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For Margot and John


 

INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 1955 Marcel Breuer, chief architect of the new UNESCO headquarters in Paris, asked Isamu Noguchi if he would design a patio for delegates. Noguchi, as was his wont, expanded the job to include an adjacent garden. The so-called Japanese Garden was a turning point in his career. Before this commission, he had, in the 1930s, been a successful portraitist, and in the 1940s his sculptures assembled out of carved and slotted stone slabs garnered the attention of critics, dealers, and museums. Early in the 1950s exhibitions and commissions in Japan made him a celebrity in his father’s country. But his UNESCO garden not only brought him the renown that would lead to major public projects in the following decades, it also taught him about the kind of sculpture he wanted to make. In his autobiography Noguchi wrote: “I like to think of gardens as sculpturing of space: a beginning, and a groping to another level of sculptural experience and use: a total sculpture space experience beyond individual sculptures. A man may enter such a space: it is in scale with him; it is real.”1

But designing this Paris garden was more than a new way of thinking about sculptural space. The two years it took Noguchi to create it were important, he said, because they had led him “deeper into Japan and into working with stone.”2 As his design progressed, he realized that with rocks he could connect the world above with the world below. He called stone “the direct link to the heart of the matter—a molecular link. When I tap it, I get an echo of that which we are. Then, the whole universe has resonance.”3 From his childhood in Japan, he knew that the rocks in gardens were more important than the plants. Rocks were a garden’s bones. Emerging from the raked sand in Zen gardens, rocks were like islands rising from the sea. “The Japanese have learned that peace is established in a garden by rocks,” he told an interviewer a few months before his UNESCO garden opened. “There is a lesson in humility for me as a sculptor; if the rock is better before I touch it, what is there for me to do?”4 It was this attitude that, in the last two decades of his life, inspired Noguchi to spend just as much time listening to stone as carving it.

In April 1957 Noguchi traveled to Japan to look for stones for his garden in Paris. In Kyoto he met the master gardener Mirei Shigemori, who took him to a mountain area on the island of Shikoku on the Inland Sea. During two days of steady rain Noguchi clambered over wet boulders whose shining tops emerged from the current of a small brook deep in a ravine. When he found one that spoke to him, he let out a cheer from beneath his paper umbrella. He chose eighty rocks—altogether weighing some eighty-eight tons. They were, Noguchi said, “very bright blue, almost too beautiful … the ones I picked looked flat and light, so that perhaps you get the feeling that they [are] jumping about or happily enjoying themselves or dancing.”5 The stonecutters who worked with him were amazed at his avidity. He was electrified by the search. What the Japanese call “stone-fishing” became one of Noguchi’s passions.

The blue stones were moved to the coast at Tokushima, where Noguchi and Shigemori spent four days moving them into an arrangement that, to Shigemori’s disapproval, followed Noguchi’s preconceived plan. The stones would serve to punctuate space, to direct a stroller’s footsteps, and to offer surprise. From this time on, stone became his central passion. “To search the final reality of stone beyond the accident of time, I seek the love of matter. The materiality of stone, its essence, to reveal its identity—not what might be imposed but something closer to its being. Beneath the skin is the brilliance of matter.”6 Because stone is ancient and endures, it offered Noguchi a way of dealing with time’s passage.

As Noguchi’s enthusiasm for rock grew, he became increasingly sensitive to each stone’s individuality. “Stones are like people. Some are more alive than others … They seem to be going, you know, at another clip.”7 Photographs of Noguchi carving or placing stones show a man immersed in an impassioned dialogue. In an essay about his work at UNESCO, he said: “My effort was to find a way to link that ritual of rocks which comes down to us through the Japanese from the dawn of history to our modern times and needs. In Japan, the worship of the stones changed into an appreciation of nature. The search for the essence of sculpture seems to carry me to the same end.”8


 

1

PARENTS

When Isamu Noguchi was a boy of ten roaming the hills above the sea in Chigasaki, Japan, he searched for wild azaleas and rare blue mountain flowers to add to the primroses, violets, and daisies that already bloomed in his garden. He persuaded a local horticulturalist to give him clippings. Soon he had about fifty rosebushes irrigated by a ditch of his own devising. And, in the Japanese fashion, he placed a rock in the garden to give a feeling of weight and permanence. When he returned home from one of his plant-searching forays with muddy feet and his mother complained, he responded, “There’s such fine mud on that mountain, so rich and black and slippery. I wish we had our garden full of it.”1

Noguchi decided that when he grew up he would become a landscape gardener or a horticulturalist. Years later, looking back on his childhood, he attributed his passion to embed himself and his sculpture in nature to his early years in Japan. “Primarily,” he said, “what we carry around with us is a memory of our childhood, back when each day held the magic of discovering the world. I was very fortunate to have spent my early childhood in Japan … one is much more aware of nature in Japan—not a vast panorama of nature but its details: an insect, a flower. Nature is very close, a foot away.”2

Noguchi’s love of gardens with moving water and carefully placed boulders would reemerge in the many gardens that he designed beginning with his 1951 Reader’s Digest garden in Tokyo and ending in the 1980s with California Scenario, in Costa Mesa. Driven by his feeling of placelessness, Noguchi learned to invent oases for himself and others to inhabit, places where he could calm his restless energy.

Although Noguchi maintained that it was through his gardens that he came to a reverence for stone, it is clear that his love affair with rocks began when he was a child. “Stone is the fundament of the earth, of the universe,” he said.3 “We come from stone and we return to it, it is the earth itself.”4 Torn between East and West, Noguchi never felt that he belonged anywhere. He called himself a “waif,” a “wanderer,” a “loner.” He was a person for whom fierce personal attachments were rare. Rocks, on the other hand, were something he could rely on. Cutting into them with chisel and hammer was a way of merging with the earth, making it his “place.”

Noguchi’s childhood in Japan formed what he called “the private side” of his being.5 His American mother, Leonie Gilmour, was, he said, his strongest influence, and it was from her that he developed an interest in art. He described his mother as shy, reserved, and sensitive. “I think I’m the product of my mother’s imagination.”6 His father, Yonejiro (Yone) Noguchi, was mostly absent. But the fact that his father was a well-known poet was something that Noguchi mentioned often with pride. In his own work Noguchi hoped to “take the essence of nature and distill it—just as a poet does.”7
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Leonie Gilmour

Yone Noguchi never formally married Leonie Gilmour, and lived with her and Isamu only briefly. Nevertheless, Leonie thought that her son was more like his father than he was like her. In the introductory paragraph of his autobiography, published in 1968, Isamu wrote: “With my double nationality and double upbringing where was my home? Where my affections? Where my identity? Japan or America, either, both—or the world?”8 Twenty years later he posed the same question: “After all, for one with a background like myself the question of identity is very uncertain. And I think it’s only in art that it was ever possible for me to find any identity at all.”9 But, unlike the paintings of his contemporaries, the Abstract Expressionists, Noguchi’s sculptures did not explore his own identity, nor did they delve into the tumult of his subconscious. Rather, he sought to connect with the earth.

*   *   *

Leonie Gilmour was an extraordinarily unconventional and self-reliant woman. She was five feet three and slender with light brown, wavy hair and soft gray eyes. In photographs, wearing spectacles, she looks delicate, schoolmarmish, and charmingly Irish. Her father, Andrew Gilmour, was, according to Noguchi, an Irish Protestant who emigrated from the village of Coleraine in the far north of Ireland to America sometime in the nineteenth century. Possibly he was part of the influx of Irish immigrants fleeing the potato famine of the 1840s, although there is some evidence that he left home to escape family problems.10 Noguchi, who knew Andrew Gilmour only through a photograph, said that he was “quite handsome, with a beard,” though what impressed him most was his grandfather’s intrepidness.11 “My mother told me that he went swimming, one day in Sheepshead Bay on New Year’s day.” Perhaps it was his grandfather’s example that prompted the adult Noguchi to terrify friends by swimming far out beyond breaking waves.

It was probably in the early 1870s that Andrew Gilmour married Noguchi’s grandmother, a nurse named Albiana Smith. She was the daughter of Aaron Smith, a fairly prosperous man of Irish descent, and a mother who was descended from a French fur trader and a Cherokee woman. Leonie, the first of Albiana’s two daughters, was born in New York City on June 17, 1874. Her younger sister Florence was born a few years later. Andrew and Albiana never divorced, but they did not live together for long. Andrew had two daughters about the same ages as Leonie and Florence by another woman, while Albiana brought up her daughters alone.

Leonie and Florence attended the progressive Ethical Culture School (then called the Working Man’s School) founded in 1876 by the New York Society for Ethical Culture. The school emphasized the integration of manual and academic training and children were taught how to use tools, an experience that proved formative. Years later Leonie would apprentice her son to a carpenter, and, when he was thirteen, she sent him to a progressive boarding school that taught boys not just academics but also manual skills.

After Ethical Culture, Leonie went to the Bryn Mawr School, a boarding school in Baltimore founded in 1884 by five young women who believed that girls should be offered as rigorous an education as boys. The school was preparatory for Bryn Mawr College and its curriculum included modern and classical languages, science, and athletics. A superior student with a keen interest in literature, the seventeen-year-old Leonie entered Bryn Mawr College outside Philadelphia in 1891 on a full scholarship. After an early focus on chemistry, she majored in history and philosophy, and in her sophomore year she won a scholarship to the Sorbonne, where she spent a year studying French literature. Noguchi maintained that his mother translated the work of the nineteenth-century French Romantic novelist George Sand, a writer whose bold novels promulgated freedom for women.

After graduating from Bryn Mawr, Leonie lived with her mother in New York and looked unsuccessfully for editorial work. She finally took a job at Saint Aloysius Academy, a Catholic girls’ school in Jersey City, where she taught Latin and French. In the evenings she struggled with her own writing. Her letters to her great friend and fellow Bryn Mawr graduate Catherine Bunnell speak of books that she was reading—works by Schiller and the poet William Young, and George Du Maurier’s Trilby, and they hint at her own literary ambitions: “I’ve been thinking up the plot of a problem story this afternoon. I want to write it down tomorrow if my energies don’t evaporate overnight.”12 In a joking tone, she said she hoped to get it published. Changing the subject, she said, “I got a new hat. That is, I took an old black straw hat, somewhat dingy, and with a watercolor brush and bottle of ink improved it into a suitable crowning achievement for a lady of literary and artistic tastes. A whole big bunch of cabbage roses stuck on.” Other letters allude to her loneliness and to a disappointing romance.

To supplement her income Leonie sought freelance editorial jobs. Early in 1901 she answered an advertisement placed in a newspaper by Yone Noguchi, who needed someone to help him with his English writings and to type his manuscripts. Yone wrote Leonie back, giving his address as 80 Riverside Drive on Manhattan’s Upper West Side:

Miss Leonie Gilmour:

Dear Madam: Permit me! I am a young Japanese who advertised in the Herald and received your letter. I called on your place but not finding even a person.

I don’t need any English teacher—yes, I do! I want one who can correct my English composition. Can you take such a task? I suppose that you are able, with good English and literary ability. About three pages a week. How much you charge? Pray answer me!

Yours

Yone Noguchi

 

P.S. Tell me when you can see me, then we will talk about—that’s better, I suppose.13

Leonie took the job, and within a few weeks Yone wrote to her saying how grateful he was for the work she had done. He apologized for paying her so little and asked her to work on four different manuscripts. “Am I not asking you to do too much? I am afraid I do!… And one more thing. I think that I will come to see you on next Sunday night. Say, about 8 o’clock. Doesn’t it suit you?”14 Despite Yone’s awkward English, Leonie, a lover of poetry, was happy to participate in its creation. Though Yone’s poems tended to be rhapsodic and trite, she was clearly drawn to their romanticism. A few years later she told a mutual friend: “I confess the sort of poetry I like best is that which makes me slightly drunk—and I find ideas to be not a necessary ingredient in producing the divine intoxicant—in fact they have a sobering affect [sic].”15 As the letters and manuscripts went back and forth and as their meetings became more frequent, the tone of Yone and Leonie’s exchanges became less formal. Within a few weeks, he would sign a letter “Yours Jap friend, Y. N.”

*   *   *

Yonejiro Noguchi was born in the town of Tsushima in rural central Japan on February 8, 1875, the youngest son of Denbee Noguchi, who, though he claimed Samurai descent, was a shopkeeper selling such items as geta (wooden sandals), umbrellas, and paper.16 Upon graduating from the First Prefectural Middle School, Yone moved to Tokyo, where he attended a preparatory school for Keio Academy (later to become the prestigious Keio University). Japan, after being isolated from the world for so many years, was eager to catch up with the West, and when Yone entered Keio the curriculum emphasized Western culture. Yone practiced his English and, like many students at the time, dreamed of going to America. On November 13, 1893, the eighteen-year-old Yone left school and, with only one hundred dollars in his pocket, sailed steerage class from Yokohama to San Francisco on the steamship Belgic. In his autobiography Yone Noguchi recalled: “My friends saw me off at Shimbashi Station [in Tokyo]. I felt most ambitious when they wished me godspeed; but my heart soon broke down when my oldest brother, who came to Yokohama to bid me a final farewell, left me alone on the Belgic.”17
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Yonejiro Noguchi

Upon his arrival in San Francisco, Yone and a group of fellow passengers found lodging at the Cosmopolitan Hotel, where he marveled at the pleasure of the sheets and soft pillow—Japanese pillows were made of wood. He was amazed also by the splendor of Californian women: “What lovely complexions, what delightfully quick steps.” American women were, to his eyes, a “revelation of freedom and new beauty.” They looked, he said, like “perfectly-raised California poppies.”18

The day after his arrival he presented a letter of introduction to a member of the Patriotic League (Aikoku domei), a radical group of political activists who had fled Japan and aimed to reform their country’s government.19 The league published a daily paper, The San Francisco News (Soko shinbun), and Yone was hired without pay to deliver the paper to its two hundred subscribers. Along with several other young league members he lived at the paper’s O’Farrell Street office, sleeping on a table covered with newspaper. Yone found this life tough, but he was pleased to have time for reading, especially Lord Byron, his favorite author.

Before long, Yone realized that by associating with his Japanese coworkers he was not learning English. He therefore attended elementary school to improve his English and took various jobs cleaning, dishwashing, waiting on tables, and translating newspaper articles for The San Francisco News. After about a year he decided that he needed to resume his literary studies. A friend told him about Joaquin Miller, a well-known poet, essayist, and bohemian guru who lived in the Oakland Hills overlooking the bay. Yone climbed the hill to a small white house set in the midst of fruit trees and rosebushes. “I fell in love with the place at once … More than the place itself, I fell in love with Mr. Miller, whose almost archaic simplicity in the way of living and speech was indeed prophet-like.”20 To the young Yone Noguchi, the septuagenarian Miller was “the very symbol of romance and poetry.” Miller had long white hair and an even longer white beard. He wore a cowboy hat and boots, a red sash for a belt, and a diamond ring, and he sometimes threw a bearskin over his shoulders. Occasionally he dressed more formally in a dark double-breasted vest and a dark felt hat. He had worked as a mining-camp cook, a lawyer, a judge, a newspaper writer, a Pony Express rider, and a horse thief (for which he was briefly incarcerated). During the Gold Rush years he moved to Northern California, lived in a Native American village, and married a Native American woman. He had a number of wives but when Yone met him he was single.

Called the “Poet of the Sierras” and the “Byron of the Rockies,” Miller was the author of several books of poetry, the most famous of which was Songs of the Sierras, published in 1870. One of his poems, “Columbus,” was memorized by schoolchildren and ended with “Sail on! Sail on! Sail on!! And on!,” a line that Yone Noguchi remembered Miller reciting in a voice that “leapt like a leaping sword.”21 From 1886 until his death, in 1913, Miller lived at “The Hights” (the name he gave to his Oakland Hills home). He wrote poetry in the morning, planted trees and shrubs in the afternoon, and built monuments to General John C. Frémont, Robert Browning, and Moses. To the north of his house he built his own funeral pyre.

When Yone appeared at his door, Miller must have been charmed by the young man’s handsome face with its chiseled jawline, sensuous mouth, and large, dark, sensitive-looking eyes. He invited Yone to stay in a cabin attached to his own. Instead of paying for his keep, Yone cooked breakfast and dinner and performed various odd jobs. Finally having found a home that made him happy, Yone made the decision of his life: “I secretly decided that I would become a poet.”22 He spent his mornings writing poetry and reading. Edgar Allan Poe and Walt Whitman were his favorite Americans, but he also read the great seventeenth-century haiku poet Bashō and a book about Zen Buddhism. In the afternoons he helped Miller garden and clear land. He took to heart Miller’s advice to be intimate with nature and to value silence. During the four years that Yone spent at The Hights, the two men spoke very little.

In June 1896 Yone published five poems in The Lark, a San Francisco journal to which Joaquin Miller was also a contributor. This first entry into the world of print was for Yone “the greatest of joys, and I never felt anything like it again.”23 The following year he published his first book, Seen and Unseen, or Monologue of a Homeless Snail. After a period of embedding himself in nature at Yosemite, in 1897 he published a second book of poems, The Voice of the Valley.24 In spite of his clumsy English and rather maudlin, hyberbolic rhetoric, his poems were well received in San Francisco literary circles. Readers were impressed that a young Japanese man was writing in English about his passionate response to nature. His work seemed delightfully exotic, a bridge between East and West.

Prompted by what he called his “mad desire to ally my soul to the heart of Nature as nakedly as possible” and “to heed the calling voice of trees, hills, waters, and skies in the distance,” Yone embarked on what he called “tramp-journies.”25 His models were Bashō, who wrote poetry while traveling by foot in northern Japan, and the eighteenth-century Anglo-Irish writer and poet Oliver Goldsmith, who liked to go “vagabondising” in Europe. Yone set out for the Yosemite Valley. After a night under the stars he wrote a poem, the first lines of which read, “Oh Repose, whose bosom harbors the heavenly dream-ships, welcome me, an exiled soul! / Thou, Forest, where Peace and Liberty divide their wealth with even a homeless convict.”26

At the outset of his next tramp journey to Southern California, he wrote in his diary: “Silence is eloquent; the universe talks much. Solitude does not simply mean loneliness, but warm familiarity. I love the solitary life. I decided to walk along the shore all night. I wrote a poem.”27 Yone tramped to Los Angeles again in 1899. This time he seems to have left The Hights without informing friends of his plans, and one friend, Kosen Takahashi, wrote to a mutual acquaintance that Yone was his “eloping lover.” He had wooed Yone “as a boy do so for a girl,” Takahashi said.28

When Yone returned to Miller’s cabin in early April 1899, he resumed work on O’cho-san’s Diary, a book inspired by the publication of John Luther Long’s Madame Butterfly. (Titled The American Diary of a Japanese Girl, it would be published two years later in three installments in Leslie’s Monthly, and as a book in 1902.) The diary is the story of the visit to America of Miss Morning Glory, a feisty and independent girl, quite different from the stereotype of the self-abnegating Japanese woman. For help with his English prose, Yone often called upon Blanche Partington, a cultural reporter for The San Francisco Call. On July 12, 1898, he had written Blanche: “I am writing on O’cho-san’s Diary more and more. I wish therefore, you will work on with it when you got back to your home, for the preparation to make it appear in some newspaper.”29 But his relationship with Partington was fraught. Yone could be demanding and childish if he did not get his way, and as Partington tired of his whining, she tried to extricate herself from his demands.

Though he enjoyed California, Yone knew that to establish a literary reputation, acceptance in Manhattan counted for more than success in San Francisco. In May 1900 he headed east, traveling by train first to Chicago, where he stayed for about a month, working on essays about his impressions of the city commissioned by The Evening Post. He then moved on to New York, which he described to Partington as a “monster with the head of Goddess and the four legs of animal … New York is the warmest heart like a mother, and is the coldest like a razer [sic].”30 This seems to have been his last letter to Partington until four years later, when he passed through San Francisco on his way home to Japan. Within six months of his arrival in New York, he had found Leonie Gilmour, who could take over Partington’s editorial role.

A few days after Yone arrived in Manhattan he was pickpocketed and wrote a friend of Joaquin Miller’s for a loan. Charles Warren Stoddard, once part of California’s literary bohemia, was a gay poet best known for his collections of homoerotic stories recalling his sojourns in the South Sea Islands, South-Sea Idyls (1874), and for The Island of Tranquil Delights (1904). He liked to befriend very young men and was always in search of what he called a “Kid.”31 “I am so much down-hearted,” Yone wrote, “Help me! Will you? Help me!”32 Stoddard sent ten dollars and in August Yone went to Washington, D.C., to meet Stoddard for the first time. Although the forty-seven-year-old Stoddard wrote in his diary that he had been disappointed that Yone had not turned up wearing a kimono, he was smitten.33 When Yone returned to New York after a stay of several weeks in Stoddard’s “Bungalow,” he wrote to his host: “My dear Charlie. How rare your sweet magnetism! Your breath so soft and impressive like Autumn rain! Your love—thank God! so heavenly!”34 Turn-of-the-century letters often suggest a sexual intimacy between same-sex correspondents when in fact the writer is merely expressing fondness. Yone did, however, avow in an article about Stoddard’s “Bungalow” published in The National Magazine that he sometimes slept with Stoddard. In New York, Yone took a room at 80 Riverside Drive and then moved to a Japanese boardinghouse at 41 East Nineteenth Street. He spent the next year finishing his Diary of a Japanese Girl, which would be published as a book by Frederick A. Stokes. A year and a half after his first visit to Washington, D.C., Yone sent Stoddard a photograph of himself, to which Stoddard waxed euphoric, calling him his baby. “I must nurse you well, and take such very, very good care of you.”35 Another of Stoddard’s letters said he wanted to hold Yone in his lap and fondle him and at night he would embrace him, “the two of us upon the one pillow … Now come, place your lips to mine in one long rapturous kiss!”

Yone Noguchi’s apparently amorous relationships with men did not preclude heterosexual interests. It was probably late in 1901, a few months after Leonie began working for him, that he met and fell in love with the twenty-five-year-old Ethel Armes, a cultural reporter for The Washington Post. Although he could have asked Ethel to edit his work, he continued sending it to Leonie. His letters to her comment (most often favorably) on his own writing, but he insisted that she be frank in her evaluations of his efforts: “Say, Leonie, cut it short if you want! Change words if they don’t fit properly … Don’t be afraid.”36

Leonie, it appears, also took to asking Yone for advice on her own work. When in 1901 she sent him one of her stories, he told her it was too realistic. “Your story … has not much value, I declare.”37 He also objected to her story’s moral position; it had defended a divorced woman who planned to remarry: “I don’t think that people can change husband or wife as if with socks or underwear.”

Around this time he told Leonie of a story he had written about the misery of an American woman married to a Japanese man. “Crow should be in comradeship with crow,” he wrote. Perhaps Yone was trying to warn Leonie not to become infatuated with him. But Leonie was more and more drawn to Yone, whom she admired as a poetic creature whose physical beauty, boyish charm, and evident need for her were no doubt seductive. Nonetheless, they continued to quarrel. In a letter of September 10, 1901, Yone wrote, “Dear Leonie. Please don’t! Let us laugh!” Three weeks later they have had yet another contretemps. Apparently he had lost his temper with her—like his son Isamu, Yone was prone to flashes of rage. Perhaps to placate Leonie and to keep her working on his manuscripts, he encouraged her to send one of her stories to Red Book.38 Probably the chief cause for her pique was that he had told her that their relationship was no different from his relationship with his male companions—an ungallant assertion, to be sure.

Yone had been in Rochester, New York, for several months when he wrote to Leonie in September 1902 saying that he planned to return to New York City in October and then to go on to London. There he took up lodgings with Yoshio Makino, a Japanese artist friend who lived in southwest London, and, having failed to find a publisher for his poetry, he decided to self-publish From the Eastern Sea, a sixteen-page pamphlet of eight poems. Makino designed the cover and Yone sent his slim volume to people such as William Butler Yeats, Laurence Binyon, and William Michael Rossetti. Rossetti made some minor revisions to Yone’s text and wrote him that the poems were “full of a rich sense of beauty, and of ideal sentiment.”39 Binyon wrote that the book had “an atmosphere of beauty and suggestion which is peculiar to itself and unlike anything we have already.”40 Thanks to the favorable critical response, the University Press published an expanded version of the book, which Yone dedicated to Stoddard. Just before Christmas he received a letter from Ethel Armes telling him that she was engaged and that Yone should not have abandoned her. Meanwhile Stoddard continued to write, discouraging Yone from marrying Ethel and applauding his literary success. With people like Algernon Charles Swinburne and Rossetti praising him, Stoddard said, Yone’s fame was certain to be instant, like Lord Byron’s.

Back in the United States, Yone’s relationship to Leonie remained businesslike, but there were signs of increasing intimacy. “Are you deadly tired of me?” he asked in a teasing letter. “I am something like a jellyfish which has no head and tail. I don’t know what I am going to do … (Anyhow, what’s the matter with you?) You are quite blue, aren’t you? Come, now, it’s awfully foolish to be blue.”41 He was, he said, planning to go to Japan. Most likely this was the cause of Leonie’s sadness. Instead of departing, he made a promise of a permanent bond with Leonie. On November 18, 1903, he wrote one line on a page from a notebook: “I declare that, Leonie Gilmour is my lawful wife.”42 Perhaps she required such a vow before they became lovers.

After this marriage delaration, Leonie appears to have moved in with him at his apartment at 121 West Sixty-fourth Street. Their cohabitation probably lasted about half a year. (There are no letters from him to her during this period.) In February she became pregnant, but neither this nor his “marriage” to Leonie prompted Yone to end his relationship with Ethel. Indeed in June 1904, when Leonie was four months pregnant, he wrote to Stoddard that he was still planning to marry Ethel. On August 3, 1904, Yone left New York, traveling by train first to Birmingham, Alabama, where he stayed with Ethel’s family for four days, and from there to San Francisco, where he boarded the Manchuria bound for Japan. He appears to have had little regret at leaving the six-months-pregnant Leonie behind.

From the Japanese point of view, Yone, having conquered the literary worlds of the West, could come home in triumph. In January 1905 he wrote to Stoddard that he was being feted with numerous receptions and that Ethel would soon join him. “We—I and Ethel—will work together and hard as possible, and build an ideal home, and then you will come. What a dream!”43 Still, Yone did not earn much money. He discovered that it was not possible for him to write and publish in Japanese. The Japanese saw Yone as too Westernized both in his writing and in his person. “With blue eyes and features like those of a foreigner it is hard to think of him as being Japanese at all,” wrote the well-known poet Sakutaro Hagiwara.44 “I have no confidence in either language,” Yone admitted years later in a poem. “In other words, I guess I am a dual citizen.”45 Similarly, Isamu Noguchi would say that he belonged nowhere and was a citizen of the world.
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DEAR BABY

When Leonie’s pregnancy became visible, her mother, Albiana, moved to Los Angeles to find a place for Leonie to live until the baby was born. Leonie soon followed, and in time her sister Florence joined them. At first Leonie and Albiana lived on East First Street in downtown Los Angeles. From there the eight-months-pregnant Leonie wrote to Catherine Bunnell on October 30, 1904, that she was busy sewing and reading and that their home had a garden with roses and vegetables and a view of a green cemetery and of “hills and cottages and gardens set off against the far away mountains like a picture hung on the wall before you.”1 Of Yone she wrote: “It may be I shall not see him again. I have a fancy as if he were a bird that flew through my room and is vanished.”

Her abandonment pained Leonie more than she would admit. Years later, in a letter to her daughter Ailes, who was in despair over a failed love affair, Leonie revealed how much she had suffered at the loss of a love: “One of the strangest phenomena of life is a sudden violent love affair … they come and go—leaving the poor victim powerless to keep themselves … Then too—one idealizes the beloved beyond all semblance of fact—& when disappointment & disillusion come, life is too terrible—one hardly has the strength to go on. I know only too well. What an ecstasy of joy—being in love brings—but it is as unstable and evanescent as the froth of champagne.”2

Isamu Noguchi was born on November 17, 1904, at the Los Angeles County Hospital, a charity hospital, which was all Leonie could afford. When she registered she gave her name as “Mrs. Yone Noguchi.” Ten days later the headline of an article in the Los Angeles Herald ran: “Yone Noguchi’s Babe Pride of Hospital. White Wife of Author Presents Husband With Son.”3 A photograph showed the infant Isamu swaddled in the arms of a hospital nurse. His eyes seem to look out at the world with wonder. The text read:

“Kawaii Kota [sic],” meaning dear baby, are the words which Yone Noguchi, the author of “The American Diary of a Japanese Girl,” begins his book, and out at the county hospital the story of another little life has begun, and the little son which has been born to the wife of the author and poet, is just such another baby as the one described by him in the first page of his book.

The young man gives promise of being in every way a fine specimen of the kind that is holding the attention of the whole civilized world. [The Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 was making headlines at this time.] In spite of the fact that baby was born under the flag of Uncle Sam and that his mother is an American woman, of the blue eyed type, he has not a single trace of anything but Japanese and the hair and eyes are as black as his father’s ever were. Out at the hospital he is quite the center of attraction and the nurses have endowed him with the name of “Bobbie” for lack of a better one. He is exhibited on all occasions and there is no treat the son of the illustrious poet can not have for the asking.4

After Isamu was born, Leonie and her mother moved to a tent village outside of Pasadena where, with money from Florence’s savings from her salary at the Encyclopedia Britannica, they purchased a plot of land and lived in a tent. For Albiana, Leonie arranged for the construction of a one-bedroom shack. Leaving Isamu in the care of her mother, Leonie found work first as a typist at the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce and then as a stenographer and assistant bookkeeper at an iron foundry.5 Years later Noguchi mused about his birth: “I suspect that I was an accident, unexpected and inconvenient.”6 But in her letters to Catherine Bunnell, Leonie spoke adoringly of the child she called “baby” while waiting for Yone to give him a Japanese name. On New Year’s Day 1905 she wrote to thank Catherine for her Christmas presents: “Baby has tried on his shoes and he thinks they will fit nicely about the time he gets ready to wear shoes. At present he keeps his feet tucked away in his petticoat. They are very pretty (feet and shoes) Wish I had a decent picture to send. That newspaper picture [in the Los Angeles Herald] is rank injustice. He’s a sweet pretty boy. Don’t know just who he looks like. At first he had a decided resemblance to his daddy, but it’s wearing off. He has a funny little Irish-Japanese smile that would do your heart good to see.”7

In April 1905 Leonie received the first (extant) letter from Yone since he had returned to Japan, indeed, the first letter since his declaration of marriage. He began: “I received your letter of March 10th and I am glad Baby is all right.” He then launched into the one subject that seemed to matter to him: her work on his manuscripts and her efforts to sell his writings. Yone sent Leonie articles to be edited and she sent them on to be published by their friend Frank Putnam. “And you take some money out, and send me the rest,” he instructed.8 Often in his correspondence with Leonie, he complained about being poor.

Yone’s April letter to Leonie does not mention his personal travails. He had hoped that Ethel would arrive in Japan in March and that they would be married. But a female reporter for the Los Angeles Herald told Ethel about Yone’s affair with Leonie and Isamu’s birth. Ethel was outraged. In an undated letter to Stoddard, she wrote: “I haven’t been able—literally to write a sane line since it all happened. Her name is Leonie Gilmour or Gilman and I believe she goes as Mrs. Noguchi … She says—you know—that Yone lived with her the year—all that year he was writing to me & we were engaged—she says he was married to her all that time. I heard from him a few weeks ago & he says he lived with her one week only & that she lies. I do not think she lies … You can give me your impression at least. But it makes no difference—there is the child—his treatment of that woman.”9

No sooner had Ethel broken off their engagement than Yone turned to Leonie and asked her to come to Japan. His April letter said: “Of course, you know, Leonie, you are wiser. You do what you think right and good. I cannot pursuade [sic] you, this matter especially you know.” Leonie’s reaction to the news of Yone’s involvement with Ethel was forgiving. Meanwhile, Yone wrote to Stoddard as if the crisis caused by the women finding out about each other was trivial: “Did Ethel write to you about the Los Angel’s [sic] woman? It is not so black with me as you may fancy. Don’t trouble yourself with that matter, pray. I will settle it myself. And in fact it was all settled—a long time ago.”10 He begged Stoddard to come to Japan, assuring him that all he would have to pay for was his steamship passage. His house at 81 Hisakata, Koishikawa, was, he said, about a mile from the center of Tokyo. It was surrounded by trees and flowers and had two servants. “Will you come over? I will treat you like a Lord … no money is necessary, after your arrival in Japan I make money enough for myself, and besides for somebody else … come over here, and live with me—can’t you?”

Leonie’s letters to Catherine suggest that her longing for Yone was counterbalanced by her delight in motherhood. “First Baby is growing fast and fair. I named him Yosemite, but his papa has not condescended to set the seal of his august approval thereon. He says: ‘I will send some good name soon. I am pondering upon it.’ And he still continues to allude to his lordship as IT.” The baby, she told Catherine, could walk and “say whole lots of things. He has a lively temper. When he gets mad he jumps up and down so hard I’m afraid he’ll injure his feet.”11
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Isamu, aged about nine months, in his native California

That fall, Leonie planted a vegetable garden. A photograph of Isamu at about age one shows him standing near a tomato plant and wearing a dress that reaches his ankles but exposes his bare feet.12 The fourteen-month-old Isamu was, Leonie wrote to Catherine, a “wonderful conversationalist, singer, actor, storyteller, climber, dancer, jumper, and general stirrer-up of things.”13 Time spent at her desk, she said, had been productive. “The National Magazine printed the third of the series of my Mirabel and Dousabel stories this month. I wrote another a few days ago which I like better than the others.” Meanwhile the correspondence between Yone and Leonie grew more heated as Yone alternated between urging her to join him in Japan and dissuading her from coming, usually because of his lack of money. In February 1906, Leonie came to a decision: she and “Baby” would be better off staying in California.

Listen! America is a good country, California in particular. Baby is well. He is happy. Tho’ we be poor, he does not suffer from it. Maybe our way of living is not quite civilized—We live in a tent, where rains and wind come in at will—Baby has no shoes on his feet. He runs free as a squirrel on the hillside. Does it matter, our way of life? Roses are glowing on his cheeks. We built a little California house of one room beside the tent. There my mother lives. And there I took Baby in on the day it was finished. He was like a caged bird eagerly looking to door and windows for a way to escape … And education. Education is free here. I do not think much of “school” myself. I could myself teach him everything he would learn in school.14

Leonie acknowledged that as far as the aesthetic side of life Japan might have more to offer, but insisted that Isamu would do just as well in an American art school. She was concerned that if she and Isamu lived in Japan, Yone’s work would suffer:

But how about your poetry? Where will you find it? In business? In the crowding cares and responsibilities? In the companionship of a wife you do not love? You shut love out of your life—human love, which is also divine. Why? Because Frank Putnam thinks you should? Because of awakened thoughts of responsibility toward your boy? Maybe you think you will make amends for the past. Past is past. You cannot amend it. Maybe you think we, Baby and I, need you. We do not.

Therefore I think it better we live apart. If I have chance to have work in Southern Japan someday I will come. And you can see Baby all you like. And we will have proper separation when you get ready—and you will remarry according to your better and riper judgment. Baby and I have each other to love. Yes, that’s better.15

Despite her decision, Leonie was ambivalent. She wrote to Frank Putnam: “Honestly I do love Yone … simply I wish to do what is the very best thing and for once in my life I believe I have decided wisely. It is a relief to have a thing definitely decided anyway. Really I am not ‘good enough’ for him.”16

Yone’s letters to Leonie in the following months reveal his diminishing enthusiasm for her coming to Tokyo. “Is your decision firm like a rock?” he wrote on April 2. “I know that you are wise always. And Baby is too little, and I am afraid that he will soon turn to be a little Jap boy. I really think that California is a better place to educate one and raise aprightly [sic] … I am glad Baby is doing nicely. He will be a great boy, I am sure.” Undisclosed in these letters is Yone’s new affair with one of his servants, the seventeen-year-old Matsuko Takeda, whom he would marry six years later after they already had several children together. Nonetheless, Yone continued to expect Leonie to serve as his American editor and agent.

In the meantime, Leonie continued to write and submit her own stories to Putnam. To supplement her income she was “picking flowers for the market,” typing and revising a manuscript for a young Greek playwright, and “cudgeling my brain for thoughts upon the subject of ‘Engaged Girls’ in answer to a most polite request from ‘Good Housekeeping.’” The thirty-one-year-old Leonie concluded her letter to Putnam on a wistful note: “The days are flying away—carrying my youth, alas! Some gray hairs are shining among my brown.”17

Despite Yone’s dissuasion and Leonie’s April letter declaring that she would remain in California, Leonie reversed her decision that fall, and decided to go to Japan. She wrote to Stoddard on December 6 that she was going as soon as they had enough money. “I am going to make a little Japanese boy out of my son.”18 Yet she knew that Yone could not be counted on as a husband or father: “I quite agree with you,” she wrote to Putnam, “that poets—at least some of them—were not made for domestic uses. So I shall open the door of the cage as soon as I get over there.”19

Leonie’s decision to go to Japan may have been prompted by California’s change in attitude toward Japanese immigrants. Americans had been pro-Japanese during the Russo-Japanese war, but Japan’s postwar expansionism in China met with American disapproval, especially in California. Already in 1905 a law prohibiting marriage between Caucasians and “negroes” or “mulattoes” had been amended to include “Mongolians.” The influx of Japanese laborers incited angry protests in some San Francisco labor unions, and the press was full of alarmist talk of the “Yellow Peril.” In 1906 the San Francisco school board ordered the children of Japanese immigrants to attend segregated schools. California farmers established the Asiatic Exclusion League and orange growers around Pasadena set up signs saying that no Japanese or Chinese would be hired.20 For a mother with fierce pride in her son, who wanted to protect him from the sting of racial prejudice, these changes were surely disheartening.

The last letter to Putnam that Leonie posted in the United States was written on January 23, 1907. She said she planned to leave soon, but she was still “pegging away” at her typewriter, writing the sequel to what she called her “tent story,” which had been published in the December issue of West Coast Magazine and was titled “A Little California House.”21 Isamu, she said, “talks wisely about going on a big ship on the great wa-wa to see Papa. If you ask him what is a ship he smiles knowingly or points to a shadowy corner, saying ‘see, cunning little ship!’ He has the art of never being surprised or taken unawares. The funniest thing about telling a funny story before him is that he always laughs loudly before you get to the point of the story.” About joining Yone in Tokyo, she said: “Am I glad or sorry? Really, I don’t know. Call no man happy until he is dead … Yone’s letters are ominous, to say the least. He warns me not to bring any ‘dreams’ with me. Oh, well, I am tired of trying to do anything with him. I guess Baby Bob and I will take care of each other.”
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Leonie booked steerage-class passage on the Mongolia, a Pacific Mail Steamship Company vessel, and on March 9, 1907, she and Isamu left Los Angeles bound for Japan via San Francisco. There were 1,400 third-class passengers, mostly Chinese laborers, crammed into the lower decks. Leonie and Isamu had a small cabin under the boiler room.1 For most of the seventeen-day trip, Isamu lay seasick in his baby carriage. When the ship docked at Yokohama, not far from Tokyo, on March 26, Yone was there to meet them. “The arrival of my two-year-old boy, Isamu, from America was anticipated as it is said here, with crane-neck-long longing. This Mr. Courageous [the Japanese ideograph for Isamu means “brave”] landed in Yokohama on a certain Sunday afternoon of early March…”2 Hitherto called Baby, Bob, or Yo, Noguchi was finally given the name Isamu.

Yone boarded the ship and found his way to Leonie and the baby’s cabin. In his autobiography, published in London in 1914, he described the calm, yellow sunlight that lit the carriage in which lay the “little handful of a body” of his half-asleep son. “Now and then he opened a pair of large brown eyes. ‘See papa’; Léonie tried to make Isamu’s face turn to me; however, he shut his eyes immediately without looking at me, as if he were born with no thought of a father … I thought, however, that I could not blame him after all for his indifference to father, as I did not feel, I confess, any fatherly feeling till, half an hour ago.”3

As Yone and Leonie pushed Isamu’s carriage toward the train and then home, Yone realized how everything must seem strange to Isamu, the street sounds, the language, the way people looked, and the melancholy clacking of wooden geta on the pavement. Leonie was cold and exhausted. Isamu was pale and thin, and Yone wondered what had happened to the plump baby that Leonie had described. Isamu was quiet but not peaceful: “Now and then he opened his big eyes, and silently questioned the nature of the crowd which, though it was dark, gathered round us here and there.” A white woman pushing a baby carriage containing a not-quite Japanese-looking child was a curious sight. “In no more than the dying voice of an autumn insect, Baby suddenly asked mother where was his home.”

For the next several days Isamu kept crying. “It tried my patience very much,” Yone recalled, “and I did not know really what to do with him. He cried on seeing the new faces of the Japanese servant girls, and cried more when he was spoken to by them.” He kept on crying when Yone gave him a present of a Japanese toy dog made of cotton. “My earliest memories are not happy,” Noguchi wrote years later, “nor do I think back on my later childhood as being particularly so in spite of Japan being a child’s paradise.”4

On his fifth day in Tokyo, Isamu told his mother that he wanted to go home to his grandmother in Pasadena. “Where’s Nanna?” he asked. “Far, far,” said Leonie. Isamu repeated her words several times and then turned white and silent. To cheer him up Leonie said, “Baby, go and see papa.” Isamu moved toward Yone’s room and slid the shoji open a crack, but when his father turned to look at him he shut it quickly and ran to Leonie crying, “No, no!” Yone heard Isamu tell Leonie that his father was not there. “I must have appeared to his eye as some curiosity, to look at once in a while, but never to come close to. However, I was not hopeless; and I thought that I must win him over, and then he would look at me as he did his mother.”

No matter how hard Leonie tried to create a bond between Isamu and Yone, Isamu was his mother’s child. His father remained a distant figure, probably more so as the months went on and Yone’s double life became more embroiled. His common-law wife Matsuko became pregnant the month that Leonie and Isamu arrived. The demands of two households must have been anathema to a man as self-absorbed as Yone, a man who longed for solitude and to “live in poetry.”

In the beginning Yone did try to fulfill his promise to Leonie to be a good father. He was amused that when he clapped his hands for the servants, Isamu would come running and kneel before him just like the housemaids. “I was much pleased to see that he was growing familiar with me. And he even attempted to call me ‘Danna-Sama’ (Mr. Lord), catching the word which the servants respectfully addressed to me. It was too much, I thought; however, I could not help smiling delightedly at it.” Leonie and Yone may have exacerbated Isamu’s cultural confusion. “You Japanese baby?” Leonie asked, and Isamu turned to his father and said yes. When Yone asked him if he would like to remain an American, he turned to his mother and said yes.

Soon after arriving in Tokyo, Leonie wrote to Putnam about what it was like joining the “husband” whom she had not seen in almost three years. “Yone and I don’t fight, but as far as happiness with a capital H, why I fear we are both too selfish as you say. Yone changed so much I would hardly have known him—especially in the shape of his nose and the acquisition of a moustache. Yone seems to like the Boy tho’ he doesn’t approve of his manners which have suddenly flowered into a sort of wild Indian Savagery amazing and dismaying. (For much attention has turned his little head.) Everybody calls him ‘Bo-chan’ which is Baby-Lord, and I tell you he lords it over them.” She was lonely, she said, especially because she did not speak Japanese, and her usual independence was thwarted by the difficulty of finding her way around Tokyo’s tangled unpaved streets.”5

Noguchi’s memories of his childhood were vague: “It’s difficult to piece together what was my childhood,” he told an interviewer in 1988.6 “My clearest recollection is of riding on somebody’s back and being fondled and enjoying myself immensely. There was a bamboo fence, I remember, and I would peer across it, and this was, you might say, my one clear recollection, of, you might say, happiness—of having finally found a situation of security. I think my feeling towards Japan comes from this very initial sort of relief that I felt of being safe and on ‘terra firma,’ coming across the ocean on a shaky boat must have been unpleasant for me.” Yet he recalled that insecurity was “a fixed part” of his childhood. The open space of a playground on a hill near his father’s house, for example, filled him with foreboding. When cherry blossoms fell and scattered soon after he arrived in Tokyo he was saddened.7 “Things which are so far back are not like a part of myself, more like the life of somebody else,” he wrote in his autobiography. “To me it all seemed like chance. Choice, if any, came much later.”8

As the weeks went by the scrawny toddler that Yone had welcomed in Yokohama turned into a plump, healthy boy. He came to love Japanese food. After eating breakfast with his parents he would go into the kitchen and share a second breakfast of rice with the servants. He also liked wheat gluten candy made in the shapes of animals. Every morning the candy salesman would walk along the street beating a drum to advertise his wares. “Donko, don, donko, don, don,” Isamu would cry in imitation of the drumbeat. He would then insist that one of the servant girls carry him on her back with his bottom perched on her obi (a wide sash worn with a kimono), as is customary for Japanese children.

Isamu quickly picked up Japanese words and customs: when a guest departed he would call “Sayonara,” and when an uncle gave him an American and a Japanese flag he shouted “Banzai!” Soon he ventured out beyond the garden to play blindman’s buff with the neighborhood children who at first had looked at him as an oddity. When children passed the house they would shout “Baby san,” thinking that was Isamu’s name.
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Isamu in Tokyo, aged about five (left); holding his half-sister, Ailes, 1912 (right) 

Isamu played with any household object that he could move. He kept on sliding the shoji open and shut and Yone had to hide the clocks because Isamu would wind them so tight that they no longer functioned. In the evenings as he sat with his parents, he enjoyed chasing their shadows. When his own shadow vanished behind another shadow he looked downcast. “Go to papa!” Leonie would then say. “He will give it to you.” Isamu would poke and prod his father’s kimono in search of his shadow until Yone would say, “There it is, Baby,” and would move aside to let his son’s shadow reappear on the wall.9

Although Isamu often tried his father’s patience, Yone indulged him. Whenever Yone passed a store he would look to see if there was something that he could buy for Isamu. If Isamu delayed his bedtime by insisting on seeing the moon, Yone would hang a lamp with a blue globe on the other side of a shoji screen and Isamu would soon be contentedly asleep. “Any child,” Yone noted, “appears wonderful to his father; so is Isamu to me. I confess that I made many new discoveries of life and beauty since the day of his arrival in Japan.”10

By the time these memories of Isamu’s early Tokyo days were published, Isamu was ten and had been living apart from his father for many years. Yone’s visits were rare. Noguchi told an interviewer, “Our family really had no cohesion. I should hardly say ‘our family’ because I did not belong to his family.”11 Not only did Yone have another family he was attending, but also he took weekly sojourns in Kamakura, a seaside town about an hour southeast of Tokyo that was once Japan’s capital city and is famous for its many Buddhist temples. Yone would repair to one of the largest, Engaku-ji, a beautiful Zen Buddhist monastery founded in the thirteenth century that is spread over a vast area and comprises many subsidiary temples. Yone’s routine was to teach at Keio University two days a week and then spend the rest of the time in Kamakura, away from the mundane demands of his two families. In 1910 he published a compilation of his poetry and essays called Kamakura, in which he wrote about his pleasure in the monastery’s gift of solitude and in the calming Buddhist rituals.12 On May 19, 1907, less than two months after Leonie and Isamu’s arrival in Tokyo, Yone wrote to Charles Stoddard from his temple retreat: “Yesterday, my boy Isamu and Mrs. Noguchi were here, making some noise; and last night, they returned home in Tokyo, leaving me in my beloved Silence without which I cannot exist.”13

With Yone’s help, Leonie found pupils who wanted to learn English. In July 1907 she wrote to Catherine Bunnel thanking her for sending a sponge cake recipe and telling her a little about her students—a lieutenant, a professor of electrical engineering, and a banker. Leonie also planned, starting in September, to teach two mornings a week in a small girls’ school run by a Mrs. Sakurai. About Isamu, she reported that he was picking up Japanese quickly but that she herself was not.14

The winter of 1907–08 was difficult for Leonie. When Yone and Matsuko’s daughter Hifumi was born that December, Yone registered her birth. But he never registered Isamu, and when he had a son in 1909 he listed him in the household register as his firstborn son. Presumably Leonie was ignorant of these births, but Yone was less and less attentive to her and to Isamu. On February 26, 1908, Leonie wrote to Putnam: “I felt generally miserable in my innards this winter—too cold.”15 Japanese houses had no central heating—a brazier was the only source of heat, and the paper shoji panels did little to keep out the cold. “I’m homesick for the country—Japanese country, American country, any country where there are fields and blossoms and breezes and unscented by city odors. And a garden. I’m just crazy to dig. But we are shut up in Tokyo, and likely to remain so for the rest of our natural lives, unless we happily die young … And poor Baby! ‘What are you doing baby?’ I called out, seeing him holding his wooden geta, with trowel in hand. ‘Nothing, mama, nothing,’ he answers. ‘Nothing to dig.’”

On March 13, 1908, Leonie wrote to Catherine: “I have had only one week’s vacation from teaching since I came here. That was last summer. And in spite of my best endeavors I can earn only some 85 yen a month, with which it is not easy to keep house, keep a girl to take Isamu to school, keep us all in clothes and shoes, and send 20 to mama every month. It takes as hard work to earn that 85 yen as to earn as many dollars in America, but it doesn’t go nearly as far since most of the staples, bread, butter, sugar, chocolate, oatmeal etc are imported from America.” Yone contributed part of his salary to help with household expenses, but in general, Leonie said, she was “footing it alone here. Yone in his temple in Kamakura is happily oblivious of the cares and worries of this sordid world. There he spends his time sleeping, smoking, writing divine poetry, emerging twice a week to lecture at Keio College.”16

In spring 1908 Leonie and Isamu moved to 90 Myogadani Street in the Koishikawa district, “a tiny little house on a hilltop close by a grove of tall trees where a Ho Ho! Kikyo! (nightingale) sings to me daily.”17 She also reported to Catherine that Yone was back in Kamakura. “He has engaged a room in a temple where he can write in peace, far from the madding crows of Baby and me. Incidentally this leaves me in something like your idea of earthly bliss—a little house, one pretty little maid servant, and nobody to bother. Isamu thrown in for good measure. I’m quite enjoying it. Chance to get some work done. That means typing Yone’s new book chiefly, with teaching, housework etc—thrown in. Really awfully busy.”

In July Leonie and Isamu spent two weeks at the seashore at Yaidzu in Shizuoka, where they were invited by Leonie’s friend Setsu Koizumi, the widow of Lafcadio Hearn, an American Japanophile writer who had taught English literature at Tokyo Imperial University. Hearn and Koizumi’s two older sons had been Leonie’s pupils since the previous autumn. Their two younger children were eight and five, young enough to be Isamu’s playmates. Yone, who had just finished writing a book about Hearn, was impressed that Leonie was staying in a house where Hearn had spent his summers.18 Noguchi remembered: “My mother used to take me along with her to call on people. Among them was the family of Lafcadio Hearn, whose children she taught for a while. The Hearn family lived in Okubo and had a beautiful garden. Thus cautiously did I come to know the world.”19

On June 13, 1909, Leonie wrote to Catherine about how independent and full of curiosity four-and-a-half-year-old Isamu was. “He is everything to me,” she said.20 She noted her son’s attraction to mechanical things and to nature, two interests that would persist in his adult life and that would greatly affect his art. Testifying to his interest in nature and in working the earth, a neighbor reported, “One day Isamu-san covered the whole front gate of the house with gobs of mud. I didn’t actually see him do that but I did see the gate completely covered with mud when I passed by. His mother did not scold him at all. Without fussing she simply had the maid clean the gate off with water.”21

The following April Leonie took a part-time job teaching English at the Kanagawa Prefecture Girls’ Higher School in Yokohama.22 She wrote to Catherine on November 3, 1910, that at his school Isamu had made a sketch of the sea that he called “Ibariken by Moonlight.” It was so subtle that “you had to look hard to see anything on the paper—and then you perceived some faint blue lines representing the waves of the sea, with a few pale yellow sails on it.”23 He had, she said, decided to become an artist instead of a soldier. “‘Why?’ said I. ‘Because’ said he ‘all the soldiers got to die, and I don’t want to die. Even a general has to die.’” She told Catherine that because the commute to her teaching job was too long, she was thinking of moving once again and had found for Isamu a private kindergarten that had just been opened by a man named Morimura. It had “Goats, chickens, monkey, peacock, sea-saws, swings etc. Very small, very high-toned, a trifle expensive … Isamu says he likes it ‘because it is such a beauty garden.’”

When she next wrote Catherine on December 23 Leonie and Isamu had moved to a small house surrounded by fields in Omori on the southern edge of Tokyo. Omori was on the water, but their hilltop house looked inland toward Mount Fuji. Of her life with six-year-old Isamu, she reported that they had been to the Russian Circus: “Isamu was in ecstasies. There was one man Mr. B—famous horse trainer. Isamu whispered to me: ‘He is a Great Man!’ Poor little Isamu. His hero worship is strangely placed. He told his papa the other day that he hoped to become a great man some day, but that he could not become so great as mama. Tonight he is busy making a book. His cheeks are red red roses. I think the country air does him good.”24

Isamu’s year at the Morimura School was happy. Compared to most Japanese schools it was progressive. It valued individualism and the students did not wear uniforms. A photograph taken in 1911 of Isamu’s graduating class shows six boys and four girls. Behind them stand the staff of nine women and one man, who may be Mr. Morimura. Isamu is the smallest boy and the only child who holds his rolled-up diploma to his mouth as if it were a flute. On the first page of his autobiography Noguchi wrote: “My first recollection of joy was going to a newly opened experimental kindergarten where there was a zoo, and where children were taught to do things with their hands. My first sculpture was made there in the form of a wave, in clay and with a blue glaze.”25 His wave sculpture was, he recalled, “much talked about in kindergarten and my mother never forgot it. She kept hoping I would eventually become an artist.”26 Looking back near the end of his life, Noguchi remembered his attendance at the Morimura School as pivotal: “My awakening to consciousness out of this dark and uncertain time came with my being taken to Morimura Gakuen … I was finally among people who seemed to take me as one of them, or rather, as somebody of interest to them, somebody that they related to as a student, appropriate, I imagine, to my being there … and a half-breed person such as myself was a welcome addition, I believe.”27 The feeling of being accepted, of not being treated as a gaijin, was to Isamu a great relief. Even if at that young age he would not have known the meaning of prejudice, he surely felt it. He came to realize that “the Japanese do not accept foreigners as another person equal to themselves”28 and he continued to be touchy about his mixed blood, his being foreign, and his illegitimate birth for the rest of his life.

On May 3, 1911, Leonie wrote Catherine that in Omori she knew only one of her neighbors, but that Isamu had friends. She described Noguchi’s cleverness in circumventing discipline. When she told him it was time for bed, he countered, “I can’t go now, because I told the neighbor’s boy I would not go to bed so early, and I have to tell the truth.”29 Perhaps that neighbor’s boy was the teenage Tomio Iwata, who did in fact live next door and who recalled that Isamu, for all his resistance to bedtime, “never behaved like a spoiled child or acted petulantly toward his mother. Rather, he treated his mother like a teacher—with respect.”30 Iwata delighted in teasing Isamu: “Isamu was always too proud to admit defeat or give in, and he was greedy about food, so he was an easy target to teasing and torment.” Once Tomio hoisted Isamu up onto an exercise bar and left him dangling with his feet too far from the ground for him to jump. “Isamu began to scream his lungs out … I just pretended I didn’t hear or care. Then suddenly the gate swung open, and Mrs. Leonie came bounding into the yard as fast as a rabbit. Without a word she grabbed Isamu, hugged him to her body, and immediately fled back to her house.” Noguchi said that he and his mother were “very close and in fact I had nobody excepting for her. She was, you know, my total link to life, and I’m sure that this was not good for me, but that was the case.”31
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CHIGASAKI

By September 1911 Leonie and Isamu had moved again, this time to a seaside village called Chigasaki, about two hours from Tokyo but close to Kamakura. It is possible that Leonie left Omori because her landlord no longer wanted to rent to her. He had apologized to her neighbors about renting to a foreign woman, explaining that it had seemed wasteful to leave the cottage empty. Another reason for the move may have been that she was pregnant. She had conceived a child in late April. By moving to Chigasaki she could avoid the stigma of being a pregnant and unmarried woman. Leonie may have felt uncomfortable but she was not ashamed. She felt that marriage was constricting for artists and that marital possessiveness led to divorce.1

Noguchi often described the seven years that he and his mother lived in Chigasaki (during part of which he went to boarding school) as idyllic. But his anxiety never left him. With Leonie teaching at the girls’ school, he was on his own for much of the day. Compared to the protective and nurturing Morimura kindergarten, the local elementary school was tough. His description of his childhood in Chigasaki is full of nostalgic poetry:

There the land is a dark sand, covered with the small pines of the seashore … Through the village runs the Tokaido road with its magnificent pines of Hiroshige. At first we lived in the house of a farmer whose wife raised silkworms on trays of mulberry leaves in the house. It was there that I attended two years of the local schools.

I had by then become a typical Japanese boy, knowledgeable in the ways of nature; such as how to skin the young willow twigs to make whistles, or where to find eels. There were all the festivals I delighted in, the obon dancing in the streets, the kites in the wind, the many-colored, mochi “rice cakes” roasted on forked branches over autumn bonfires. There was a travelling Kabuki troupe. There were sunsets to which we sang “Yu yake ko yake.”2

In a letter to Catherine written on January 15, 1912, little more than two weeks before she gave birth, Leonie said nothing about being pregnant. She spoke mainly about Isamu: “Mr. Bear,” the teddy bear that Catherine had given him before he left America, was, she wrote, his favorite toy. The bear was “wildly trying to climb the dango tree on the bureau. The dango are rice cakes stuck on the bare twigs of a wintry branch, with tiny oranges similarly stuck here and there.” As usual, Leonie spoke proudly of her son’s intellectual development. “Isamu’s young mind is now intent on the problem of the first firstest man. I gave him three theories for a choice, Adam and Eve and the garden, the Norse legend about the cow licking the stones, and the monkey’s clever child. He promptly rejected the latter, saying, ‘Nowadays no monkeys turn into men, and even the most clever monkey child is only a foolish monkey.’ He said he liked the one about God and Adam and Eve the best.”3

Noguchi remembered his mother’s love of literature: “My fondest recollection is of Mother reading to me. She read to me according to her taste. As a result I believed in Apollo and all the gods of Olympus long before I knew of any other…”4 “Beyond that, Chaucer, Uncle Remus, and Lady Gregory are about equally mixed. It was she who instilled in me a love of the artistic.”5 Leonie absorbed everything she could about Japanese art and shared this passion with her son, reading Japanese fairy tales to Isamu and taking him to see temples and gardens. When she took archery lessons at a nearby temple, Isamu was given a small bow. When he was six or seven she gave him a samurai outfit complete with a mask.

Isamu’s attachment to his mother was almost too intense: “My mother seemed always to be calling me. Frail and small, with grey-blue eyes, she would come home at evening to my infinite relief. How I lived in fear of losing her!”6 Leonie loved to swim and the sea became for him “a dangerous place of dark winds and typhoons … my mother would swim far out, farther than I could see, and I was in constant dread that she might never come back … I would say I was relatively happy in Chigasaki, though most often alone while my mother was away working.”

Isamu coped well with the long hours of solitude between his arrival home from school and his catching sight of his mother as she walked home from the train station. On January 27 Leonie did not come home at all, and she was gone for a number of days. She went into labor while teaching at the girls’ school in Yokohama, and returned home with a daughter, Ailes, named for a line from an Irish poem: “Ailes was a girl that stepped on two bare feet.” Noguchi was seven, and as he recalled, Ailes’ birth “threw my whole life off course, into another turbulence of doubt and dismay. For, whereas I had been the total center of [my mother’s] attention, now it was distracted, and my world was not the same.”7

Although Ailes’ arrival caused him distress, there was the compensation that Leonie was now home most of the time. They also moved from the rented room in the farmhouse where the owner kept silkworms to a little cottage on the estate of a viscount who only occupied his house in the summer. Leonie encouraged Isamu to plant a garden, which helped him to deal with the misery of having to share her with Ailes. “I believe,” he recalled, “that I managed to retain my equilibrium in the house in Chigasaki. I built a garden, under my mother’s urging. I spent a lot of time there, working on the garden, and growing various plants. There were a great variety of roses that I grew there in the following years. There were peach trees in the garden which grew and bore fruit. The cycle of the seasons was clearly a part of my consciousness…”8 Isamu turned the overflow from a pump into a brook. “To this was attached my earliest feeling of guilt, for I stole a rock from a neighbor’s wood to place there. Each time Haruhiko san came to call, I expected him to recognize his rock. He never did.”9

Leonie never divulged the name of Ailes’ father, and the mystery became for Noguchi and Ailes a source of tension. “I never asked my mother,” Noguchi said. “She never told me. She’s never told my sister, for that matter, that I know of.”10 Some people believe that Ailes’ father could have been Yone, for he continued to need Leonie’s editorial help and he was often at nearby Kamakura. But his paternity seems unlikely: it is said that Yone felt “betrayed” when Leonie gave birth to Ailes and that he used it to rationalize his further distancing of himself from her.11 Most likely Ailes’ father was one of Leonie’s students—Noguchi remembered that some pupils were close to his mother. In a 1988 interview he said: “I suspect that among her pupils … intimate relationships might have developed, older pupils. There are letters in my sister’s possession that indicate that sort of thing. Certain offers to adopt me, for instance … I remember one Englishman who wanted to adopt me. This Englishman, as I remember, was named Paget.”12

Ailes’ son, Jody Spinden, discovered a letter to Leonie inserted into an old notebook that she had used to teach penmanship. It was dated December 19, 1912, when Ailes was almost one. The signature at the bottom of the page was torn off. The return address the writer gave is thought to have once been a student boardinghouse near Tokyo Imperial University. “Dear Madame,” he wrote. “I will be busy now because of school examination. Suddenly last night I have dreamed about you and baby. I am anxious about baby as something happed [sic] in her fortune. But I wonder [indecipherable] I have something that never go out of my mind … in the morning and at night, especially every Sunday, and now. You understand…”13

Perhaps the man who fathered her daughter was Leonie’s old friend Matsuo Miyake. After he left California for Japan in 1905, Miyake wrote Leonie frequent letters. “How is our dear baby?” he wrote on September 28, 1905. “I would pray thee be not mindless when thou feelith his tender cheeks.” Miyake’s eagerness for Leonie to come to Japan suggests a highly intimate relationship: “Will it not be delightful,” he asked, “to live in a Niphon no Iye, a Japanese residing house, together, you and I?!”14

In October, eight months after Leonie had arrived in Tokyo, Miyake wrote, “… is your babe healthy and dancing on his papa’s arms?”15 In a February 1910 letter that he probably wrote after Leonie had discovered that Yone had a second family, he said, “You say you have a big sorrow in your heart. Don’t you think your brother does not know of his sister’s sorrow. I am always thinking of you and of your circumstance.”16 The following October he inquired about her separation from Yone—would Yone support her? Would she be able to keep custody of Isamu? Would she stay in Japan? He invited her to come to Osaka and live with him. He offered to help her financially as much as possible. He signed, “Your brother for ever, Matsuo.”17

*   *   *

Noguchi did not have many friends in Chigasaki. He lost one, the grandson of the viscount’s caretaker, when the boy cut down the viscount’s favorite bamboo. Leonie wrote about the incident to Catherine:

Did I tell you the disastrous outcome of the cherry-tree legend: you see Isamu told that story to his chum, Sho Morita. Sho-chan, being fired with emulation and desirous of taking the first steps to becoming a great man, promptly chopped down Danna’s (that’s his lord and master viscount Fukuoka) most precious bamboo. He promptly owned up, and was given the thrashing of his life by his grandfather. Furthermore, his grandmother told Isamu that before he came to the neighborhood Sho taro had been a good boy, but owing to Isamu’s pernicious influence he was becoming the worst kind of boy. Isamu was so depressed he stayed in the house a whole day, occasionally muttering “am I a bad boy? Am I the worst boy in the world?” etc.18

The loss of this friend must have been especially painful because the village children in Chigasaki, mostly the offspring of fishermen, treated Isamu as an outcast. With his curly hair, pale eyes, and Western clothes, he clearly was different. “So in a sense I was brought up in a house alone and separate from the kind of common interests of children.”19 Often the children teased and tormented him, especially when he was on his way home from school. They yelled names at him and threw stones or pushed him into rice paddies when he couldn’t outrun them. “After all,” Noguchi recalled, “I was something of a freak, without any doubt, and children don’t hide their feelings.” Because he lacked friends, his mother was all the more central to his life. But he liked to test her love. He remembered the “childhood trauma, of running away, of feeling abandoned, and wanting to go away and ‘they’ll be sorry later on.’ My mother was dragging me back all the time.”20 But she could not always protect him.

When Noguchi was eight, Catherine Bunnell sent him Charles Kingsley’s classic children’s book about Greek mythology, The Heroes. Leonie thanked her, saying that Isamu was a “worshiper of Apollo.”21 In March she reported to Catherine that she and Isamu had read all the labors of Hercules and the story of Perseus. They were halfway through the story of the Argonauts. “Isamu is an admirer of Hercules, especially, though that hero has not ousted his beloved Apollo. And if you please, he prefers in future to be called ‘George Apollo’ a combination of George Washington and the sun-God.”22

*   *   *

In March Isamu was in bed with the measles. On April 5, 1913, Yone wrote to Leonie: “So sorry to hear Isamu is ill. I hope he is well by this time.”23 He enclosed an article about his poetry for her to type and a check. His book of poems The Pilgrimage had, he said, received numerous complimentary letters from England’s literati—people such as Arthur Ransome, Ezra Pound, and Katherine Mansfield. He was, however, in “heavy debt” because he had built a new house.

Noguchi said that one of his few memories of his father, whom he seldom saw after his first months in Japan, was Yone’s appearance when he had the measles: “I was sick and he came to call on me and I felt very puzzled and good about this. But so far as I can remember, this may have been the last time I saw him … [until] I took off for America at the age of thirteen.”24 “I never felt sorry for myself abandoned by my father, [or] for my mother’s misfortunes, for the fact that I was very poor. It probably did color my attitude, give me the drive to try to rectify things a bit for myself. I consider whatever incentive drives you to do something is good.”25 Indeed, Noguchi’s difficult childhood prompted him to excel. “Is fortune or misfortune the better teacher?”26 he asked in his autobiography. Clearly he felt that adversity had forced him to cope. Yet his solitary upbringing and his feeling of being a misfit surely contributed to Noguchi’s becoming, for all his wit, charm, and sophistication, a very defended person.

After the April 5 note, there is only one more letter from Yone to Leonie while she was still in Japan. It was written on January 17, 1914, while Yone was in London being lionized. He had given a lecture at the Japan Society and was, he said, to be the guest of honor at the Poets’ Club dinner. “Yesterday I was invited by Bernard Shaw and tonight am going to take a dinner together with Yeats. And so on—you see, I am splendid in condition, but not financially … How are Isamu and baby? I promised Isamu that he shall have picture-cards occasionally; please tell him: ‘His papa is tremendously busy, but tomorrow, no, the day after tomorrow, he will go to some shops and buy something for him.’”27
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ST. JOSEPH COLLEGE

In September 1913 the eight-year-old Noguchi was sent to St. Joseph College, a school for both day students and boarders in the large port city of Yokohama, just south of Tokyo. The campus comprised several large European-style buildings set on the bluff overlooking the harbor. Isamu’s distress over his new sibling must have been exacerbated by this decision on Leonie’s part—a decision she probably made because she saw her son’s unhappiness at the local school in Chigasaki. Founded in 1901 by the Roman Catholic Marianist Society, the purpose of St. Joseph was to educate the sons of foreigners of any creed or race. The teachers were Catholic brothers from many different countries, and instruction was in English. The children came, Noguchi recalled, “from all parts of the Orient and I think there were others like me of half-parentage … Mixed Japanese such as myself was probably the exception. There may have been other mixed people, from China or someplace, so that it was not entirely that I was so exceptional.”1 Even though at St. Joseph he was no longer thrown in a classroom full of the children of fishermen, his feelings of being different increased.

Leonie registered Isamu at the school as Isamu Gilmour, not Isamu Noguchi, and she herself reverted to her maiden name. Most likely she took back Gilmour because Yone married Matsuko Takeda. In a September 1913 letter to Catherine, Leonie wrote that Yone had “followed the line of least resistance and married his maid servant, a homely and ignorant little wench who cooked his meals. He might have gone further and found better. In Japan marriage is chiefly a matter of convenience. And she was right there. But somehow I feel sorry—awfully sorry. He’s a very good fellow…”2 In discussing Yone’s “Oriental doctrine of no-resistance,” Leonie was parroting Yone’s thoughts about the value of nonassertiveness, ideas that Noguchi would come to share. In an essay about haiku poetry, Yone wrote that haiku express the spirit of nature, not the will of man. Americans, he said, should “live more of the passive side of Life and Nature,” for there was beauty in inaction.3 Quoting Lao-tzu, he urged, “Assert non-assertion.” Years later the nonassertiveness of his son’s sculpture (as compared with the muscular dynamism felt in the work of other artists of his generation such as David Smith) made Noguchi’s work seem to some viewers more Asian than American.

To get to St. Joseph’s school Isamu walked a mile to the Chigasaki station and caught the 5:52 a.m. train. When he arrived at Yokohama an hour later he had to walk two and a half miles up to the Bluff, a section of Yokohama with Victorian-style mansions, many of which were inhabited by foreigners. Noguchi enjoyed the commute. “The first times were very exciting and I remember very well commuting to Yokohama—the railroad station, the run through town, running through Chinatown, going to the Bluff where the school was, and the experience of school … coming back again on the train and then to the little house … this must have gone on for several years.”4 Perhaps because the commute was exhausting, during one period Noguchi became a boarder.

Since Chigasaki was a summer place, and during the fall and winter his friends moved back to the city, Isamu felt, looking back, that it made sense for him to go to St. Joseph, even though he did not immediately make friends there. “I felt always a little bit outside the general community. It was a Catholic school; I was not Catholic … I wished I could be a Catholic; I didn’t know how to. My mother was not religiously oriented. You might say she was a real skeptic about such matters.”5 Noguchi envied the Catholic children: “I would surreptitiously join them in early Mass. Mr. Griffin, the Scoutmaster, was the only person in Yokohama whom I felt really cared about me.” Mr. Griffin “tried to make me into a good boy scout. I took it very seriously of course.” There was also a minister who gave Isamu a Bible, which he kept all his life. As he was a loner, what other students talked about among themselves did not, he said, concern him. But sometimes his separateness got him into trouble: “I remember an occasion when we had gone off someplace to play outside and I felt myself being put upon and I remember I had practiced about what I had learned of ‘jujitsu’ on one of them, his name was Young, and [I] threw him over my head, and I thought I had hurt him. I was terribly worried.”

At one point during his years at St. Joseph College, probably early in 1914, “there came a reprieve … Mother decided to build a house, and insisted that we do it together. She selected a spot close to the sea on the edge of a pine grove overlooking potato fields. It must have been spring, for soon I was there constantly, following every detail. It was a semi-Japanese house with a round window on the second floor, which on a clear day would frame Mount Fuji off to the west.”6

Like Yone, Leonie had great admiration for Japanese domestic architecture, and she wanted her son to learn how to build a Japanese house. In later years Noguchi would share this admiration and he would choose to live part of the year in a traditional Japanese house with almost no furniture and with tatami mats on the floor. The spareness and the structural straightforwardness of Japanese houses would also be a major influence on his sculpture.

Perhaps because it was awkward for a woman, especially one not fluent in Japanese, to order contractors around, Leonie put Isamu in charge. “She wanted me to watch the carpenters, to have a position you might say, in relation to the building of the house, a supervisor or something: somebody to look after and be with the carpenters, who she admired. And the design of the house was mostly Japanese with a few flourishes, you might say, which were foreign or oriented more to her comfort.”7 Constructing the Chigasaki house was a tremendous boost to Isamu’s self-confidence: “And that was my big experience, which started me off into consciousness and a part of my life ever since.”

On the first of March, 1914, Leonie wrote Catherine to say how “bumptious” she felt about her new house.8 Catherine had sent her four hundred yen, half of which she paid to the carpenters. The other half she deposited in the bank. She hoped to return two hundred after six months with interest paid by the bank. The other two hundred she would repay when she could. Leonie drew for Catherine a plan of her triangular house showing the parlor, the adjacent living room, and Isamu’s room and veranda opposite the entryway. The kitchen and bath were in the triangle’s apex. On the south were glass doors looking out onto pine trees. Upstairs was Leonie’s twelve-foot-square room with its view of Mount Fuji and the sea. On two sides of the house, barley fields waved in the wind.

The day after the May 5 Japanese holiday called Tango no Sekku (Boys’ Day), Leonie wrote to Catherine that this was the day that families with male children hang paper carp on tall poles.9 She noted that she was living in poverty but was considered to be rich, hence her house had been burglarized three times. Two nights ago a burglar had made off with four coats, a box of letters, a box of “machine fixings,” an English songbook, a parasol, a tin of cornstarch, and Isamu’s bundle of schoolbooks. As he fled through the neighbor’s pine forest he dropped everything except Isamu’s coat and Leonie’s parasol.

On August 23 Leonie described for her friend the late summer sound of insects and the voices of farmers passing by with their harvest hung at either end of a pole that rested on their shoulders. “This is the land of sweet potatoes and watermelons and peaches. We’ve been reveling in the last two fruits all summer.”10 She described Isamu sitting cross-legged: to see “his startling green eyes reflecting the watermelon rind, is to get a glimpse of the poetry of savagery.”

Noguchi recalled that the year of house building was the year in which he made friends “for the first time.”11 During the summer months vacationers from Tokyo came to Chigasaki. Two law professors at Tokyo Imperial University had villas nearby and Isamu and Ailes befriended their children. One of the children, Kazuko Makino, recalled that Ailes spent much of the day at the Makino house and that Isamu came along. “He must have played with my older brother but somehow I remember him as always alone.”12 Isamu was, she observed, wary and untrusting. “What I remember about Isamu now is that he never walked across the beautiful lawn in the front of the house but always went through the dark grove of pines at the end of the back garden.” She also remembered the way Noguchi would sit by the round window in his mother’s bedroom and watch for the arrival of the train that brought Leonie home from Yokohama.

Isamu’s closest friend that summer was fifteen-year-old Haruhiko Fujii. Together with the Makino children, Isamu and Haruhiko spent afternoons at the beach. Leonie would sometimes join them. As Kazuko recalled, she would throw the children that didn’t know how to swim into the deep water to teach them to stay afloat. Then she would swim to a small island some two miles offshore, terrifying the children that she might drown.

Leonie’s August 23 letter to Catherine lamented the coming of fall for Isamu: “Alas, on the 15th of September he will give up his liberty, don clothes (‘foreign’ clothes) even shoes, and catch the early train—5:52 a.m.—for school, and every day and every day and every day, as he says, it will be the same old thing.” Two and a half months later, Leonie told Catherine that Isamu continued to insist that he was an American. She had been typing Yone’s new book on “Blessed England,” and she noted that in Japan children sang “God Save King George,” but that Isamu and Ailes sang “Hail Columbia, Happy Land!” Isamu, she said, teased his sister mercilessly: “You don’t know what is Columbia, you little foolish ignorant thing!” “I do,” Ailes would say. “Then what is it?” Ailes met her brother’s challenge: “Over there,” she said, pointing.13

That autumn Catherine wrote with the news that she was engaged. Isamu, who had developed a fantasy love for his godmother, was not pleased. Leonie passed along a message to Catherine dictated by Isamu. “Please wait!” he implored. “A man shouldn’t marry till he’s 20. That’s about ten-’leven years. I’m growing pretty tall, and I might just suit her, you know.” Isamu’s marriage proposal was announced with “a comical smirk of masculine conceit, and twirling an imaginary moustache.” A year later, after Catherine wrote that she had married, Leonie reported that Isamu was outraged. “Make plants grow?” he said of his rival’s talents. “Why that’s just like me, and I’m fond of animals, too, especially puppies … I like Shakespeare too.”14 Leonie said that she was glad Catherine had not married a writer. “No offense to the order of the plume, but you know they’re apt to dawdle around the house and get in the way.”

In spring 1915 Leonie wrote to Catherine about her garden with cabbage, lettuce, and a strawberry patch. “Isamu’s garden is brighter with pansies, yellow primroses, violets, English daisies and so on. And there is one white wisteria in full bloom, and a small magnolia tree with large purple flowers. Isamu is taken with ‘wander-lust’ every Sunday lately, and tramps over the hills and far away, ten or twelve miles at a jaunt in quest of rare blue flowers that grow ‘only at the tip top of the mountain,’ or wild azaleas or the like, which he laboriously carries home.”15

Leonie and Isamu continued to commute to Yokohama. She taught school from eight in the morning until two in the afternoon, after which she had a number of private students. One was the daughter of Yokohama’s mayor. She wryly noted that while the mayor rode about in a horse and carriage, she and Isamu rode in a jinrikisha, a small two-wheeled rickshaw carriage drawn by one or two people. She told Catherine that while teaching she had had a “sort of a stroke” and she had lain down with her head packed in ice while her students fanned her. After this she was plagued with headaches. Leonie was now a forty-one-year-old single mother of two. “I don’t think she had very much joy in life,” Noguchi said.16

During her vacation that summer of 1915, Leonie relaxed and occupied herself with “swimming, eating, and sewing.”17 She told Catherine that Isamu had reached a critical point in his education: “He objects strenuously to going to school and is begging me to teach him at home this winter. Of course the long train journey every day is a strain upon him. On the other hand, education at home with a busy mother for teacher is apt to be desultory. He has decided to be a landscape gardener or horticulturalist, and is quite an enthusiast on this his chosen specialty, but he don’t [sic] see the use of arithmetic, spelling and all that [illegible word] for a gardener. He thinks a man should begin his life work young.”

Noguchi had his way. His mother became his teacher. “She taught me botany, as she thought I might become a forester, and semi-apprenticed me to a local cabinet-maker in Chigasaki. There I learned the basic uses of wood tools; to sharpen them, to plane, to saw, pulling in the Japanese way. Of the joining and interlocking of beams, I learned the simpler kinds. I also carved wood panels for above the sliding doors (fusama), some of which were antiqued by burning and rubbing with straw and wet sand. And I made carvings in cherry wood of such traditional themes as rabbits in waves and dragons in clouds.”18 For Noguchi the clay wave that he had made in kindergarten, these decorative wooden pieces, and especially his learning how to use tools, were steps toward his becoming a sculptor.

Noguchi also credited his preference for simplicity and his insistence on honesty of structure to his childhood in Japan. “The Japanese tradition has a great respect for materials and how things are made. It’s a culture closer to the tactile sense of things, which is very important to me. For me it comes through a childhood experience of knowing that things aren’t just painted over, that the structure is part of the design.”19 Besides carpentry and gardening, there was another craft that Isamu enjoyed at this time and that he also saw as early preparation for becoming an artist. While he was being home-schooled he “became involved with making hats; that is, hierarchic affairs such as that winged one of Perseus … The hats I made were my first expression as an artist.”20 Remembering these months of living at home years later, Noguchi said, “This was a period of pleasant memory to me. My mother was more around and had time to spend with me and teach me things. Of course, there was always Ailes, and that probably kept her around the house, too…”21

On February 24, 1916, Leonie repaid Catherine the last twelve dollars that she owed and went on to discuss Isamu’s restlessness: “He is begging me to let him go to America next winter, spend two or three years, perhaps returning when he is old enough to enter an art school here. He has 3 reasons for going. 1. Curiosity to see the unknown. 2. A desire to play baseball. 3. Admiration of Christopher Columbus. (also 4. A wish to get letters from mama).” She said that Isamu had written to a Japanese steamship company and discovered that he could get passage from Yokohama, to Honolulu, to San Francisco, and finally to Los Angeles. The cost of a second-class ticket for someone under twelve was about thirty-nine dollars. Leonie asked Catherine for advice. “How is Florence situated in regard to schools? And would she perchance welcome him as a cheap boarder?” Leonie worried that the itinerary that Isamu had planned would keep him at sea for a month, which was dangerous in wartime. “And think of the German submarines prowling around!” Isamu was undeterred. “He has already made a plan for a trunk which he intends to make himself and is making a list (daily lengthening) of things to take; it includes a silver spoon, chopsticks, gold cup, tools, Teddy bear, favorite book, and other appurtenances to an ideal bachelor den.”22

In an undated letter from the summer of 1916, Leonie told Catherine that she was learning shorthand in order to get a better-paying job.23 (Her current salary was 150 yen a month.) She was still considering the possibility of the eleven-and-a-half-year-old Isamu going to America: “If I could only find someplace where Isamu could earn part of his expenses—I am sure there are such schools, but it is hard to find them from this end of the line. He is really clever with tools—does a sort of wood carving—makes boats and aeroplanes after Art Smith’s models and the like. Splendidly strong and healthy—but blissfully void of aspirations, quixotic standards, democratic ideas and all that sort of thing that are supposed to be in the atmosphere of America (and I believe they truly are).”

On July 31, 1916, Leonie wrote that she was “putting in time” in Tokyo as secretary to Robertson Scott, editor of The New East magazine.24 During the week she lived in Tokyo. On Sundays she returned to Chigasaki. The children were being looked after by a “very competent little country maid” who cooked their meals, and Isamu had returned to St. Joseph. According to the neighbor’s daughter, Kazuko Makino, when Leonie took the job at The New East and had to be in Tokyo for three or four weeks, Ailes moved into the Makino house, but Noguchi refused to move. A neighbor’s housekeeper prepared his meals.25

Not only did Leonie have her suspicions about the “immorality” of the other boys at St. Joseph, but also the commute was exhausting, and she felt “a weariness to the flesh.”26 “And still my bank account is at ebb tide (never a balance of more than 2 or 3 yen at the end of the month). As the boy grows so do his needs—so do his father’s financial delinquencies. I keep the sewing machine merrily humming all summer.” The following year, to avoid the commute, Leonie and her children moved to Yokohama. They returned to Chigasaki on Sundays. She was still feeling poor—she had lost some of her jobs because of the economy and wartime inflation. A job she had taken at Miss Mander’s girls’ school was now part time at half pay. Nevertheless she managed to send ten dollars to her father, who was ill, and she planned to do so every month. “I’ve taken a little two room house at the foot of the bluff. The Bluff is where the swell foreigners live. At the foot are the poor Japanese. But this house is quite new and cozy.”27 She was, she said, sitting on the floor. She hoped to acquire a chair at the next auction. Her letter ended with “Isamu very well, his American ambitions soaring.”

Isamu never felt at home in Yokohama. In his autobiography he wrote: “Living in a foreign-style house, attending a foreign school, I became a foreigner to myself, a stranger in the land.”28 Perhaps also living in the poor section of Yokohama below the rich houses on the Bluff made him uneasy: “I was becoming aware of the various social classes and goings-on in Yokohama…”29 Noguchi did remember having some fun “playing hooky from school to go to a movie, let’s say, that sort of thing. So there was a life in Yokohama that I was gradually becoming accustomed to when my mother suddenly decided to send me off to America.”

As Noguchi told it, his mother was the one who forced him to go to America. He later surmised that Leonie believed that the stigma of being of mixed blood would be less in America. Also she was worried that he had become too friendly with an English boy named Jeffrey Faron, whose family lived in Yokohama. “I’d started spending time, more and more time there, even at night, and I don’t think my mother approved of this—that I’d finally made a friend, and that it should be a foreigner may have been sort of distressing to her, I don’t know why … maybe she felt that if I was going to be with foreigners, like a foreigner, I might as well go to America…”30 In addition, Noguchi suspected that his mother was upset about his newfound interest in girls: “There were these girls—one of them in particular—that I quite fancied. In fact that was during the time of my, a sort of awakening sexuality, you might say.”31

In 1916, Leonie had written to the Interlaken School in Indiana for a prospectus. She had learned about the school from a recent article titled “The Daniel Boone Idea in Education,” published in Scientific American, and she thought it would be perfect for Isamu.32 Interlaken was founded by Edward Aloysius Rumely (1882–1964), a physician, industrialist, educator, newspaperman, and heir to a tractor and farm equipment manufacturing company in La Porte, Indiana. While studying medicine in Europe, Rumely had much admired the progressive schools he had seen in Germany and Switzerland and he longed to start a similar school. The Interlaken college preparatory school for boys was in the country, near the small village of Rolling Prairie on the outskirts of the manufacturing town of La Porte. The school’s motto was “Knowledge through Experience.” The hope was that boys should learn by doing—and especially by doing things with their hands, for muscles and minds were interconnected. It aimed to foster individualism, self-reliance, and honesty, and to turn the “sons of the directing class of our civilization” into “sympathetic, understanding, resourceful, clean living, clean thinking American gentlemen … fit leaders of men in this industrial Republic.”33

The school buildings were set beside a lake on an 800-acre farm. Some of the buildings were log cabins built by the students themselves. The boys worked at many chores—including carpentry and farm work, as well as cleaning their own rooms, setting the table for meals, serving food, and washing dishes. Sports were important, but academic work was rigorous. Classes were conducted using the Socratic method. The students sat in a circle and asked and answered questions.

The first extant letter from Leonie to Interlaken is addressed to the school’s superintendent and dated April 5, 1918. She enclosed a photograph of Isamu and said that Interlaken would be the ideal school for him, but that the expense was a problem, even at the reduced rate of $400, which she had been offered. Would it be possible, she asked, “for the boy to earn a small part of his expense at school, say 50 to $100 a year, and also to earn his keep during holidays.”

About Isamu, she wrote:

He has a very strong inclination for manual work, in fact rather a surplus of motor energy … Regarding the character and temperament of the boy.
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