his hands together in a prayer formation, bowed lightly and said ‘itadakimasu’ — I receive this food. He took the inari with a ‘Sank you’, smiling up at me as he ate. The monk was watching the exchange with approval and when I turned to him he was surprised and delighted.
‘Me?’ he asked in wonder. ‘For me?’
I nodded and he took an inari. We sat eating in companionable silence. It must be odd for the veteran, I thought, to be always receiving. I guessed he had little money and survived by receiving settai such as my small inari offering.
Already on my journey I had received enough help and gifts to make me feel awed. The previous night, the simple gift of tomato and cucumber was small but the joy the three of us had felt eating it at our little camping spot under the night sky was immense. Or being given a bottle of water, a rice ball, or sweet — it’s very moving. It felt odd to receive gifts without obligation — receiving for the sake of being given something, with no way of repaying the giver or expressing to them how much their selfless gift means to you. It’s very humbling, and also quite difficult. I wondered how long it took the veteran to become accustomed to receiving — and receiving with grace and humility.
Our quiet threesome was interrupted by the arrival of two others, an odd-looking old man in dirty henro robes and a young girl who was quite clearly in pain. Another refugee! She was too tired to speak and limped straight off to have a bath, but the old man who arrived with her had no such linguistic problems. Talking non-stop, he started setting up camp and organising everyone in sight, but took the time to come and have a chat with me.
On finding out I was an Aussie, the conversation turned to whaling. Australia’s disapproval of Japanese whaling had recently been in the news, and the stiff-goateed old henro, Tanaka, had a few thoughts on the topic. I got the impression that Tanaka had a lot of thoughts on a lot of topics. His take was that it’s ok to eat any animal that would kill you if it got a chance.
‘What about a chicken?’ I asked. ‘A cow?’
I couldn’t imagine two animals less likely to go for your jugular, but Tanaka waved dismissively. I shrugged in good humour. I had known before coming that my vegan lifestyle would make me an oddity.
Vegetarianism is not widespread in Japan, and the concept of avoiding all animal products is practically non-existent. Mostly it is young women who pursue vegetarianism, because meat-free diets are equated with thinness, though most vegos eat fish at least sometimes. There is no word for ‘vegan’, and the idea of meat-free, dairy-free, egg-free and fish-free living is almost completely unheard of.
But rather than being ridiculed, I was surprised to find that people were interested in my veganism wherever I went. Food was a big media issue in Japan while I was walking the henro michi. Figures had emerged showing that Japan had started importing more food than it produced locally, a worrying balance for a tiny nation with almost no natural resources. With little spare space for increasing agriculture, the populous nation was facing a future of relying on their relationships with other countries just to feed themselves.
Whaling had become emblematic of the nation’s food problems. Because the Japanese had been hunting whales for hundreds of years, they were angry that Australia was blocking access to one of their traditional food sources. It was a sore point in the usually friendly Aus-Japanese relations.
But just as our discussion was hitting its stride a young boy arrived, looking tired and dishevelled. The boy was painfully shy and Tanaka broke off our chat, delighted to have someone else to organise, pointing him towards the bath, telling him where to sleep and giving him directions to the supermarket.
As ten pm drew near, our strange little bunch came together, sitting on the benches swatting at mosquitoes and waving plastic fans to create a breeze in the still night. We talked about the day ahead. Well, mostly Tanaka talked about the day ahead, and dispensed advice. The rest of us sat quietly, looking at our maps and asking the odd question. Us newbies were dreading the climb. The monk assured us it would be hard.
That night I crashed in the tiny room, alongside the young Japanese girl who wasn’t doing the whole henro michi but only hiking between the first seventeen temples. The veteran and the monk slept on park benches under the stars, and Tanaka and the young boy took the larger tatami room. I felt uncomfortable sleeping at such close proximity to a total stranger and the muggy stillness of the night didn’t make things any easier. A single mozzie droned above. With every toss and turn I was disrupting my roommate, so I concentrated on lying very still and breathing deeply, praying for sleep.
I dozed until 7 am after a bad night’s sleep. When I finally got up the others all seemed to be gone. But as I drank some water, I realised I wasn’t alone. Someone was crying.
It was the shy boy from the night before. I wondered whether to say anything, but decided against it. The Japanese are private people, and men especially are encouraged not to show emotion. And already on the henro michi I had gotten the impression that privacy is the best policy; everyone goes on pilgrimage for different reasons. It’s such a personal thing.
I turned to the task of removing stuff from my pack. I hoped reducing its weight would help me walk further and tire me out less. I easily tossed stuff that just a few days before had seemed so essential: tent (too heavy, too hot), jumper (way too hot), and most of my toiletries (any idea of looking good was long gone). I pared down the clothes I was carrying, even getting rid of several pairs of socks and undies. Henro lite, I reminded myself.
In the end I lifted my pack and it felt light, really light. Henro lite! Result!
I was carrying the bare essentials, but it was all I needed. For nights, a thin self-inflating sleeping mat and cotton sleep sack, a simple lightweight bag that was cooler than a sleeping bag. I had ummed and ahhed over tossing my sleeping bag, but in the end I kept it in. It weighed under 500 grams and since I had put aside my jumper it would come in handy if I experienced any cold nights.
To wear while walking, a pair of summer-weight mid-length cargo pants, black hi-tech tank top, pale blue sweat-wicking t-shirt, white cotton henro vest, undies and socks. To wear while not walking, a loose skirt, thongs and a white t-shirt. Minimum toiletries, a small chamois towel, and a tiny first aid kit stayed in. To deal with the conditions I had sunscreen, insect repellent and mozzie coils to burn while I was sleeping. And not forgetting my ridiculous sun hat and handy sweat towel.
Also in my possession was my temple gear — candles, incense sticks, a lighter, coin purse, name slips, pen and of course my stamp book. I carried this stuff in a small shoulder bag stuffed inside my larger pack. I also had a map book to guide me in the right direction, but had decided against carrying any other guides or books carrying temple and tourist information. I wanted to experience everything as it came to me, without force. No doubt this meant I would sometimes miss stuff, I knew other things would open up for me. Travelling with guidebooks can be helpful, but I think they can also make you lazy. While you look for the things listed you end up missing things that are right in front of your eyes. And in a practical sense, books were too heavy to be lugging all around the place.
So, my pack was light. I’d had a sleep in. I was ready to tackle the mountain.
When I left the young boy was still crying.
The mountain
A sign at the trailhead states that it’s a 12.9 kilometre, eight hour climb to Temple 12, Shōzanji. I walked past it confidently. I was only going halfway up, to the mountain hut accommodation, and my map showed another temple, a rest hut and a water fountain along the way. It was fine. I’d be fine.
Without preamble, the mountain starts to climb. At first ascending the ancient stairs, hewn into the mountain and fortified with wood and stones over the years, was entrancing: the mountain is beautiful. Dark and secret, it’s easy to imagine a thousand years of pilgrims walking these same steps. A clear stream trickled down and I stopped to dip my feet in an icy-cold pool of water. This wasn’t so bad!
On my way again, the climbing continued. On and on and on. Leaving the stairs behind, the route joins a small road where there is no protection from the harsh sunlight. I staggered from small spot of shade to small spot of shade. I’d come a few hundred metres and I was exhausted. At a picnic table I stopped and drank some water.
Staring out at the view, I realised I was looking out over the large plain I walked across the day before, and I could see to the mountains of Temple 10. Sure the valley below was full of urban sprawl, but an impressive view nonetheless. It was hard to believe that two nights ago, I was over there, sleeping beside the road with two other walkers.
Although the sun is out it started to rain. Alone, I stripped down to my quasi-bathers and stood happily in the sun shower, spinning around giddily a few times. I was in Japan, on a mountain, exhausted but also somehow energised. I was a henro!
I pressed on, revitalised.
It got harder. Steeper, rockier. Sometimes there’d be steps, sometimes dirt paving, going up, up, up all the time. Consulting my map, I noted the location of the fountain and sucked down hard on my water, resting often. The mozzies were bad when I stopped, and I rubbed the last of my mosquito cream onto my arms. I came to that mountain with 1.5 litres of water and I had about 400 ml left when I stopped one last time before the water fountain. Beyond the water fountain was a temple and I fantasised about arriving there and falling dramatically onto a bench, the priests running to me, reviving me. The fantasy spurred me on, gasping, onwards and upwards.
I mused on the fact that I was climbing towards a nansho temple — a ‘difficult place’. There are a handful of nansho on the pilgrimage, traditionally places that are very hard to reach and cause the travelling henro much trouble. This was definitely the case for me. Although I was enjoying the scenery, the climb was killing me and I hadn’t even really started. I knew that Shōzanji wasn’t even on the mountain I was currently climbing. Instead, when I reached the highest ridge, I would have to drop down into a valley then climb up another, taller mountain to get to Temple 12.
I fell onto the water fountain — actually just a trickle of a mountain stream pooling into a hollow rock basin — and noticed with dismay a sign that said that the water wasn’t drinkable. Shit.
I was still a fair way from the first temple, but closer to there than to the ground, especially with the hours of hard climbing I’d just done. I threw a little water over myself but didn’t fill up my bottle, deciding to press on and fill up at the next temple.
Although just a kilometre away, the mountain temple took forever to reach. The path got rocky — in places I had to clamber up big mossy stones — and the idea of seeing people and drinking my fill of water was the only thing that kept me going. I stopped and spewed more than once, and each time colourful insects come from everywhere to feast on my offerings to the forest. Tears formed in my eyes but I was too buggered to actually cry, my legs screamed with the agony of climbing and my thighs chafed painfully with every step.
Finally I arrived at the first temple destination, about halfway to where I was planning on sleeping.
Breathing a sigh of relief I hurried forward… into an empty clearing.
The ‘temple’ was tiny, about two metres by three, and locked up tight. There was a small pit toilet, two park benches and a statue of the Daishi. My heart sunk. No people and no water, it looked like no one had ever been here.
I nibbled on a rice ball as I weighed up my options. It was just before five, and the mountain was already getting dark. It had taken near on three hours to climb three kilometres, and it’s the same distance again to the mountain rest hut I was aiming for. I explored the path ahead and found more stairs — steep, twisting, never-ending. I knew I couldn’t climb another 3 km, not before night fell anyway. I was buggered.
I could go down, back to town, but descending would still take a fair amount of time due to the steep steps involved. And anyway, I couldn’t face going back. I couldn’t face knowing that I’d have to redo the hellish climb again in the morning.
Going blindly into the unknown is so much easier than facing the known.
And so I resolved to stay at the temple. I had everything I needed to camp — except water, and enough food — and I was doing nojuku, after all. This is what I came to do.
I was packing it.
I went to pee and nothing came out. Not a good sign, surely? But as I squatted a thin trickle of diarrhoea emerged. Rarely had I ever felt so alienated from the inner workings of my body. Since getting depressed and fat, I had often felt at odds with my physical being. But still, my body always worked in the ways you’d expect it to. But on the henro michi, with the spewing and now the diarrhoea, I wasn’t sure what was going on. I was just glad I had packed tissues.
I set up camp, a simple job of choosing a bench and putting my cotton sleep sack on it. Actually, it’d probably get cold up here. I added my sleeping bag. Then I sat down, took a small swig of water, and thought about where I was.
I was on a mountain, in the middle of nowhere, completely alone. No one knew where I was.
I wanted to be brave, to feel strong and competent. But I didn’t. I felt angry at myself for being so totally unfit and so totally unprepared for the hike. I had, to date, vastly underestimated the henro michi.
The heat, sure, I couldn’t have known how hard a time my body would have adapting from an Aussie winter to a humidity-filled blazing Japanese summer. But the rest of it — well, I felt like I had barely moved at all. And sure, I hadn’t. I hadn’t even hit 100 kilometres out of the 1200 I intended to walk. I hadn’t even hit fifty. The jolty stop-start, late-start, exhausted way I’d been moving forward was irritating. I just wanted to get somewhere, and in my impatience to do so — to get into the mountains — I’d ended up here. Alone in the mountains.
My lips wobbled and I started crying. Not a little grizzle but a wretched kind of sobbing. I felt a long way from normal, and wished I was sitting at home in front of the telly with mum, cuddling my dog. Instead, I was facing a night on the mountain. A long, dark, night filled with who knew what.
The cry did me good, and I felt calmer afterwards. I went and sat in front of the Daishi, pulled out my guidebook and attempted the heart sutra for the first time.
I pronounced every syllable of the prayer, stumbling through the unfamiliar words and cringing at how un-lyrical I sounded. But I was walking the pilgrimage with the Daishi, and this seemed like a good a time as any to start actually honouring him by offering a prayer.
It was very dark in my little clearing when I finished, and I got into my sleep sack and positioned my sleeping bag on top. I was tired but not overly sleepy, and felt quite cosy as I watched the sky turn from dark blue to milky black.
Then the fear started.
What if there’s an axe murderer wandering around?
Nah, Japan is safe, I reminded myself. Japan is safe.
It only takes one.
Yes, but chances are slim, chances are slim. And anyway, no one knows I’m here — that works in my favour, in this case. What are the chances of a killer, in rural Japan, stumbling across my sleeping form, axe in bloodthirsty hand? Eh? I pulled my sleeping bag up a little higher.
I concentrated on regulating my breathing, to stop the little panicky breaths that were starting. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. Thoughts of the axe murderer dissipated.
What about things in nature?
Spiders!
Breathe in.
Nah, Japan doesn’t have poisonous spiders.
Breathe out.
Snakes?
Breathe in.
Nah, Japan doesn’t have snakes full stop. I don’t think.
Breathe out.
Wild animals?
Breathe in.
Nah, Japan doesn’t have wild animals. Well monkeys, but monkeys wouldn’t hurt you.
Breathe out.
Bears! They have bears!
Breathe in.
Nah, not in this part of the world.
Breathe out.
Inoshishi! Wild boar!
Here I held my breath. Inoshishi actually were a possibility. But … but … I searched my brain for reassurance. Well, they are rare and wild animals, unlikely to be so close to civilisation.
Breathe out.
And so I slowly started to drift off to sleep, casting out bad thoughts as they entered my mind and concentrating on breathing deeply, and sleeping, and getting through the night. It’s just one night, was my mantra. One night and in a few hours you’ll wake up and it’ll be fine. Just one night, just one night.
I woke up suddenly and fumbled for my travel clock. 10 pm. Why was I awake? Something wet hit my face. Oh no. Not rain. Please not rain.
The small temple afforded a tiny bit of cover. I could probably stay dry under its eaves, but there’d be no space for lying down. I’d have to spend the night sitting up, waiting for morning. Shit. Please don’t rain!
I looked up. Leafy trees framed the circular clearing and rain clouds were moving across the sky. A single star appeared. Suddenly I wasn’t scared at all. It was so peaceful and so beautiful. It began raining very lightly but, strangely, I didn’t get wet; the clearing was protected by the angle of the trees. I could hear rain falling into the forest around me, making a soft rushing noise, and see the dark clouds moving across the sky above. I felt the spirit of the Daishi. Everything in the clearing felt magical, lit up somehow by a soft, protective light. I savoured the feeling, and a brilliant, starry night sky appeared above me. Gently, I fell asleep.
I was up at 4.50 am, and hit the road straight away. I’d had an excellent night sleep. As I climbed up out of the clearing I wondered about my beautiful moment the night before.
I don’t consider myself to be a spiritual person. I’m agnostic, against organised religion. I don’t believe in spirits or angels or a monotheistic god. But something amazing had happened in the clearing; something I had never experienced before. I was at a loss to explain it. A religious person would no doubt feel God had protected them; a henro would probably say protected by the Daishi. And maybe that did happen. Or maybe I just had a rare moment of profound connectedness with the world.
Either way, I was grateful my night on the mountain had passed without incident. About a kilometre up from the clearing the mountain path stopped going straight up and became a lovely undulating walk — I could have made it easily last night! I was glad it wasn’t a three kilometre incline, as my water was precariously low. I cruised into another small temple and fell on its water fountain, guzzling down big mouthfuls then having a rudimentary shower. I poked my head into the hut where I could have stayed last night. It was a few tatami in size, with new blankets, a fan, a locking door and a water fountain out the front. Luxury! But I didn’t regret my night on the mountain — it had been all sorts of awesome, in the end.
The undulating walk stopped suddenly after this temple and once again I was tackling a steep uphill, followed by a steep downhill. New muscles in my legs screamed in pain as I started descending and I moved no faster than I had been when I was going up. It was easier in a cardio sense, but it was painful picking my way down the steep path at a snail’s pace. I was glad, as I had been many times on the mountain, to have my staff to lean on. I gave it a little squeeze.
I reached the final part of the mountain climb, completely exhausted. I had passed another point on the map indicating a water fountain, but there had been none. Again I had less than half a small bottle of water to get me to the top. I cursed. Just last night I had been telling myself to take it slow and think about all the possible problems, basically sort my shit out, and here I was out of water again.
A sign at the bottom of the last climb looked ominous. I couldn’t read all the kanji-filled Japanese but it seemed to be warning against the ascent ahead. In fact, it seemed to be indicating that this would be the hardest climb of the pilgrimage. Nah, couldn’t be, could it? Worse than what I’d already climbed that day and yesterday? With a sigh, I set off.
Vertical. The next bit of mountain was practically vertical. A rocky climb, the next two kilometres taught me what hell really was. Laboriously picking my way up a tiny path, zigzagging with the switchbacks, I slipped and tripped ever slowly upwards. The path was mossy and beautiful, and yet the only things I could focus on were the mozzies, of which there were many, and the tortuous incline. I stopped often to catch my breath, and each time was immediately set upon by enormous mosquitoes, and so forced to keep moving I returned quickly to climbing, my breath coming in more and more raggedy gasps as the path got tighter and steeper. I started to think I might actually die there.
I’d either have a heart attack, as my heart was about to beat out of my chest, or I’d fall over and be eaten alive by mozzies. I choked back a sob and concentrated on doing what I needed to do: put one foot in front of the other. Don’t think, don’t stop, just step, step, step. Hauling myself up by protruding tree roots and clambering over rocks, I was glad my pack was a mere 7 kilograms — any more and I was sure I’d topple backwards, right off the mountain. Which might bring some blessed relief, actually,
Finally, I reached the top. I was alive, just. I sat down on a big felled tree and took some enormous breaths. I could feel every muscle in my body, and I had not an ounce of energy left. A sign indicated one kilometre to Temple 12, and although I could see it was a gentle uphill path, I couldn’t move. I sat still for over an hour before gathering my things and plodding to Shōzanji. I drank thirstily from the water-stand at the gate, before doing a ritual rinse. From there it was another couple of hundred metres to the main part of the temple — mostly stairs.
I almost fell into the noodle shop at the top, pointing silently to cold soba with soy dipping sauce, and then sat with my head on the table until I was served. The three other customers in the shop — peachy-clean in their white henro garb — looked at me strangely. I didn’t care.
Somewhat revived after eating, I went to the temple halls and fumbled my way through the offerings and heart sutra at both. It was the least I could do. I had a small spring in my step as I went to get my book stamped. I’d made it! Sure, I was wrecked, but I could now go to the tsūyadō — a free place to stay — and sleep until the next day.
‘Sorry, no tsūyadō,’ said the elderly priest stamping my book.
What? I had heard from the reverse henro only two days before that there was a tsūyadō here.
‘Really?’ I asked in my best Japanese. ‘Is there no place to stay?’
He shook his head.
‘What about the temple lodgings?’ I asked desperately. Although temple lodgings tend to be on the pricey side, at this point in time I was ready to part with any amount of money if it meant I could have a bath and go to sleep, now.
‘Closed for summer,’ he said. ‘Not many people walk in summer,’ he added.
Tell me about it.
The priest got out a map with accommodation marked on it. ‘The nearest place to stay is Nabeiwa, a minshuku,’ he said. ‘It’s an hour walk. Downhill.’
I took the map, thanked him, called ahead to make a booking and headed downhill, cursing.
The downhill took not an hour, not two hours, but 2.5 hours. On the way I indulged in some ‘poor me’ whining. What the hell was I doing here? The pain, the soreness, the exhaustion, the heat. Seriously, did I really plan on doing this every day for 1200 kilometres? Could I do this everyday for 1200 kilometres? And, more to the point, do I want to do this every day for 1200 kilometres? The walk down was tough. I was taking tiny steps, calves and thighs straining, hamstrings twinging. My head felt seriously broken.
The mama-san at the minshuku had a worried eye on the road when I limped into her driveway. Seeing my fatigue, she cut through the pleasantries and got me into my room in record time. As she slid the door closed behind her, I sank to the tatami.
I made myself some green tea with the elegantly arranged supplies set out on a small lacquered table in the room, then mustered up the energy to head down to the bath, stopping off to throw my clothes in the washing machine first. The bath was lovely, a big room with a natural stone ‘tub’, boiling hot and welcoming. I slumped on a stool outside the bath, gingerly washed my aching body, then slipped below the surface of the water and soaked until I was wrinkled all over.
That night I dined with Junya, a medical student whose English was fantastic. He had planned on walking the michi in thirty days but like me, he felt discouraged after struggling so much in the first few days.
The pain of the last few days slipped away under the convivial atmosphere and care of the minshuku hosts. I felt a little guilty about spending so much money on one night at a minshuku, but only for a moment. I was wrecked and being in clean and comfortable surrounds was a tonic.
Later, in the privacy of my room, I sprawled out under the fan and once again took stock of my injuries. Near my toes and heel, and spreading over other parts of my foot, there were blisters filled with watery pus. The tops of my thighs were chafed almost red raw, and painful to touch. I slathered them with antiseptic cream and hoped for a cure by morning. I was sunburnt where my skin was exposed and dead white everywhere else. I had severe heat rash, and my calves, chest and forehead were covered in little sweat pimples that looked greasy and expelled a small spurt of pus when squeezed. And today I had a new affliction — my shoulders were sore where my pack had been cutting into them during the climb.
I was a mess.
It hurts all over
After breakfast with Junya, we parted ways — me heading directly out, him returning to his room to pack. I was feeling revived after a good sleep in the minshuku, fan blowing delicious cool air directly onto my body all night. However, I hit a mountain path straight away and soon started to feel the struggle of the upward climb. My muscles, aching from Shōzanji and not quite warmed up yet, groaned their disapproval and I started gasping from the exertion immediately. I’d had a fairly large breakfast, much bigger than on previous days, and it churned in my guts as I climbed. Finally it rose to the top. I turned my head to spew off the path and vomit came rushing out my nose. That was a new one. But the spewing wasn’t. I’d hurled every day, and counting. Would it ever stop?
At the top of the small mountain — ok, hill — the path joined a country road and I was treated to a pleasant amble through some rural towns. I wasn’t hitting any great speeds, but I was feeling fairly strong, probably because it was still morning and cool in the low mountains.
Moments of beauty, moments of ugliness — Japan has many such moments. I emerged from an abandoned road that cut through a low mountain pass to find a tiny wooden footbridge spanning a crystal-clear river. Crossing over, I spotted a place to get down to the water, stripped down to my togs and bathed.
The water was cool and I floated and let it flow over me. Gradually I became aware of a bad smell, which increased to stench-like proportions as the wind started blowing in from a different direction. I scanned the countryside around me and found the offending offender — a piggery up on a hill a couple hundred metres away. Gagging, I scrambled out of the water and prepared to set off once again.
As I dressed, Junya came tripping across the bridge. He looked, I noted with a small amount of triumph, really worse for wear. Sweating and gasping, he stopped and mopped his forehead before we swapped notes about our morning’s walk. He’d struggled on the uphill too.
We set off walking together but after only a minute or two, Junya dropped back and waved me on.
Travelling on a busy road alongside the river, which had widened out, I started to feel sore and tired. I stopped frequently for little rests in the shade, drank an energy drink, and willed myself on. I was heading to Temple 13, on the very outskirts of Tokushima again, and from there would visit a few more temples on the way back into town.
The sun was beat down as I walked the busy road, flanked on one side by mountains and other a shallow, clear river. But there were disappointingly few places to access the water and so it flowed on beside me, taunting me with its cool waters. First chance I got, I whipped down to its banks. Here it was deep enough to swim and I ducked under the water repeatedly, ridding my face and hair of its accumulated sweat and sunscreen. Two boys were standing on an embankment daring each other to dive in and I paddled lazily over to them. Checking out the depth of the water — Aussies learn young not to dive into places without doing a scout around first — I scrambled up onto the embankment with them. They were young, about twelve, and they smiled with shy interest as I joined them.
‘Gonna jump?’ I asked.
They shrugged and shuffled their feet.
Now, I’m not the sportiest person in the world but I’m a strong swimmer and a pretty good diver, too. Not Olympic level, mind, but definitely good enough to cut a figure at the local swimming hole.
‘Ganbatte!’ I shouted — good luck! — and executed a shallow dive into the water below.
They were staring at me open-mouthed when I surfaced, hopefully in admiration and not at the sight of an enormous gaijin dive-splash, and jumped quickly in after me.
I got out of the river and dried off. Not well enough, however, I soon discovered as I hit the road again. My pants were slightly damp around the bum and let me tell you, wet pants and rubbing thighs equals some major, intensely painful chafing. Teamed with my enormous foot blisters, which were reaching epic proportions, I literally limped towards the next temple.
I employed the same technique I’d used in the mountains the day before, willing myself to take just one step. Then another. Step, step, step.
On the way I stopped in at an oyasumi-nashi-tei, literally a ‘no-sleep rest stop’. Designed to rest and revive tired drivers, it was a small car park with some benches and a small hut open to anyone to stop in and rest. The hut was an oasis. Fans were whirring, a small fridge was stocked with water and iced tea, candy and a big bowl of oranges sat on the table — all free. I gulped down the liquid refreshment, devoured a few oranges and lay down on the wooden bench to rest. This little hut was awesome; I couldn’t imagine a community-developed place like this in Australia being so well maintained, or existing at all. It was a generous gesture by the local people.
Eventually I got up and kept on towards the next temple, where I sat and surveyed my blisters. They were bad. But I still needed to walk. I did the maths. If I picked up the pace a little, I could definitely make the 3.1 kilometres to Temple 15 by five to get my book stamped. Then I could rest before walking to Temple 16, where I’d heard there was a free place to stay for nojuku walkers.
I jammed my feet back in their shoes, wincing with pain, and set off at a limp. I arrived at Temple 14 after 4 pm and rushed in to get my book stamped without bothering with any praying or offerings — I felt like I couldn’t expend the steps it would take to get to the hondo and daishido. I felt guilty as I limped towards Temple 15. I should slow down, go and say the heart sutra, stop rushing like a fool. But I didn’t turn back. Temple 15 was but a kilometre away from the previous temple, and I was actually moaning in agony as I walked. I started experimenting with different footfalls. For a while I walked on the sides of my feet, which brought a bit of relief. Ditto when I went toe first instead of heel first. I would take big steps, then little shuffling steps. But there was no easy solution; my feet were sore all over.
I arrived at the temple, ignored the halls again, and went and had my book stamped. Relief rushed through me. I went and sat on a rock in the shade. Now I could rest before moving on to the next temple.
I bent down and liberated my feet from my shoes and socks. They were in a level of pain I would call extreme. When I moved my feet at all, they got shooting pins and needles in them. They felt badly bruised. And then there were the blisters. Enormous, bulging blisters.
On top of the foot pain, I felt dizzy, nauseous and hot, real hot. I struggled not to spew.
‘Are you ok?’ A kindly-looking man was standing a few metres away, and seemed concerned.
‘Yep, fine,’ I said, even though I was far from fine. Answering with anything else, though, would require me talking, and all I could do at that point was try to hold back the spew that was threatening to erupt. I was in no shape to run to the loo if it rose. Anyway, I’m a bit of a loner, super-independent to the point of stubbornness, and feel that one should be able to look after oneself at all times. Out of stupid habit, I wanted to be alone to deal with my problems.
A few moments later the man came back.
‘Are you sure you’re ok?’ he asked, gently.
I said yes again and he hovered for a moment. His polite Japanese upbringing stopped him from contradicting me, yet attempting to help me would show that he didn’t believe me.
‘Let me just take a look here,’ he murmured, dropping to his knees and picking up one of my feet.
I was deeply embarrassed. In addition to the blisters, my feet were dirty and smelly. I looked at the ground.
He got up and returned a few moments later with a first aid kit. Slowly, he got out a needle and thread and, assuring me it wouldn’t hurt, went to tend to my blisters.
I was still battling not to spew, and I had visions of my projectile vomit landing on his friendly face.
‘Just a moment—’ I said and, looking up and seeing my face, he retreated back a few steps. I struggled, managing to hold back my vomit, but something else erupted instead: tears. I cried for a few moments, out of sheer exhaustion and embarrassment and gratitude. He looked away.
‘I’m just so tired,’ I sniffled pathetically, by way of explanation.
He bent down again and started working on my feet. Once he’d threaded the two biggest blisters he examined the rest of them. Big, small, wedged between my toes, there was plenty to consider.
At that moment, Junya arrived, looking tired but ok. I felt angry with myself again. I’d rushed ahead, trying to make it on time and seriously injuring myself in the process. Junya had been slow but steady, arriving in time to have his book stamped without being completely crippled like me. He joined me and the man in staring at my feet.
‘Where are you staying?’ the kindly man asked. ‘You’re better off to soak your feet in a bath before doing anything else to them.’
Or wait, did he say before he did anything else to them?
Was he going to stick around, wait for me to bathe and then fix my blisters? That would be going above and beyond the call of duty. I hated needing to be looked after like this.
‘I’m nojuku,’ I said. ‘I had heard there was a free lodging near the next temple.’
He nodded thoughtfully. He and Junya conferred, Junya expressing his admiration at my plan to sleep rough, and explained to the man the places I’d stayed up until now. The kindly man, a henro himself, understood about nojuku.
‘I’d like to give you a settai and fix your feet,’ the kindly henro said to me.
Ooooh, maybe he’d drive me to a bathhouse!
‘If you’d like, please come and stay at my ryōkan. You can have a bath there and I’ll fix your feet.’
Were my ears playing tricks on me? Was he offering to pay for a night in a ryōkan?
I demurred, feeling overwhelmed by his generosity. It was way too much. I got myself into this stupid mess, I could get myself out, right? Well, maybe not, but I should at least be responsible for looking after myself.
‘It’s ok,’ he said, and whipped out his phone to make arrangements.
‘No, it’s ok,’ I said feebly. But the wheels were in motion.
The man organised me and my stuff into his van. Junya, by coincidence, was staying at the same ryōkan but chose to walk there instead of accepting a ride.
The car ride was quiet, and a little strained. I was exhausted to the point of not being able to talk. I was struggling to make myself understood and also to understand the kind man. We had a conversation about my henro experiences up until that point, but soon fell into silence as he navigated the car through Tokushima’s narrow streets.
At the ryōkan we were greeted by the mama-san, a tiny but formidable lady who was clearly surprised about this man’s decision to bring a girl gaijin henro along with him.
‘It’s a settai,’ he explained to her. ‘Please put her stay on my bill.’
She turned to me with a look that radiated disapproval. She clearly thought I was a lucky shit on a free ride — and hey, I kind of was. She took my bag and I meekly followed her up to my room on the first floor. Hey lady, I wanted to say as I followed her, it’s not like I used my feminine charms to lure him into giving me treats.
My room was enormous, with a separate room with a washbasin and also a small lounge. I looked at myself in the mirror. Certainly no one could assume there was any impropriety in the invitation to stay. I stank. I was filthy. How did I get so dirty in one day? Nay, less than that — I’d been swimming at noon.
After a bath, I met my saviour in the ryōkan lobby. We had an awkward moment where we introduced ourselves to each other. His name was Kanou. He had his first aid kit with him and we sat to tend my feet. As he worked he showed me how to thread blisters, a skill that would come in handy on the henro michi.
First you make sure the foot is clean, and then you carefully pull a threaded needle through the skin of the blister. As long as you don’t hit flesh this process is completely pain-free. Once the needle is through, gently pull it off the thread so the thread remains in the blister. The watery insides of the blister will then flow out along the thread and deflate the blister. Once it’s leaked out you dry the blister and put antiseptic cream on it, then tape it up with a Band-Aid.
My feet were covered in plaster by the time dinner was called; the bottoms of them were almost pure blister. But under Kanou’s care they were feeling better already. I heard a lot of theories of blister care while I was on the henro michi, blisters being a pilgrim’s number one enemy, but no method worked as well as Kanou’s did. I was grateful that I learnt his tricks so early on in the walk.
Dinner was an exquisite meal served in the Japanese style; lots of little dishes that complement each other taste-wise. My hero was pouring beer and conversation was flowing but I felt completely out of it. I didn’t even want to drink beer — now, you know something is wrong when that happens. I figured I had sunstroke, because I was feeling hot and tired.
I also had a major attack of the guilts. Being bestowed with such an enormous gift was weighing heavily on me. I felt like I should be lively, fun and interesting, so Kanou would feel good about giving this settai to me, that I deserved it. Instead, I struggled to keep up with the conversation, asking minimal questions, nodding along instead of chatting, and generally feeling embarrassed at being such a dead-weight at the dinner table.
When Junya retired from dinner Kanou asked me why I was walking.
‘I’ve been sick,’ I said. ‘I’m walking to get healthy again.’
‘What sort of illness?’ he asked, and I cringed. I don’t know the word in Japanese for depression.
‘Sick in the head,’ I said, and realised how strange that might sound. ‘Ummm… my spirit and energy have been getting lower and lower over the past few years,’ I explained, in a way I hoped a Japanese person would understand. ‘I want to be healthy and happy again.’
He smiled gently and nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said. 'I'm only driving the henro michi this year,' he said. 'But last year I walked the whole way. It made me so strong. It’s very good for you.'
At that moment I couldn’t imagine taking another step on the michi, I was in such pain. I nodded though.
‘I’ll try my best,’ I said. ‘Ganbatte.’
We parted ways after breakfast the next morning, another delicious meal. I filled up on fruit, white rice and pickled vegetables, and enjoyed the freshly brewed coffee as well. I was feeling much perkier than I had the night before.
I gave my hero a name slip and he gave me one of his. I thanked him profusely and promised to look after my feet, bowing deeply and shaking his hand. It didn’t seem enough somehow. I wanted him to know how much his gift meant to me but didn’t have the words to say it.
‘Thank you,’ I said simply. ‘You’ve helped me so much.’
He nodded. ‘Many people helped me when I walked the henro michi last year,’ he said. ‘Now I want to give something back.’
As I walked towards Temple 17 I felt heavy with gratitude. Again I mused on the nature of receiving. I had been given a gift with no obligation or strings attached. It was settai, part of a karmic circle. The only way to pay back the gift would be to pay it forward — not give Kanou something in return, but to help someone else in need and give without expectation.
Hot Shaolin
My second week on the henro michi began at 4.30 am. I woke up on a plastic park bench out the front of Temple 18. The previous day had been a shocker, spent trudging through the outskirts of Tokushima, first heading into town, and then out. I was excited to reach Tokushima, my first real milestone. It felt like I had finally gotten somewhere. However, my excitement was short-lived as I discovered that walking through a city is completely shit.
I plodded through the centre of Tokushima. Temperature was at boiling point, what with all the asphalt and traffic and buildings. And it was ugly. You can say a lot about Japanese cities, but beautiful they are (mostly) not. Busy with cars, trains and bike riders, and crowded with signs and neon, they are an onslaught on the senses.
And then there’s the people. So many people. Too many people, many of who seemed surprised to see a walking gaijin pilgrim. My appearance was less of a shock than it was be back in 1995, though. Maybe there are more foreigners in Japan now so we’re less of a spectacle. Or maybe I’m just less exciting, not being a fifteen-year-old blonde girl walking around in a Japanese style sailor suit school uniform. But although I felt somewhat less conspicuous than I used to in Japan, I definitely felt watched as I wandered through Tokushima.
On the way into town I walked through kilometres of urban sprawl, big ugly buildings and crowded inner city development, and then past kilometres of huge shopping and eating outlets on the way out.
As I finally left the city behind, the sky was turning dusky. Walking next to a highway, I lost my lunch for the umpteenth time. I've always had a bit of an iron stomach and rarely get sick or have any kind of digestive problems. It really was telling what a toll the hiking was having on my body. Would my guts ever calm down enough to, I dunno, get through a day without chucking? It seemed like a lofty ambition as I stood on the side of the road, spewing into a gutter.
The highway I was walking beside was busy, and boring, and my feet burned in pain as night set in. Eventually I turned off onto a smaller road, switched on my torch and began navigating to the next temple. It was the first time I’d walked at night, and sadly it was not much cooler than during the day. My little Maglite was completely ineffectual, and I got nervous about walking in the dark.
My trudging slowed to a crawl as I drew closer to the temple in question. It was located on a hill and my feet protested as I moved upward in the darkness. A few tears fell as I entered the temple, despairing. It was pitch black and dead quiet. Exhausted, I pulled two benches together and set up camp. It was a quick process: blow up sleeping mat. Get into sleep sack. Lay down. Check clock, 9 pm. Momentarily notice the creepy noises and shadows the buildings of the temple make. Fall into an exhausted sleep.
I had packed down camp and was looking after my blisters when, at 5 am, locals started arriving at the temple to pray. Walking up the hill that I had tackled the night before was obviously a favoured morning constitutional. People started arriving in sweats and casual gear, waving to each other and chatting as they prayed.
I tended my feet, which were still a mess. Carefully, I threaded the water-filled blisters as Kanou had taught me to, but with much less finesse. I hoped it would do the trick; I kind of needed to be able to walk.
I took stock of my log to date:
Day 1 — 16.3 kilometres
Day 2 — 11.6 kilometres
Day 3 — 9.3 kilometres
Day 4 — 4 kilometres
Day 5 — 10.7 kilometres
Day 6 — 23.1 kilometres
Day 7 — 20.9 kilometres
Ok, so I’d put in a crazy-good effort over the last two days, but I was paying for it by being physically wrecked. My vision of cruising a neat twenty kilometres a day seemed like the dream of a crazy person. In what universe had I ever thought that would be possible? The intense heat, my base level of (un)fitness and my stupid, tender feet were putting paid to that idea. I needed a new plan.
Actually, my new plan had been my plan all along, I was just not being very clever about following it: I would take this thing slow. Stay out of the sun. Drink plenty of water, make sure to eat regularly. I was in the mountains now, too, and could expect lots of ascents and descents until I reached Temple 23, after which the road would flatten out along the coast. I couldn’t wait to reach the coast. If I reached the coast, that is.
Take it easy, take it easy, take it easy, I muttered.
It was uneasy advice. In life, I’m a rusher. I’m impatient. I’m the kind of person who likes to get up early and get things done, to get somewhere quickly and relax once I’m there. But that kind of attitude is antithetical to walking the pilgrimage. The henro michi was all about the journey.
I set off to Temple 19 feeling reasonably well-rested. The path soon veered off through a bamboo forest, where juicy mosquitoes feasted on my skin within seconds. And here was me with no insect cream. Getting a run up, I burst through the thin trees and back out onto a road, but raised red welts had already appeared on my exposed skin. I had been in there for less than two minutes.
The heat, the heat! Walking out on country roads, there was no protection from the burning sun, which seared my skin even at the early hour of 9 am. I pulled the big brim of my hat down, fixed my gaze on my feet, and concentrated, as ever, on simply taking the next step. I didn’t want to look up. Seeing how far the road stretched would be too disheartening.
Eventually, I looked up. My heart leaped for joy — an oasis! Not too far in the distance was a small cluster of big, shady trees. Drawing up closer, I saw it was a small school, closed for the summer. A henro was sleeping on a park bench in the shade. Grabbing a cold drink from the vending machine, I slipped into the school compound and quietly sat down, taking off my shoes. I felt shaky, from the pain in my feet, the heat, and the crushing feeling that I should stop walking. I was killing myself.
I lay down on a blessedly cool bench and slipped into a doze. Through heavy eyelids some time later, I saw the other henro jump up suddenly. Dressed in tracksuit pants only, he stumbled to his feet, threw on his white vest, picked up his bag and lurched off back to the path. Someone else was doing it tough, too.
I dozed for a while longer then got up and headed on my way. The distance to Katsuura, where there was a henro rest hut, was only a few kilometres but it was an extraordinary walk. I had entered the land of settai.
As I was plodding along a busy road an old man popped his head out and invited me into his place for an icy pole. Stepping into the little building, I could see it was a workshop, filled with wooden sculptures and carving equipment. With a TV and a bar fridge, it was clearly where he spent all his time. I sucked down the cool treat, relaxing in the air-conditioned comfort, and looked through his albums of name slips. He had collected literally hundreds, mostly white, but also ranging up to several precious embroidered ones, which were housed in their own folder. Also in a separate folder were gaijin name slips, though there were only a few. He clearly helped out any pilgrim walking past, offering them a place to rest, a cold drink and some words of encouragement. What a kind man. I left him with my name slip.
Shortly down the road a car pulled up alongside me. The driver leaned out his open window with a can of iced coffee.
‘Settai!’ he said, and I took the can. ‘Ganbatte!’
‘Thanks!’ I called as he zipped off again.
A short distance on, I had stopped to rest on a park bench when a car screeched to a stop in front of me and a lady jumped out. Now, the Japanese are mostly conformist people, even out here in the country. This lady, a slip of a thing, was wearing black leotard leggings and a neon leopard-print top, her hair piled up in a big bouffant ponytail on the side of her head. She asked me briefly about my trip before piling me with settai: a medicinal patch for headaches, matches for lighting incense at the temples, a bottle of sports drink, a water bottle holder and a jar of homemade pickled plums. Thus stocked, she sat down and started a rapid-fire monologue, plying me with advice for life. My head was spinning, trying to keep up, when she jumped up again, hopped back in her car and took off at high speed.
A moment later a chef came wandering out of a nearby restaurant. He handed me a lucky charm and asked where I was from.
‘I’d like to go to Australia,’ he said. ‘But I’m scared to fly.’
Further down the road another car pulled up and threw me a bottle of iced tea.
And so I hobbled towards Katsuura, feeling weighed down with extra goods and goodwill.
My heart leaped when I saw a henro hut in the distance. I had made it! Despite the pain in my feet, I was there. I would have somewhere to sleep for another night. Limping, I tallied up the distance I had travelled that day: only ten kilometres. Not a bad effort for feet that were cut to shreds with blisters and pain, I assured myself. Not bad at all.
There was a henro already setting up camp in the hut when I arrived — the same bloke who’d been snoozing at the school earlier. He was about university age, in his early twenties. There sure were a lot of young guys on the road this summer. We made small talk and I sized up the hut. It was a tiny wooden structure, round and containing one bench that curved around like a snail’s shell. How is someone meant to sleep on a curved park bench? The guy, he introduced himself as Tooru, had claimed the best spot, the centre of the bench where there was a little platform for sleeping. He caught me surveying the setup.
‘I’ll move,’ he said. ‘You sleep here.’
Every fibre in my body screamed out for me to accept — do it! Take the good spot — while every fibre of my feminist being resisted.
In Japan, on the henro michi, I was hyper-aware of my femininity. I am unmistakably woman, with long hair, big hips and boobs, and I was travelling in a male domain, not just by walking the henro michi, but by doing nojuku. At home, I actively fight against feminine stereotypes. In Japan, those assumptions and easy clichés were so ingrained in the fabric of society that I felt especially driven to oppose them. I wanted to appear strong, as capable as any man. If I showed weakness, I wanted that to be accepted as a personal trait, not attributed to my being a girl.
I knew that if I were a man, Tooru wouldn’t be offering me his sleeping spot. And so I had to refuse it.
‘Nah, it’s ok,’ I said. ‘You were here first. Stay there.’
‘No, it’s no drama,’ he said, making moves to gather up his stuff.
‘No!’ I said, putting my bag down on a different section of bench. ‘Really. I’ll be fine here.’
‘Are you sure?’ he asked. ‘I don’t mind?’
I was too tired to be arguing in Japanese. ‘I’m sure,’ I said, hopefully reassuring and not too forcefully. ‘It’s fine.’
We both went about unpacking and tending to our stuff.
‘It must be hard on the henro michi as a girl,’ Tooru said.
I shrugged. It was hard, yeah. But I didn’t think it was any harder for me because I was a chick.
‘Same as for guys, I guess. It’s tough for everyone,’ I said.
He looked like he wanted to say something but bit it back.
I went off in search of a bathroom. The public toilet nearby was a bit feral, but I locked myself into the disabled loo and had a quick basin wash — I was getting good at that — then went back to the henro hut. The hut was sitting right beside a highway, and there was a huge amount of noise from cars zooming past. Sleeping would be fun!
I looked after my feet as best I could, threading blisters, reapplying plasters and cleaning up the debris. When would they start healing? Even in the immense humid heat, ten kilometres a day was not a great distance to be walking. I felt despondent. It’s ok, I told myself silently. Soon you’ll be at the beach and won’t that be lovely? But you’ll only make it if you practice patience, slow down and keep it steady.
My reverie was interrupted by the sound of voices. Another henro had arrived. I stood up to say hi and my jaw dropped. The new henro was — how shall I put this — incredibly hot, and I don’t mean from the heat. He was looking at me with equal surprise; he clearly wasn’t expecting a gaijin to pop up from the hut. I shut my mouth and said hi, then clocked his outfit — monk’s robes? Damn. Hmmm, actually though it was more like a martial arts getup, I thought hopefully. Maybe he was a Shaolin dude or some other martial arts practitioner. Please don’t be a monk, I thought fervently.
Tooru and I watched him with interest as he started unrolling his swag. I perked up even more when he started slipping out of his elaborate outfit. He was dressed in head-to-toe white, apart from a voluminous black robe over the top of his outfit. That came off first, then the beads and chains he wore around his wrist and neck. Next he removed a deerskin that was tied around his waist. He then took his white jacket off to reveal a white wife-beater underneath, and a very toned upper body. He was clearly very fit, so maybe my martial arts theory wasn’t complete bubkus. Finally he slipped off his white pants and into a tracksuit and sat down to take off his white tabi.
‘How do you walk in them?’ Tooru asked with interest. ‘Do you have blisters?’
Tabi are traditional Japanese socks, ankle high and with a separation between the big toe and other toes. These kind were designed to be worn outside, and had a tough rubber sole.
‘No blisters,’ Hot Shaolin said. ‘They have air in the soles, see?’ He pumped an air button, clearly chuffed with his hi-tech, traditional footwear.
He hung his fur up on the fence. I felt kind of grossed out by the deerskin, the same way I feel about meat, and wondered how someone could wear something so hot during such intense weather.
‘What’s that?’ Tooru asked.
‘It’s like, a symbol,’ Hot Shaolin said.
A talisman? I wondered. A totem? I looked back at the fur. Fur, it’s so primal, isn’t it? Tribal. Sexy. Mmm. I looked away again.
Later, Hot Shaolin and I sat side by side and wrote in our diaries.
‘Are you on Facebook?’ he asked.
‘Yeah,’ I said, and we swapped email addresses and took a photo of the two of us together. I told him my story. It was his first time on the henro michi as well.
I was tired and as it got dark I put my diary away and sat, feeling empty.
‘Are you sad?’ Hot Shaolin asked in English.
‘No,’ I replied. ‘Maybe. I don’t know. Just tired.’
He nodded. ‘It’s hard,’ he said gently.
That night as I fell asleep a few metres away from Hot Shaolin, I wondered whether he was actually a martial arts dude, or a monk. Or something else. I hoped he was some kind of crazy Shaolin warrior, in which case I would be free to pursue him for some decidedly non-religious means.
I was the second out of the hut in the morning, following ten minutes after Tooru and leaving Hot Shaolin with a wave. A steep climb was the first order of the day — ascending 500 metres in two kilometres — and I arrived puffed at the top of the mountain to find Tooru there, also breathing heavily.
As I chatted to some German bike tourists, Hot Shaolin also entered the compound, looking serene, composed and not at all tired. He really was incredibly fit.
And so we three spent the day leap-frogging each other as we trekked on towards night. It was a day of hills: the first steep uphill, followed by an awful, painful downhill, followed by a pleasant uphill, followed by a steep, cry-inducing climb to Temple 21. Although walking at our own paces, I saw a lot of my two henro friends. I was distracted by some very pleasant fantasies about me and Hot Shaolin, and although painful — and painfully steep — in places, the day slipped away. My joy was further enhanced when I found a small, cold mountain stream with perfectly clear water flowing downhill. I didn’t hesitate a second before jumping in with a bottle of body wash. Joy!
As I left Temple 21 ahead of Hot Shaolin, I came across Tooru, sitting mid-way up the last climb to the temple. He looked close to tears.
‘I don’t have any water,’ he said, and I gave him my bottle to drink from.
‘It’s only a hundred metres,’ I said. ‘You’re very close.’
His shoulders slumped.
‘Leave your bag here,’ I advised. ‘It’ll be easier.’
He nodded, and passed back my water bottle. I left him with a perky ‘ganbatte!’ and continued down the mountain. In the shade of the trees the heat dissipated somewhat, and I felt the pleasant snoozy feeling of a warm spring day. My thoughts soon turned to Hot Shaolin, and I jumped when I heard footsteps behind me. It was him.
We walked closely for a while, and eventually he fell into step with me.
‘Why are you walking the henro michi?’ I asked him, realising that he hadn’t been asked that question last night.
He answered in English.
‘I am a monk,’ he said.
Damn.
‘I am walking to clean and polish my soul.’
Double damn.
I pushed my desire to one side and we chatted as we descended into the valley where we both planned to spend the night. His English was fantastic, and it felt good to talk without getting my tongue-tied with tiredness.
The road was long, and eventually we separated to slog the final kilometre uphill — always with the uphill! — to the place where we intended to stay, a road station. I had never experienced a road station, although I knew that pilgrims often used them as places to sleep. I had no idea what to expect.
Well, a road station is basically a truck stop. Located on a busy expressway, essentially it was a big car park with an attached toilet and small shop selling food and souvenirs. It was noisy, there was zero privacy, and it was busy with cars and people pulling in and out and wandering around. Home sweet home.
Hot Shaolin unrolled his swag under a tiny bit of awning attached to the shop and I did the same. I slurped down a small bowl of noodles even though I didn’t feel like eating. Sure enough, a few minutes later, I ran to the toilet to puke them up again. I was nine for nine: I had spewed every day. When would it stop? On the upside, my sunburn was no longer blazing red, merely ‘overly tanned’, and my rashes seemed to be subsiding.
Hot Shaolin, also exhausted, was snoozing when I got back to my swag. I checked my feet. They were still in bad shape but no new blisters had formed. Maybe they were getting better! Maybe they were toughening up! It had taken me ten hours of walking to travel fourteen kilometres. Admittedly, it had been hilly, and the now-napping Hot Shaolin, who was clearly very fit, had had a rough time of it as well. I knew from reading that most people who walk the henro michi did at least twenty kilometres a day, and the super-fit did thirty or more. Who were these crazy people? Obviously they didn’t do it in summer, I comforted myself.
I sat thinking about the temples I had visited that day. They had been lovely, all of them, perched secret and secure in the mountains. I had gone through some of the motions of saying the heart sutra at each temple, but I was becoming increasingly annoyed with the whole praying business. My offerings and prayers — when I even attempted the heart sutra — were half-hearted at best. Was I bad pilgrim?
Another henro arrived at the road station and as he buggered around setting up his sleeping mat we chatted about his walk that day. Hot Shaolin woke up, and I tried not to look at him as he changed and got ready for bed, lest my impure thoughts impinge on his cleaning and polishing process. Damn this guy was messing with me.
And then Tanaka rocked up, the wordy old veteran from the bathhouse accommodation. He got a surprise when he saw me, and set about doing his organisational routine, pointing out the best spots to sleep, showing us where there was a hose if we wanted to wash, and telling me off for drinking a Coke. (Yes, I know Coke is evil and I usually wouldn’t be caught dead drinking it. But after eating little all day and spewing up my dinner, my body was craving some kind of liquid calorific input.)
‘Juice is better,’ Tanaka said. ‘Or sports drink. Or iced tea. Or flavoured water.’
As darkness fell, Tooru came stumbling into our sleeping area as well. He was wildly dishevelled, and I wondered what he’d been up to in the hours since I’d seen him. He was cheerful though, and glad to have arrived, threw down his groundsheet, slipping into thongs and setting up camp.
Us new henro gathered around Tanaka, and he gave advice and answered our questions about the next day’s route, where to sleep, which road to take and all those burning things henro want to know. Soon my eyes grew heavy and I returned to my sleeping mat for the evening.
The ocean was close, and I couldn’t wait to get there. Things are always nicer by the coast.
A coastal interlude
If I put my foot down perfectly flat as I walked it minimised the intensity of my blister pain. So when I finally got to the coast, I kind of marched into the ocean, tossing off my backpack and clothes as I went. Bobbing in the warm water, I soon felt a million miles from the humid, painful henro michi.
From where I swam on Tai-no-hama beach I could see a big wooden structure overlooking the ocean. Upon inspection it turned out to be a henro hut. Not just any old henro hut, either. It was the Hilton of henro huts, with a large square table and big, wide benches made from reclaimed timber. A few metres away was a clean public toilet — with a shower! Not that I was dirty after gamboling in the ocean all afternoon, but it was bliss to stand under the cool jets of water and wash my hair.
I set up my sleeping mat, headed down the road and picked up some beer from a vending machine, then sat up on the table in the henro hut drinking Kirin. All good hotels have a view, and the Henro Hilton didn’t disappoint. I could see right out across the bay, which was sheltered by rugged headlands. The sky darkened earlier than normal and I drank beer as I watched a thunder-and-lightening storm rolling across the bay. Eventually the storm passed and the moon appeared, a huge, round orange thing that loomed up over the mountainous coastline. It was a view worth sharing, but I was alone at the Henro Hilton.
The worst thing about walking so slowly is that everyone overtakes you, disappearing off into the distance (probably) never to be seen again. I was sad when I realised that I’d said goodbye to Hot Shaolin for the last time, me turning on the road that brought me to Tai-no-hama beach and him heading straight on a more direct route. Although my initial attraction had dimmed, I felt a special connection with Hot Shaolin. He was very peaceful, and just being near him made me feel calm and relaxed, like everything was going to be ok. I felt sad that he wouldn’t be there at night anymore, setting up his swag next to mine, and I’d probably never see him walking around a corner towards me, waving, or look up from where I was sitting to find him extending a hand full of lemon lollies. But the memory of his quiet smile would stay with me.
I was a little giddy when I threw the last can into a bin and bedded down for the night, slipping off into a lonely sleep.
One of the things I had been a little concerned about when starting out on the henro michi was how available toilets would be in really rural areas. Indeed, where I would go to the toilet was the first thing many people asked when they heard I was doing nojuku. After all, a man can hang it out anywhere there is a little privacy, they would say, and a woman has more … delicate needs. Now, I’m no stranger to the squat but I hadn’t been required to call upon such action to date.
Until.
I made good time after leaving Tai-no-hama beach. At the intersection of a mountain track and a tarred road, I consulted my map to see which route would be the quickest to get me to the next town. As I stood I felt a movement in my guts. An unmistakeable movement.
I had to shit.
Immediately.
I dove off the road onto the dirt track and barely had my pants down before diarrhea was exploding out my bum. I didn’t even have time to make it off the path, and as I squatted painfully, I realised that a slow-moving car on the main road would also be able to see me, if one happened to pass. I prayed fervently that no one would come along the mountain path, where there would truly be no place to hide. After a painful minute, I was able to stand, and I thanked many kinds of lucky stars that I was carrying tissues. I cleaned up the area as best I could, feeling slightly sick, and continued on my way hoping that there would be no more emergencies.
But my guts continued to churn. I took a reviving swim at ō-hama beach and headed on, popping into every toilet I passed. I reached Temple 23 without further incident and climbed the stairs up to the halls. I went to the toilet, went through the motions of praying, returned to the toilet and sat down in the shade. I was feeling wretched.
I wanted to take the day off and rest up, but I felt ashamed at giving up at only ten-thirty in the morning, after having walked only ten kilometers. At this rate, I’d finish the hike in, oh, 150 days. But as I was forced to use the toilet again, I knew I had little choice. At the stamp office I asked about places to stay and the priest drew me some directions to a tsūyadō and told me there was a shower there.
I descended the temple steps and spotted a familiar figure at the gate. Tanaka. He was taking alms, standing perfectly straight with his wooden collection bowl out in front of him, head bowed. I went to a vending machine, bought a big bottle of juice and presented it to him. He nodded graciously and as I walked off towards my accommodation it struck me again how simple, and yet how difficult, the very act of receiving really is.
Veterans like Tanaka receive daily assistance to meet their basic needs — food and drinks, money, places to stay. I admired the elegant humility that I had seen in the veterans I had met along the way, and wondered if I could ever match it. Of course, giving to veterans is a different kind of giving to the ‘obligation’ style that is widely experienced elsewhere. But there are lessons to learn. If someone wants to give you what you need, all that is required is a quiet thank you, and complete acceptance.
I got a shock as I arrived at the tsūyadō, and stared at the address for a moment in confusion. It wasn’t a house, or a hut — it was a bus! I noticed that the priest had scrawled Hashimoto’s bus at the top of his scribbles. I wondered who Hashimoto was.
Hashimoto’s bus was an old school bus, with a few chairs scattered around outside and an outdoor shower rigged up to the rear. I noticed a pair of shoes at the door and wondered if it was another henro sleeping in, or perhaps someone who had given up for the day, like me. I leaned my walking stick up against the bus, pushed the door open and peered in.
Tooru!
We greeted each other excitedly, although we’d only been separated for a short while. I had assumed that, like Hot Shaolin, he would have marched on ahead of me, never to be seen again.
He told me that he’d slept in the bus the night before and was staying tonight as well. Like me, he wanted to do a bit of resting and recuperating, not to mention laundry.
Again I felt an affinity with this friendly, cheerful young guy who was, like me, taking an absolute beating on the henro michi. His reason for walking was unique: he was trying to lose weight. A tall, broad guy, he was larger than a lot of Japanese men, but he wasn’t fat. A little tubby, maybe. But he was in his early twenties, and with long shaggy hair, he could definitely pull it off. He was pretty cute.
He’d been on the road longer than me, having been laid up with extreme blister problems in Tokushima, and struggled constantly with the heat and exertion, but he kept moving doggedly forward. Not for the first time, I wondered why we do it. But the pilgrimage has a great pull. I reckon it would be hard to leave once you’ve started on the henro michi.
Chatting with Tooru, I kicked back, took in my surrounds. The bus was long, with a door where the driver sat and another one halfway down the bus. This split the bus into two sections, and each section had the seats removed and tatami mat platforms installed instead. There were musty doonas and cushions piled up on the sides of the bus, and a fan! It was stiflingly hot, and I directed a fan onto one of the platforms, propped my head onto my bag and promptly fell asleep.
I felt better when I woke up, and discovered that Tooru was gone, but Tanaka was sitting on the other platform, quietly drinking tea. Feeling groggy and disoriented, I asked him where the bathroom was and set off a little way along the road to a convenience store. My diarrhoea seemed to have passed — thankfully, as there was no loo at the bus — and I was feeling better when I returned.
Tanaka poured me some tea and set off on a rambling, one-sided dialogue about illness and the henro michi. He had heard that I was walking back to health and was intent on giving me some tips and tricks to make me feel better. I got the distinct impression I had been quite the topic of conversation among the boys in the bus the previous night. His speech covered many issues, including his own experiences in over a decade years of walking, how he had been sick but walking had made him strong. Sure, he was old now, and his eyesight was failing, but for a while there he had been fitter and stronger than he’d ever been in his life. Between my tiredness and his quick, staccato way of talking, I couldn’t follow everything he had to say but I do know that at one stage he was advising me to drink a little of my own urine in the morning. Seeing the look on my face, he hastened to add that I could mix it with a little water or tea if drinking it raw was distasteful to me. I filed that advice away under ‘never’.
Tooru returned and Tanaka organised our sleeping arrangements — girl on one platform, guys on the other — and organised more tea, and rearranged his luggage. His finicky ways were annoying the hell out of me.
But then he told me to get my map book out and handed me a bunch of post-it notes. We sat side by side as he went through the trail and he pointed out dozens of tsūyadōs and henro-friendly places to stay along the route. I made notes and pasted the post-its into the book. It was a selfless act of kindness, giving me his expertise and sharing places that weren’t highly known along the route. Finicky or not, he had my back.
We spoke about the pilgrimage some more, with Tooru this time.
‘I can’t understand the meaning of the heart sutra,’ I said. ‘I wish I could.’
‘Mmmm, it’s not that easy for me either,’ Tooru said. ‘And I haven’t memorised it yet, I still have to read it.’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Tanaka said. ‘It doesn’t matter if you can’t understand the meaning, because the words are the embodiment of the Buddha. The sound is the sound of Buddha. Even to say the words makes Buddha present in your mind.’
A long, hot, muggy day passed. Talking and snoozing in the bus, I felt at times almost unbearably hot and bothered, and at other times dreamily relaxed. At six, a van pulled up and a man got out. I looked with dozy interest out the window, and saw him pulling trays of food out of the van. Tanaka sprung into action, passing the trays inside and bowing to the man.
‘That’s Hashimoto,’ Tanaka said. ‘He owns a restaurant. He is very kind to bring food to henro.’
Mystery solved! So that’s who Hashimoto is. Tooru and I could barely believe our eyes and I gathered Tooru had arrived at the bus quite late yesterday evening, missing the meals-on-wheels delivery.
Tanaka poured tea and I pondered my portion of the meal. The meal was mostly fish and my guts still felt a little raw from their earlier upset. But I wrapped some pickled plums in rice and then seaweed, making very rough rice balls, and passed my dishes to the others.
I had been fantasising about a shower all day, picturing myself frolicking under the cold stream of water. There was zero privacy in the shower, but I didn’t care — I’d wear my togs and brazen it out.
Tanaka noticed me getting my stuff together and sprung into action yet again. He really was the most organisey person.
‘Shower?’ he asked.
I nodded my assent.
He hopped out of the bus ahead of me.
‘I’ll put up a sheet,’ he said.
I bit back my frustration as he set about rigging up a groundsheet around the shower, ostensibly to protect my modesty. It was a rudimentary job and as I stepped ‘into’ the shower I realised I’d have to hold the sheet with one hand as I washed, which made washing hard and frolicking even harder. Cranky, I did the best I could, rinsed and hung up my clothes, and returned to the bus to find Tanaka fiddling with the TV. Loud static fuzz filled the room and I quietly ground my teeth as Tanaka directed Tooru to shut all the windows to stop the mozzies getting in. Tanaka was killing my buzz!
I hit the road early, bowing goodbye to my friends and, once again took a scenic rather than direct route. I was feeling fit after resting the previous day and, despite the heat, had enjoyed a good night’s sleep.
It soon became clear that choosing the Minami Sunline wasn’t a great idea. A scenic car touring route, the road wound through the mountains to run along the coast. Fine if you’re driving, but tackling the ten percent road gradients was not so great for those on foot. Which was only me at this point. I was the only one around, and the whole place had a creepy, deserted vibe. Not wanting to backtrack, I pushed on.
The views out over the ocean were undeniably stunning and I convinced myself it was merely peaceful, not deserted. I fell into a kind of rhythm and eventually the road started winding downwards and pilgrim signage directed me from the main road to a smaller path.
The path was clearly disused; narrow, old and very overgrown. I sensed it was heading down towards the ocean — I could feel another swim coming on — and passed rice paddies and a few houses along the way. It would be quite a pretty area but something was amiss. I couldn’t put my finger on it, until I noticed that several of the places I passed were surrounded by electric fences.
Things got even creepier when I looked up to see a lady staring down at me from a rice paddy. I noticed with a start that she had an arm dangling down at a very unnatural angle, like it was broken. I gasped in fright, then realised it was a scarecrow. In fact, there were lots of scarecrows, and I kept getting shocked by them. I won’t tell you how many times this happened. All I will say is that part of southern Japan has some very realistically disfigured scarecrows.
The road I was following was pretty but if you looked into the bush, it was filled with rubbish — piles of cans and plastic bags full of packaging and all sorts of shit.
Although Japan is supposedly introducing environmental policies, there seems to be little to no understanding of practices that are harmful to the environment. For example, there’s zero care about reducing waste. Buying big-ticket items like new white goods, appliances and cars every few years is the norm, and there is no corresponding market for secondhand goods; the stuff just goes to waste. Disposable — and incredibly wasteful — chopsticks are de riguer, even in up-market establishments. This is supposedly a hygiene thing, but considering most people don’t mind drinking from glasses that have been washed by the kitchen, why do they care about using chopsticks? I was carrying my own pair of non-disposable choppies with me and the astonishment they evoked was insane. No one I met understood why I would do such a thing; they simply hadn’t seen it before.
Japan also suffers from a reliance on packaging. It’s built into the national psyche or something. Nothing can be purchased without first being wrapped and then placed into a bag, and that was just stuff at the supermarket. In department stores gift-wrapping was practically a fine art. As with the chopsticks, it boggled people’s minds when I refused plastic bags at the supermarket. The server would be aghast that I intended to carry my drink or whatever out of the store without a bag. One lady simply refused to let me. Time and time again I saw people walk out of a conbini, take their drink out of its plastic bag and put the bag in the bin. Um, so what was the point of the bag then?
With all this excess packaging and wastefulness, littering is unsurprisingly a big problem. For a start, there’s a noticeable lack of bins. Instead, wherever you might expect to see a convenient bin — at a picnic area, lookout point or public toilet, for example — there would be a big sign saying ‘take your rubbish home with you’. The idea is that people take their rubbish with them and then the scenery won't be sullied by the sight of overflowing bins, I guess. Of course, this is useless unless you have a car and can easily take the rubbish home with you and also assumes that people will go out of their way to do the right thing. There were many times on my pilgrimage where I carried rubbish with me for a couple of days.
As I walked along the quiet henro michi this day, I saw the simple evidence that people were not doing the right thing. There was rubbish everywhere.
Suddenly, a loud gunshot rang out. I froze. The day was perfectly still and I couldn’t hear anything else. Unsure, I kept walking. Five minutes later it happened again. This time, louder. I stepped off the road and sheltered near a tree, feeling petrified and slightly ridiculous at the same time. Then I realised — it was probably a noise to keep birds and animals away from the paddies. I walked on, going as quickly as I could, telling myself that my diagnosis was right. It had to be.
The area I was in was odd, that’s for sure. I passed a dog tied up to a mailbox, empty water bowl beside it. It barked at me as I poured water from my bottle to its bowl, but as I walked away it lapped the water up. Further along, I heard a rustling noise and looked up to find two monkeys staring down at me from the branches of a tree.
I was glad to finally sight the first sign of civilisation, a Mollusc Museum. I kept the ¥500 entry fee in my pocket and pressed on to the next town, Mugi, pleased to leave the creepy area behind me.
Entering Mugi, I felt incredibly tired and frustrated. I was exhausted, both from the oppressive heat and the fact that I’d been hurrying along that awful road. It was 4 pm, and I made a snap decision to stay in accommodation that night. Instead of heading west when I hit Mugi, I turned east and headed towards its central train station, where I could see from my map there was a little collection of minshuku.
Several phone calls from a phone booth later, I still had no accommodation. Everyone was saying no. No they couldn’t do veggie meals, and no they wouldn’t let me only pay for accommodation and not for the meals that I wouldn’t be able to eat. Frustrated, I banged the phone down.
Bugger it, I’d catch a train to the next station. One stop. I knew from Tanaka there was a temple there with accommodation. I went into the station, checked the train times and bought a ticket. One stop, that’s hardly cheating, I consoled myself. And at ¥200 the ticket would hardly break the bank. I had twenty minutes to wait and while I sat in the cool room a lady came in and gave me some mochi, with I happily ate.
Mochi is a sweet made with glutinous rice that is pounded into a paste and moulded into a circular shape. It’s often filled with sweet red bean paste, and occasionally comes in different flavours, like vanilla or green tea. It’s an unusual kind of sweet to Western taste buds — light on the sweet, and quite heavy to eat — but I absolutely love it.
I became increasingly agitated as the train time grew closer. Really, what was I doing? A train? I was here to walk, not wuss out.
When the train pulled into the station, the man behind the ticket counter motioned that I should board. But, rising, I shook my head.
‘I should walk,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’
I left the confused station attendant and struck out once again on the henro michi. The walk — a mere three km — was tough, and I felt proud as I pulled into the temple, Saba-daishi, about an hour later. I was relieved to hear the tsūyadō was available. The lady working in the stamp office gave me a cold juice, pointed to a nearby noodle shop, and showed me how to lock up my little house in the morning.
Ok, so house was stretching it. A small prefab building, inside was one small room consisting of about six tatami mats in size. Enough to sleep three, maybe four people at a squeeze. But I had it all to myself. There were even mozzie screens on the window, which I threw open to catch a breeze that never came. I was so glad I had walked the extra distance, and I’d been rewarded for it with a roof over my head and a comfortable place to sleep.
Hell Road
Strangely, Shikoku is shaped kind of like Australia, though obviously on a much smaller scale. At the bottom of the island, on the southeast and southwest capes, are two peninsulas that jut out into the Pacific Ocean. On each of them sits a temple dedicated to the Daishi. When I left Hashimoto’s bus, I had set out on the approach to the southeast peninsula, Cape Muroto.
It was seventy-five kilometres away, one of the longest distances between temples anywhere on the pilgrimage, and the walk had a reputation for being awful; supposedly it was the place where the majority of walkers drop out of their pilgrimage and return home. After my night at Saba-daishi, I began walking alongside the famously wretched Highway 55.
The stretch lived up to its reputation. It was unrelentingly awful. How much fun does walking on a footpath next to a highway sound? Not like very much fun? Highway 55, which I quickly dubbed Hell Road, was even less fun than it sounds. It was long. It was hot. It was busy. It was unshaded. It was shit.
All the cars going past seemed to be full of surfers heading towards the coast. As I walked they zoomed past in their mini SUVs, looking all summer-like and fancy free; brown skin, light hair, legs and arms hanging out windows and laugh, laugh, laughing. And why not? It was summer, a time for fun and freedom and relaxation.
I was not laughing.
As usual, I was tired, I was hot and I was bothered. But I was also angry. I found myself in an inexplicable rage. Bad thoughts abounded. I played arguments in my mind, both real and imagined. I stewed on past fights with friends, relived teenaged screaming matches with my parents, and revisited angry moments with former lovers. I even went through future arguments that I imagined I might one day have.
I hated everyone and everything.
Sweat poured off me as I stomped along — damn it was sweltering — and soon my anger turned inward. I berated myself for being such a weakling. Where was my mettle, my strength, my capacity to do anything?
Until recently I had considered myself to be a strong person, the kind of girl who just takes things in her stride. The kind of chick who can do anything, can handle anything. But in the past two years my confidence had eroded and I had become unsure about my ability to do anything.
At twenty-six, things completely went off the rails for me. For some reason I lost my motivation and enthusiasm. I became depressed. At social events, I would feel awkward and wrong, and I felt increasingly isolated from the people around me. I started on anti-depressants and put on a lot of weight, which made me feel even more sad and, worse, shy. It was a vicious cycle. Eventually, it became easier to stay at home than go out, and one by one my friends stopped calling and my hobbies slipped away.
From there it was all downhill. The more I withdrew from the outside world, the harder it got to get things back on track. Everything started disintegrating. I had no social life, I wasn’t eating right, I drank too much, I stopped riding my bike, I even stopped reading for pleasure. My life was pared down to the bare necessities — sleeping, working, showering and eating, mostly. And eventually even managing those things got too hard. When a long work contract ended, I went onto the dole rather than find another job.
Eventually, I had moved out of my place and into my mum’s house in Bendigo. It was easier to pretend things were ok when I was out of Melbourne. I didn’t know anyone in Bendigo so it was less obvious that my social circle had shrunk. I was on the dole but a small amount of freelance work gave me some sense of purpose. Most days consisted of me working for a short while, walking the dogs and then watching hour after numbing hour of TV and DVDs. I had little social interaction with anyone but mum. My phone never rang. I was living in a claustrophobic little world but felt powerless to break out of it. It felt too enormous to try and start building everything back up again. I was exhausted all the time. I didn’t recognise who I had become.
When I decided to come on the pilgrimage I had been driven by a spark of my former self, the pre-depressed self who could do anything. I had felt that if I could get to Japan and do the henro michi, I would get fitter — both physically and mentally — and start to feel better. But here I was, struggling with every step. I was stupid to think that walking the henro michi would help me. I angrily told myself that I wouldn’t be able to finish, that I wasn’t up to the challenge.
I couldn’t stem the tide of bad feelings that was washing over me. I stopped to rest in a henro hut and discovered a small tree bearing figs, my favourite fruit. But the figs, although full size, were under ripe. Further down the road an onsen that I had been looking forward to was shut and I almost kicked the door down in rage. The sky opened up as I headed for one of Japan’s most famous surf beaches, and as I walked in the pelting rain I felt like screaming up into the hot, grey sky.
Sky, above. Throbbing pain, behind the eyes. Sand, everywhere. I woke up slowly to my surroundings. I was on a beach, surrounded by a mess of snoozing bodies. Beach, Ikumi. Conscious thought returns. I’m at Ikumi Beach. I shut my eyes and go back to sleep.
I woke again at 9 am, squirming under the blazing sun. I got up. No need to get changed, I was still in my walking clothes from the day before, though they were rumpled and sand-filled. Shouldering my pack, I stumbled self-consciously off to a café overlooking the beach.
Ikumi is one of Japan’s most famous surf beaches but there was little action happening the day I was there. The water was filled with guys on surfboards, bobbing uselessly and looking out to sea. There must have been a hundred guys out there, on the 200 metre stretch of beach. I’d hate to see what would happen if a wave did actually roll in.
The waiter at the café greeted me with alarming familiarity and I remembered I’d met him the night before. The night before when, in true surfie style, I’d gotten absolutely wasted and, like, partied on dude. Sipping an iced coffee — percolated coffee poured over ice and drowned in sugar syrup — I mentally retraced my steps the night before.
I’d started off in Ikumi Minshuku where all the action seemed to be. Everyone was walking around with longneck Asahi beers. I quickly got myself a bottle but I didn’t really need to as I was soon surrounded by chilled out surfies and their chicks who kept filling my glass up with beer from their bottles, cheering me, and trying to press Spam sushi onto me. You know Spam, that horrible tinned ham stuff. Well, at Ikumi they serve it on rice as a bastardised sushi. Apparently it’s quite the surfie delicacy, just the thing for watching the sunset with a beer in hand.
I’d then fallen in with a bunch of guys and gone to the beach with a bottle of whisky, where we played the kind of inane drinking games that seem fun when you’re wasted but are completely pointless and stupid when you’re sober. Then it was onto the café where I was now sitting. Was there a disco or did we just start dancing? Doesn’t really matter. At some point after midnight, I’d headed to the ‘free camping’ section of the beach and fallen asleep alongside a bunch of my new best friends.
My head hurt. A lot. The cool breeze coming off the ocean was nice, but I didn’t know if I wanted to hang around at Ikumi anymore. The previous night had been fun, but I felt weirdly out of place among the chilled out surfies. I had a million thoughts crowding my head, I had a destination to get to, and they were only interested in the waves.
I got my stuff together and got up, waving goodbye to the guy in the café who mock pouted when I said I was leaving. I wavered for a moment, but turned resolutely on my heel. More drinking would be fun, but I had walking to do.
I returned to Hell Road feeling under the weather and also strangely dislocated. Yesterday’s anger had subsided sometime amid the night’s merrymaking, and now I felt … lonely. I kept thinking about the things I had been angrily pondering the day before. I had withdrawn from so many people back home and my huge network of friends had slowly whittled down to barely anyone. Only the most understanding remained, and trust me that wasn’t many. And you’d better believe I was also suffering for a severe lack of romance and sex. I’d always enjoyed my independence and time on my own, but in the last few years I had become more than just a loner: I had become alone.
I hoped that the henro michi would work magic on me, get me into better shape physically, yes, but also whip my mind into mental shape. I was desperately sad about my situation and wanted to make things better. But I was unsure about how. I guess that’s why I was walking. I wanted to work it all out.
As I trudged along Hell Road, I noticed a sign that showed I was crossing into Kochi Prefecture. I stopped dead. Shikoku has four prefectures and they are each traditionally considered to make up an important spiritual element of the pilgrimage for pilgrims. Tokushima was known as ‘spiritual awakening’ and Kochi as ‘the place of ascetic training’. The next two prefectures, Ehime and Kagawa, are known as ‘the place of enlightenment’ and ‘reaching nirvana’, respectively.
By crossing into Kochi, I had achieved another small milestone in my long journey: I had made it through the first prefecture. More than that, though, I was returning to the prefecture of my youth. Soon I would be with friends in Kochi.
As I walked I wondered on the nature of my spiritual awakening, if indeed I had experienced one at all. I had been cranky about praying, and distracted, and no doubt lazy too sometimes — but something had definitely shifted.
The ritual I went through at each temple meant little to me, but it felt right to make an offering and mumble a few words of prayer at each stop. Like getting my book stamped, it marked the occasion at each temple. Plus, like a Japanese person, I was asking something of the pilgrimage, of Kōbō Daishi. I wanted to get healthy. As I stood in front of the hondo and then the daishido at each temple, I would repeat my simple request: I want to be well. I want to be well.
I had set out on an adventure, and went through the motions of praying out of respect, but somewhere along the line I had started believing in the spirit of the Daishi. In fact, I was really surprised by how keenly I felt the spirit of the Daishi. Dōgyō ninin, two people walking as one, the sentiment etched onto my walking stick, was incredibly important on the henro michi. It is truly believed that the Daishi travels with all pilgrims, in both a spiritual and physical sense. It was something I thought I would understand on an intellectual level — the way I get that people have faith in God even though I don’t feel it myself — but I felt it spiritually as well. Even in the short amount of time it took me to walk through the first prefecture, I had actually come to feel that I was travelling with the Daishi.
This no doubt had something to do with my walking stick, which I had become very attached to. I had been carrying it in my hand for the entire journey to date, placing it down on the path at each step, using it for balance to help me climb up and down mountains. When I was angry I would bang it down at each step; when bored, I’d do fancy dance moves with it. The walking stick — and by extension, the Daishi — was always so present. I have to admit I had even started speaking to it. And thus I really felt like, on the henro michi at least, I wasn’t totally alone. Perhaps that was my spiritual awakening.
I trudged on and on and on, checking on my map where I was in relation to the cape. I was far. I felt lost and lonely and overwhelmed. Sure, I’d made it through the first prefecture, but now I felt like I wouldn’t even make it to Cape Muroto!
The scenery was undeniably beautiful. On one side was the Pacific, stretching off in a huge expanse. On the other side were mountains, rising steeply up. Between them was a road, Hell Road, and little else.
I was feeling a little crazy as I limped onwards. My mind kept circling around my problems at home, and the difficulties of the henro michi. There was physical pain, too. Although my ocean swims had improved the state of my blisters, my feet were aching. The physical pressure on them was immense. The distance walked, my weight, and the weight of my pack had together bruised my tender feet.
I wasn’t appreciating the scenery of the coast at all. With grim determination, I put my head down and kept on slowly towards the cape. I walked for days. Literally. Each step I took was a bitter battle. Each step I took I thought, well, that’s one less step to take tomorrow. There was zero enjoyment to be had on Hell Road.
The first sign that things were looking up was when I saw a man swimming off the coast. Until then it had been too rocky and treacherous-looking to contemplate a dip, but if someone else was swimming, then I would too. I dropped my bag, stripped down to my make-do togs and started scrambling down the rocks to the water. As I was heading down, the man got out and I realised he was skinny dipping — sprung! Now that he was out of the water, I hesitated because I couldn’t see where to get in, and the waves were crashing against the rocks pretty roughly. Pulling his clothes on, the old man silently pointed me in the right direction, and I could see what I hadn’t been able to from the road — a group of rocks forming a small, natural bay. Small. As in big enough for one person. I bowed my thanks, slipped into the ocean and submerged. There were minimal waves in the protected bit and I bobbed gently, kicking back and looking out towards the fuzzy blue-grey horizon. Whales are common on the southern stretch of Shikoku’s coastline, and I desperately wanted to see one. But the vast expanse of sea before me stayed frustratingly empty.
And then, unbelievably, I was at the cape. Feet aching, mind buzzing, but there. In one piece. I stopped in to look at the famous cave where the Daishi had once lived. Kōbō Daishi, or Kukai as he was known then, had traveled to Cape Muroto as a nineteen-year-old seeking enlightenment. He had lived in this cave for three years, meditating the entire time. One morning as he looked out to sea, something wondrous happened. In his famous words, ‘the morning star came into my mouth’. He had attained enlightenment. At that moment, he dedicated his life to saving all of mankind, to helping them achieve their own nirvana.
I had done it tough along the Hell Road, but back in the days of the Daishi and the first pilgrims, they had done it even tougher, carrying machetes to forge their own paths through the lush forest of Muroto. By comparison, the route I had taken, paved and clear, was a walk in the park.
I took the mountain path to Temple 22 and was attacked by enormous, insistent mozzies the whole way up. I rushed, cursing the mountain path that seemed to never end. Finally, I burst into the temple compound. Red-faced and panting, I dropped onto a bench. As I sat there, I realised that I hadn’t spewed that day or the day before. I had broken my twelve day spewing streak. Maybe things were on the up?
That night, I checked into a business ryōkan, a low-budget Japanese style hotel. I’d arrived at Temple 25 at 4 pm and noticed a cluster of nearby hotels. Rather than go into the temple, I decided to take a break from the road and spend a night indoors. In particular I wanted to celebrate getting off the Hell Road. I had, if not quite conquered, then at least managed it.
Fuji Ryōkan was a down-at-heel place that set me back ¥4000 for a shabby tatami room, an air conditioner, and access to a deep, deep bath. It was worth it.
After checking in, I went to the supermarket and got essential supplies — food, beer — then returned and set about making myself at home. I put on the yukata, slid my feet into slippers, and shuffled downstairs to the bath.
Compounding my lack of comfort on the Hell Road was the fact that I hadn’t been able to wash properly because I hadn’t come across any great public toilets and the one onsen on the way had been shut. I stank, and I was tired of feeling grimy. My face in particular was suffering, as I was in a constant cycle of applying sunscreen, sweating, wiping away the build-up with my hand towel, then reapplying sunscreen. My face was getting pretty greasy, and I had a constant crust of salty sweat residue on me on the rest of me. But it was all forgotten as I rested up in the boiling hot bath. Even my feet started feeling a little better.
Back in my room, I idly flipped on the TV and half-heartedly watched a show that was showcasing the top twenty adrenaline-pumping experiences of the world. A parallel, though unspoken, storyline seemed to be to get women with big boobs into inappropriate outfits. I watched as a girl in a white t-shirt screamed her way through a water rollercoaster, and another woman in a too-small bikini top bounced around on a jet slide. It felt weird to watch the flickering images after going without TV for so long, plus I felt my brain numbing over from the inanity of the show. Even on low volume, it was a harsh intrusion, and I soon flicked it off.
I had the air-conditioner on full blast and was enjoying super-chilled Kirin beer. I was starting to feel less wound up. The relief at being off Hell Road was enormous. Being physically comfortable and out of the oppressive heat was a salve.
I thought about ways to keep cooler in the coming days, and decided to cut my hair off, conveniently forgetting in my slightly-tipsy state that whisky haircuts are never a good idea. I grabbed a small pair of scissors from my first aid kit, spread out some paper to catch the hair, sat in front of the little mirror in my room and started cutting. First I hacked off my shoulder-length hair up to my ears. Then I kept cropping. And drinking. It was quite the undertaking.
As my thick locks reached critical short mass I realised I would basically have to cut it to the scalp all over, or attempt styling it. I cut short instead. When my hair was about a centrimetre long, I packed up, set out my futon and passed out into a drunken sleep.
In the morning I got a shock when I looked in the mirror.
My hair — gone.
I ran my hand across my scalp and could feel that in some places, my hair was a little longer — a couple of centrimetres in length. In others, it was cut so short that I could literally see my scalp. I looked ragged. Beware the whisky haircut.
I jammed my enormous sunhat onto my head, took a deep breath and stepped back onto the henro michi.
Progress of sorts
Kochi Prefecture is hot. You’d think fifty kilometres wouldn’t make much of a difference in temperature, but it was clear that I it much more southerly than it had been in Tokushima. By 9.30 am in the morning I was soaked in sweat, and I mean soaked. It was like I’d taken a shower with my clothes on.
I was sitting at Temple 26 contemplating my sopping wet trousers. A gaggle of obaasan were sweeping up and chatting nearby, and I smiled at how girly they seemed, sitting, gossiping, and sharing cans of drink when it was time to take a break. They pressed candy into my hands as I was leaving.
I walked towards a road station, planning to nap there to let the heat of the day pass. It was next to the ocean, and as I approached I noticed a shady-looking henro hut, perfect for dozing.
There was a familiar-looking bike propped against the hut, and I was happy to discover the old veteran from Kamo-no-yu. His face split into a big smile when he saw me. We exchanged greetings as I dropped my pack, pulled my shoes and socks off and sat down on a bench.
‘Where are you going today?’ he asked.
I got my map out. ‘Nahara,’ I said. ‘I think I’d like to get to Nahara.’
He nodded thoughtfully. ‘The road to Nahara is hard,’ he said. ‘And long. And it’s uphill the whole way. Very hot.’
Great.
‘There’s a good onsen there,’ he said, which perked me up a bit. ‘Expensive, but good.’
He was in a talkative mood, much more than last time.
‘The heat is hard,’ he said. ‘No one walks in the summer.’
‘Yeah, it’s lonely,’ I said. ‘I just talk to the Daishi.’
This cracked him up. He told me that he’d gone to Kochi and was riding anti-clockwise from there for a while. In doing so, he’d run into everyone on the road who had stayed at Kamo-no-yu the same night we had, noting that he’d met the sad young boy just yesterday.
He paused delicately.
‘Oh, I’m the last?’ I said.
He nodded confirmation. ‘You’re the last.’
‘I keep waving goodbye to everyone,’ I said, and he cracked up again.
When he left I tried to nap but couldn’t fall asleep in the sweltering heat. So I got up and started out on the long, hard and hot slog to Nahara. The veteran had been right, it was tough. Under the burning sun I started feeling disoriented and hazy.
Late in the afternoon I came across two other henro and joined them in the shade of a large cedar tree. They were both veterans, travelling separately. One was pulling a huge cart that he told me weighed over a hundred kilograms.
At what point, I wondered, does a pilgrim decide not just to circle once but to do it again, and then again, and to keep going after that? At what point does a pilgrim buy an enormous cart, pack up his worldly possessions and hit the trail? I didn’t ask.
Instead, we talked about the heat, which was smothering us, and the road to Nahara, which they both confirmed would be impossible to achieve today. The older henro, who looked like an old-school mountain ascetic with his shaggy white goatee and wiry frame, told me about a place to stay en route if I needed. I thanked him but stubbornly said I would push on.
A few kilometres down the road, I stopped. The sun was going down and I was absolutely shattered. I was near where the ascetic had told me to stay, but confused about where to go. I sat down and waited, hoping he would come along. When he did, thirty minutes later, he didn’t look surprised to see me. He immediately took me under his wing and told me to follow him. We walked along the henro michi for another ten minutes, and then veered left, descending an almost hidden set of stairs. At the bottom I realised the big concrete structure we were walking towards was a port, a fishing port.
I felt nervous; fishing ports aren’t exactly known for their hygiene or safety, right? But I trusted the ascetic I was following, and I quickly realised he was heading towards a small park tucked next to a corner of the large, open cement port-building. There was a cover, and benches, and — bizarrely — a kid’s playground, which had — even more bizarrely — a huge flying fox. It was all very pleasant, and there wasn’t much activity happening at the port, just a few older guys walking around. I began to relax. Putting my bag down, I asked where the toilet was, and the ascetic showed me. I took a deep breath before entering the ladies’. But I needn’t have. The toilets were among the cleanest I saw in my whole trip, and I happily had a basin shower in there. I emerged feeling refreshed and relaxed, and the ascetic smiled.
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