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A Different Kind of Wilderness
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In 2019, | travelled to Japan from my home in a remote, northern region of Canada known as the Yukon
Territory. The Yukon has no big cities, no railway, very limited roads, and any settlements are surrounded by
vast, untouched boreal forest wilderness, where you’d be more likely to meet up with a bear or a moose than
another human being. The Yukon is almost 30% bigger than Japan but its population a mere 35,000 people.

While the main purpose of my trip to Japan was to tour with the Japanese translation of my nature poetry
collection, Here Is Where We Disembark, | scheduled my engagements so that | would have time to visit with
my hosts and do some exploring. | have always been intrigued by Japan and wanted to make the most of such a
long journey overseas.

While in Tokyo, | presented at the ASLE Japan conference at Daito Bunka University and gave a reading
at Tokyo Metropolitan University. In Kyoto, | gave a reading at Kyoto University. | was delighted and inspired
by the keen intelligence and dedication of academics and artists | met, the passionate engagement in environment
and literature that permeated all events, and the generosity and thoughtfulness of my hosts.

Between my book tour engagements in Tokyo and Kyoto, | travelled to the Kii Peninsula in Wakayama
prefecture for a week of walking. | was curious about Japanese forests and wanted to spend some time in the lush
and rugged Kumano. I’d heard of shinrin-yoku and liked the idea that one could make a conscious practice of
“taking in the forest” or “forest bathing”. Knowing the area was renowned for its ancient pilgrimage trails only
increased my interest. I am not a religious person, but I am a spiritual one. And | have always thought of nature
as the best place to connect with one’s heart and soul.

On my first day of walking, | left a nicely appointed visitor’s centre overlooking a river, passed through
the grounds of an Oji shrine and climbed uphill for a few kilometres, disappearing almost immediately into the
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heavily forested mountains. While there had
been a few people milling about at the visitor’s
centre, I saw no one on the trail that day. |
wouldn’t have minded meeting other pilgrims
on the trail, but I admit that it was pleasant to
have the forest to myself.

Progress was slow not only because of the
terrain, but because of all the unfamiliar flora
and fauna | encountered. Broad-leafed
evergreen laurel was common along the trail, as
was Japanese nutmeg and elm. In these well-
established parts of the forest, a dense, low
canopy created an intimate atmosphere. In
sections of forest that had been logged and
replanted, the majestic trunks of cedar and
cypress pushed up into the sky, inviting my eyes
to follow.

The kuroageha butterfly and the cicadas
were my first visitors on the Kumano Kodo. The
black kuroageha floated through the air like
tiny, storm-ruffled umbrellas. They skimmed
silently just over my head as if they were trying
to surprise me, then disappeared up the trail or
into the depths of the forest. The sound of the
cicadas grew to throbbing crescendos that filled
every inch of aural space, then dropped
unexpectedly into silence before revving up
again. As | walked, it seemed appropriate for a
pilgrimage that their calls began to sound more
and more like questions:

“Why?”
“What about?”
“Please?”
“And then?”

I spent my first night in the Kumano at a sleepy, little mountain village. That evening, | bathed in the
minshuku’s onsen and donned a yukata for the first time. Dinner was a delicate array of tiny plates filled with
expertly prepared local delicacies. It felt soulful to consume food prepared with such care.

After dinner, | sat under a camphor tree to admire the terraced rice fields in the valley below, and then the
white mist that drifted into the valley like a curtain, leaving only the peaks of mountains exposed. The mountain
tops floated above the mist like waves on an ocean. Well before sunset, the mist rose up and wrapped around the
minshuku, obscuring the sky. I marvelled at the whiteness, as if | had been suddenly transported somewhere very
different. When it started to rain, the heavy drops tapped softly on the leaves of the camphor tree. Retiring to my
room, | fell asleep easily, but woke in the middle of the night to a series of bright flashes that illuminated the rice

paper blinds of the room. It was otherworldly, to experience lightning cut free
from its thunder.

Each morning that week, | hoisted my backpack and found the Kumano
Kodo trail markers to begin the next leg of the journey. Also helpful were the
signs that read “NOT KUMANOKODO” placed at the entrance to any path that
split away from the pilgrimage route. Qji shrines, tablets inscribed with poetry
and jizo statues also guided me along the trail, always reminding me to take
time to pause and reflect.

The exertion of walking in the Kumano was something that felt good and
familiar, but being from the Yukon, | was unaccustomed to the heat and
humidity. Even while walking the flat portions of the trail, | sweated profusely.
I wore what | called my “Kumano Kodo earrings”—drops of perspiration that
hung at my earlobes. | daubed my face with a towel that hung around my neck.
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Every day | walked up and down mountain ridges, into and out of river valleys. It was like being on a very slow,
yet awe-inspiring rollercoaster.

Occasionally, | stopped on the trail and pulled out my notebook to write some lines toward a poem. |
noticed that the further I walked, the less | wrote. Sometimes | opened my notebook and poised my pen but
didn’t write anything at all. It was enough to just soak in the beautiful cacophony of the forest, to have the humid
air sit upon the blank page, to wonder at the shape of a strange leaf, to watch a spider twirl in its web. The
boundaries of my body began to feel permeable. | was not sure if | was taking in the forest or if it was taking in
me. | felt slowed down and softened by the forest and the labour of traveling through it. Each foot step sunk a
little deeper in time. | began to experience the Kumano not only as a forested mountain region, but as a state of
mind. A different kind of wilderness. The trail itself felt like a series of lush and rugged experiences strung
together by my breath.

The month | spent in Japan was a rich experience that impacted me greatly. The Kumano Kodo was one
of many remarkable experiences. After Kumano, | went to Nagoya, Kyoto, Lake Biwa, and rode a bicycle
between Imabari and Onomichi on the Shimanami Kaido. Toward the end of my time in Japan, I spent a week
by the ocean near Kawazu before returning to Tokyo to enjoy some sights and museums that | had missed on my
first time through. | am so grateful for the kindness and patience of my hosts and people | met along the way.
| came to Japan with a lot of curiosity and quite a few ideas of what it might be like. The truth was much more
illuminating and meaningful. Despite all my planning, thinking and reading, nothing could have prepared me for
the experience—nboth in the countryside of Kumano and in the cities. When | returned home, | began to wonder
if there was a word for that wonderful feeling of arriving in a place and having one’s expectations of it infused
with the reality of the place itself. To my knowledge, no such word exists in English, but perhaps it does in
Japanese. Or perhaps such a word only exists in the forest air of the Kumano Kodo, hovering silently over a
blank page.

Clea Roberts lives in Whitehorse, Yukon Territory. Her poetry is translated by Professor Toshi Takagishi and published by
Shichosha Ltd. More information is available at https://www.clearoberts.com/
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