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VARIETY IS THE SPICE OF LIFE ?

I remember speaking to a
Japanese woman in Britain before I
came to live in Tokyo and asking her
what she missed most about Japan.
Her answer - which I must say I
found rather strange - was "the
Japanese-style bath". If asked the
equivalent question about what I
miss most about Britain I think m
reply (aside from the obvious whic
is certain foods) would be "the
architecture".

Before coming to live in Tokyo I
was studying in a place called Bath
which, I think, is one of the most
beautiful cities in Britain (perhaps
one of the top three?!). Bath
architecture is predominantly
Georgian period (18th to early 19th
century); the buildings form long
terraces and crescents, and are built
from a lovely golden-coloured stone.
One friend of mine doesn't like the
Bath architecture, criticising it for
uniformity and blandness. Perhaps
she would like Tokyo which, with all
its modern and old, tall and small
buildings mixed up together,
certainly doesn't lack variety. And
with all its neon signs and colourful
decorations no one can describe
Tokyo as bland.

Coming back to Bath.
Interestingly, the history of Bath
ties in well with one Japanese
tradition/custom i.e. taking "onsen".
The city of Bath has been famous for
its hot springs since Roman times
and this of course is how it got its
name. From Victorian times,
drinking the waters rather than
bathing became popular, and then in
the 1970s the baths were finally
shut down - except for sight-seeing
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purposes - because of an amoeboid
meningitis scare. Taking onsen in
Japan, therefore, is my first real
chance to take a hot spring bath.
Unfortunately, even though I have
now been in Japan for over a year, I
still have not visited an onsen. I
have attempted to do so several

times though. On my first attempt,
in Matsumoto last year, the onsen
happened to be closed on the day I
visited and I ended up being taken to
the "sento" instead. (That was quite
an experience in itself!) A plan to
visit a mud-bath in Ibusuki also
failed this time because I just wasn't
brave enough. And the most recent
attempt, to take an onsen in Tochigi-
ken, fell through because of the
freak snow we had in March. So, as
yet, I have not visited a Japanese
onsen, but I certainly hope to do so
before too long and before I have to
leave Japan.

One last word, even though I
have failed to visit an onsen, I have
succeeded in sampling many other
Japanese customs. Living here and
experiencing Japanese culture has
been for me a great education in the
variety and hence the spice of live.
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