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Paradise in a Stoneware Bottle

Each time 1 visit the Hakone Country Club, I am reminded of the phrases Kochu
no tenchi (=paradise in a stoneware bottle) and Betsu ni kore ikko no ten (=this
other world in a stoneware bottle). These phrases are sometimes seen written
on decorative scrolls hung in teahouses and thus, already familiar to many of
you. But allow me to take a moment to relate the ancient Chinese story behind
them.

In the Later Han Dynasty (25-220AD), in a town called Chi Nan, there lived an
old man who sold medicine. He was known to the old and the young in town as
Hu Gong or "Stoneware Bottle Man," because he always kept a stoneware bottle
hanging in his storefront. Hu Gong's medicine worked well and, as a man of
good character, he earned the respect of the townsfolk,

What the town did not know about Hu Gong was his strange habit of jumping
into the stoneware bottle at the end of the day when he closed his shop. Only
one person was aware of this secret: Fei Chang Fang, the town official who was
always atop the watchtower keeping watch over the town. On different
occasions, Fei Chang Fang approached Hu Gong and eventually succeeded in
convincing Hu Gong to take him inside the stoneware bottle.

Much to his surprise, Fei Chang Fang discovered a whole new world inside the
bottle: stately mansions towering above; boundless gardens filled with rare and
wondrous plants; and beautiful flowers blooming in abundance. Strangely-
shaped rocks and fountains were placed with such grace as to make the eves
dance. Fei Chang Fang was treated to a sumptuous banquet, and confabulated
with Hu Gong late into the night. Hu Gong was in truth a hermit wizard
temporarily living in disguise in the world of human beings. When it was time
for Fei Chang Fang to leave, Hu Gong warned him emphatically not to tell a soul
of what he had witnessed inside the stoneware bottle.

The Hakone Country Club, surrounded as it is by graceful hills, is a paradise in
a bottle situated lower in altitude than Lake Ashinoko. In this land so steeped in
mystery, we can all leave the cares of the world behind us and enter a new
dimension.

So, let us again don our kingfisher's shadow and step into our "paradise in a
bottle" today.

Michitaka Kondo
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