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BOX 1

SALVAGE




1.1 Yone Noguchi

    1892–1904   San Francisco   Stoddard & Miller

    Russo-Japanese War   poetry, Bohemians






1.2 Kyutaro Abiko

    1885–1925   San Francisco / Livingston   Ishi & Kroeber

    Christianity   settlement, journalism, salvage anthropology






1.3 Etsu Inagaki Sugimoto

    1903–1904; 1910–1932   Cincinnati / Nagaoka   Mead & Benedict

    Bluestocking, Seitō   female friendships & daughters






1.4 Tsutomu Dyo

    1906–1923   Chihuahua / El Paso   Pancho Villa & Pershing

    Mexican Revolution   prospecting & espionage






1.5 Yamato Ichihashi

    1921–1923   Stanford / Saratoga   Jordan, Stine, Yamamoto, Bywater

    Washington, D.C., Conference   war games & eugenics






1.6 Haruko Obata

    1912–1943   Berkeley, Topaz   Chiura Obata & D. Thomas

    Great Nature    arts & crafts








YONE: American Pillow Book


While we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen: for the things which are seen are temporal; but the things which are not seen are eternal.

—2 Corinthians 4:18

I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of God. The name of the nearest friend sounds then foreign and accidental: To be brothers, to be acquaintances, master or servant, is then a trifle and a disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature”



Yone’s new life is dawning as he leaves Tokio for America.

This is the 25th year of our Emperor Meiji.

Yone, born into this Restoration, time of Westernization, will be propelled beyond Nipponese shores to embrace a new language and a new land.

Yone is a tender seventeen.

He exchanges his kimono for Western attire. A silk tie and bowler hat. He struts forward, looking down at his shiny leather shoes. What an elegant young man!

He rereads Longfellow. And Emerson. He will be a New Man in a New World.

Boarding the Belgic, he waves a tearful farewell to the Bay of Yedo. Sayonara, dear city.

Passage across the ocean is a long difficult birthing. Seasick, he struggles to the deck to witness the infinite expanse of oily-looking waters and a lone star on the darkening horizon. He vomits into the Pacific.

Aboard the ship, he meets a stuffy old Japanese gent with a stovepipe hat on his way to be our Japanese minister to Mexico. Oji-san repeats his cups, tongue loosened, expounding on the Chinese question, then declares that the future of the Japanese people lies in Mexico. What does this man know of the Spanish language? Through the air drifts cursing voices, red-faced sailors at work or gambling.

But one evening, Yone awakes to see the ocean moon at its fullest, and it is then that he knows the moment of his loss. Distant in his homeland, he imagines the same moon. He weeps.

Back there, in Tsushima just outside Nagoya City, his father sells paper umbrellas, wooden slippers. He has left everything behind for his first love, an English spelling book.

On the next morning, the Belgic arrives at the port of San Francisco.

Yone, filled with anticipation, shaves, combs his hair, dresses to perfection. Primping in the mirror, looking this way and that. He will arrive in America a young prince.

Oh, by the way, as it happens, every now and then, a character rises from the page and writes the life of her author. This is nothing new, and, to be clear, I am simply sharing my intentions. I am Asagao, Miss Morning Glory, and this is my story about the poet Yone.

As you may know, Yone wrote my diary, The American Diary of a Japanese Girl, and now I, Asagao, will write his. I write this as a corrective to other false impressions of my hero and to substantiate his portrayal of me, who, for as he knew, was not a foolish character in the Mikado or a pathetic geisha doomed to take her life or a Chinese Canadian pretending to be a Japanese authoress.

Ah America! The dream is a complete failure. Upon the docks, smoky air and the putrid stink of sweaty humanity. Cars chasing cars in cavernous streets, shadowed between the highest of edifices.

And what of that street beggar? Yone has imagined even the poorest American dressed in swallowtail coat with a book of Emerson in hand. No such personage. Where is his Emerson?

The Cosmopolitan on Fifth Street, a shabby yet palace-like hotel. Yone rises miraculously by elevator to a room with high ceilings and electric globes. He enters at dusk and pushes a button. Light dazzles from above. But the bed is soft like water, once again rocking him, nauseated, at sea, sleepless.

In every corner on every floor, a spittoon, but wandering out to the street, a red-faced man claps him on the shoulders. Hello, Jap! And spits in his face.

    Life in America begins with a letter of introduction from Shiga Shigetaka, Tokyo benefactor and editor of Nihonjin. Sugawara Den is the clerk for the Aikoku Dōmei located in a gloomy house on O’Ferrell. It’s a patriotic league like Russian anarchists, something Yone’s read about. Here is adventure for the boyish mind. Join our movement! Sell our paper, Sōkō Shimbun.

But what sort of job is this? Petty change for pancakes made from flour and water. Go without dinner except occasional free food at the Chinese restaurant on Dupont Street in exchange for ads in the paper. No bed but a tabletop spread with newspapers, encyclopedia for a pillow, in a house full of rats.

But who cares, if Yone can read. Food for the mind. In America, you can read books for free from a library. Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Poe, Byron, Blake, Keats, and Shelley. He cannot make his spoken English understood, but his mind swirls with its most lyrical language.

Then one day, the Enseisha guys with their opposing paper, The Golden Gate, fight the Aikoku, and Yone’s dear friend Hinata Terutake beats up an Enseisha man with an iron bar. Young Japanese only talk politics. Yone craves poetry. Time to move on.

Put an ad in the Chronicle soliciting work. Menial labor in private homes in exchange for food and board. Stoke their fire, cook their meals, wash their dishes, scrub their floors, and maybe there will be time to go to school. At Stanford’s Manzanita Hall, Yone cleans the classrooms and serves the student-boarders in exchange for a lecture or two.

But Yone’s shoes have become heelless, his socks shot with holes, his shirt threadbare, his jacket dirty. Exchange of This for That cannot buy him respectability.

Yone washes dishes at the Menlo Park Hotel. The poet’s delicate fingers turn blue and swollen. Even in America, money does not come easy.

Then, all at once, life takes a turn. Hike to the Oakland Heights where Joaquin Miller lives. Miller, the hermit who lives on dews, God’s gardener, raising roses and carnations. He’s a rugged white-bearded mountain man in top boots, cloaked in bearskin, a cap of ribbons. A red crepe sash about his waist, he’s named himself Joaquin after the Mexican revolutionary Murrieta.

Miller is, they say, extremely fond of Japanese. Yone is Japanese. Just go up and meet him. In the Heights, nature never hurries. It is here that East meets West. And it is here in the Willow Cottage where Yone will live, caring for the old poet and his mother and their guests, their meals, household, and gardens across acres and acres of field, forest, and canyon. Living in the mists overlooking the San Francisco Bay, Yone enters his dream of romance and poetry, apprentice to the Poet of the Sierras.

Yone resolves: I will become a poet. But was he not already a poet reclining heart-to-heart on the breast of Mother Nature? True poetry is not in writing, but in the union with nature.

Set a table in the dappled summer sunlight. Sprinkle rose petals over linen. Pop the cork on a bottle of claret and linger, talking of men and books.

The literati come and go, and Yone, by attachment, becomes a Bohemian. This does not mean he enters the Club. White men only, please. The only honorary other is Club librarian, to be California poet laureate, Ina Coolbrith, but this will happen later.

Miller declares that Yone is one of my class, the best blood in the kingdom, an avowed admirer of Whitman.

Ah, indeed!

The dawn of Yone’s American life: poems published in the Lark. Critics write: His composition is queer, baffling Japano-English … like Stephen Crane … like an Oriental Walt Whitman. What do critics know, attaching their precious language to our exotic race?

Yone has laid bare his naked soul to the heart of nature. Who but Yone, a homeless snail, home upon his back, exiled from the island of Basho; who but he can know this infinite solitude cast over a grand and rugged, endlessly fertile and industrious continent? East connected to West by a transcontinental railroad, the Iron Moonhunter.

One of the Bohemian Club, Charles Warren Stoddard, has followed Mark Twain and Robert Louis Stevenson to the South Seas. Charles writes its idyll, his delight to have seen, to have touched and be touched by the savage islander, their sleek dark forms glistening in the spray of the reef.

Now from his D.C. Bungalow, Charles learns of the Japanese poet, broods, and ponders.

With Miller’s assurance, Yone introduces himself to Charles, sending a poem with pressed flowers.

Charles replies: Dear friend of the Orient. Long have I waited to hear from you. And begging Yone for his photograph, The muse has brought us heart to heart.

Thus begins their loving epistolary. Long distance between Heights and Bungalow. Pals of the pen.

Yone gathers poppies and buttercups to offer to his still imaginary Charley, throws kisses to his Bungalow, hungers for the next letter. We are like two shy stars, east and west. Let us love each other as heavenly twain.

And Charley: O Yone! My sad poet. Like the weary bird, torn from the Garden of Spices. Thy songs are tear-stained, singest the song of exile.

Yone to dearest Charley: My sweetheart, I dreamed a dream. You were a dragonfly, I a butterfly. Needless to say, we loved.

We floated down the canyon, our path suddenly barred by dense bush. We couldn’t attain to The Garden of Life without adventuring in. Then, you stole in from one place, I from another. Alas! We parted forever.

Charley invites Yone to the Bungalow, and Yone replies, Tell me when we may be together with sweet love. Tell me when!

But with what money will Yone travel and for what purpose other than to be with Charley?

Perhaps the continental trip can be made on foot.

Give it a try. Make the pilgrimage of a vagabond, a book of poems for a walking stick, into the Yosemite Valley.

Camp under the trees by a brook with its silver song. Sleep under starlight.

Sleep over fragrant hay in a barn between the legs of a horse.

Find lodging in a Japanese farm, exchanging translation for laundry and a hot bath.

Wash dishes. Chop wood.

Ride with gypsies under a bright moon.

Sit under balconies serenaded by banjos and the lilting voices of Spanish girls.

Following rail tracks into a dark tunnel, Yone falls into a ditch, but escapes. Sleeping near a coal fire, he passes out and is taken for dead. News travels. Kosen Takahashi, another admirer left behind, draws memories of Yone, charming as spring blossoms, my love forever. Kosen drowns in his tears, losing Yone to naughty spring.

Two weeks later, it’s a miracle to see Yone returned to San Francisco alive.

A letter comes from Japan, a reminder of Yone’s obligation to serve in our Imperial Army. This poet is not cut out to be a soldier. The decision is made for Yone. He will stay away in America.

But may not the poet serve the nation as poet?

Finally one day, Yone finds himself east in Charley’s Bungalow.

To Yone, Charley is a white Chinoiserie, a sainted porcelain.

To Charley, Yone is far too Westernized. If only Yone had come to him barefoot in kimono.

Yone complains, Am I to be another South Sea sea god, shaking spray from my forehead like a porpoise?

No matter. They sit and doze in one huge chair with a deep hollow, its long arms appearing but a pair of oars carrying them into the isle of dream.

The Bungalow is its own idyll. Ivy creeping up brick into a broken window. Coconuts from Fiji. Fans and feathers from Hawaii. Weapons and dancing skirts from Tahiti. Persian pillows and cut-glass punch bowl. And most seducing of all, a great library of books, each autographed.

Yone is dream child, clear as glass, pure as water, sweet as milk.

Then enter journalist, historian, and Alabama belle Ethel Armes. Playing the piano in the Bungalow reception room, Ethel greets Yone for an interview in The Washington Post. As the story goes, Yone is smitten.

Charley mourns his lost Kenneth, too young, fickle, and unfaithful. He nurses a glass of Madeira, stroking tender fingers through Yone’s thick black hair.

Languidly, Yone puffs cigarette after cigarette. Then taking his cues from Ethel, he too addresses Charley as Dad.

Yone wants to marry his sweetheart Ethel, and Charley must come and live with them forever. But Dad disapproves of Ethel and warns Yone: I pray you do nothing rashly! You should both be free!

Besides, Ethel also loves Alice and Annie and Daniel. Everyone plays breakup and makeup. Ethel and Yone engage and disengage.

Meanwhile, Léonie Gilmour answers Yone’s ad in The New York Herald for an editorial assistant. She’s studied at Bryn Mawr and the Sorbonne. Léonie edits Yone’s book, a diary of a Japanese girl in America. All about me, Miss Morning Glory. Charming, isn’t it? She brings me to life. She makes the writing perfect. Retains Yone’s unique style. Campy and oh so modern. The invisible writer behind the writer.

Léonie moves into East Twenty-Sixth Street, marries Yone in his work.

Yone travels, and from London, he receives news of his book’s success.

The reviews are favorable, but who is this Miss Morning Glory? A Japanese coquette with snippy attacks on the American bourgeoisie, with lightness and such frivolity … even frothy. It’s an exotic secret, but is she authentic? But of course I am authentic. What would Lafcadio say?

A highly fantastical diary of an imaginary Japanese. Fantastical, indeed!

Her piquancies would be possible in a Japanese man. Ah, American readers cannot discern a Japanese man from a Japanese woman?

But can a Japanese girl be a New Woman?

What about charming Ada, who fans herself in Japanese chic, then, hooking her arm around Morning Glory’s neck, squanders kisses? Two young ladies in wanton garments roll around happily on the floor. And so we did.

As there is no plot and barely a suggestion of a love theme, the book is evidently genuine. Ah there you are!

This is a happy benign tale, while Yone’s poetry is so mournfully sad. Sadness turns to satire. Satire is fiction. My fiction. Satire is American, but Yone can only be an American for so long.

Invisible, how can he be made visible to the world?

Yone and Charley, invisible to each other.

One poet moves west to find the East.

Another moves east to find the West.

Léonie is pregnant, but Yone loves Ethel, loves Charley.

After thirteen years away, Yone returns to Japan to great clamor, to celebrity. Now he is a full-grown man of thirty years. Yone is a famous poet. He writes for Yomiuri Shimbun, publishes his memoir, his poetry, his essays, teaches at his old school, Keio University.

In her mother’s garden home in Los Angeles, Léonie gives birth to a son.

Ethel cancels her trip to Japan. She won’t come. Neither will Charley. Didn’t Ethel know? About Léonie, the other woman? Never mind Charley. Never mind any of the other boys. Yone must confess. He has betrayed her.

Our Meiji Japan is victorious in war, defeating Russia, extending our Empire.

Yone is changed forever by America’s gaze. Now a man of many worlds, he can never fully return to embrace origins. Yet old privilege and power are comforting.

Yone marries his housekeeper, Matsuko Takeda.

Even so, Yone writes to Charley: Oh, Dad, if you were here with me now! Write to me. I am lonesome!

For the pleasure of his company.

Charley has moved to Monterey on the bay. His misses his Bungalow. He lies in bed. Rheumatism pains him. His heart breaks.

One day, Léonie arrives in Tokio with three-year-old Baby.

Baby has no name until Yone names him Isamu.

As I said, I am Asagao, and this is my story.




KYUTARO: Come, Japanese!




He is not dead. I open his mouth, pinch the nose, pull back the chin. My mother drips her medicine onto his tongue. Just a few drops slither to the back of his throat. He gags, then coughs, a good sign. And we wait.

My son, in this year of my kanreki, as I complete my sixtieth year, I bequeath this confession to you to use as you become the good man I wish you to become. Here, see me as I have been.

I was born in the first year of Keio, 1865 in the Christian calendar, on the 23rd of June, in Suibara, on the Japan seaside of Echigo-no-kuni. The village of my ancestors is surrounded by wetlands, flooded centuries ago to create a reservoir in which thousands of northern Karafuto swans seek refuge in autumn. My strongest memory of my homeland is of these swans, in elegant white clusters floating over the clear reflection of snowy Mount Gozu in the near distance. Sadly, I have no memory of my mother, who died seven days after my birth. My memory of my father is also dim, as, upon my mother’s death, I was returned to the household of my maternal grandparents and there raised.

The era of Keio would be the last of the Edo bakufu, the restoration of the Emperor Meiji commencing in 1868. I was born into these tumultuous times, times that overturned the fortunes of my family, reduced to paper- and candlemaking. As a young boy I peddled our wares from village to village. Given this responsibility at a young age, I gained confidence and learned skills that serve me to this day: salesmanship, the art of negotiation, managing time and money. Rolling my cart from place to place, I met an English missionary who became a regular customer and, over time, also my teacher. It was his instruction that inspired me to seek a life beyond Japan.

Perhaps my plan might have been delayed, except that a local magistrate came to our house and addressed himself to my grandfather with an arrogance that shamed me. My grandfather, however humble, was a scholar, dignified and honest. One day in the middle of the village market, I hoisted myself onto my cart and gave a speech denouncing the magistrate. As the crowd gathered, I became animated until I saw my grandmother staring at me in shock. Until that moment, my rebellious spirit had been suppressed.

And so it was that, days later, to escape my shame, I grabbed a bundle of my belongings and the scarce funds I’d saved over time, and walked away from my cart and my home forever. From Niigata, I found my way to the docks of Yokohama with the intention of crossing the Pacific to America as a stowaway. I was seventeen, only a few years older than you today, full of energy, completely fearless, but also foolish. There were no ships, and in time I spent all my money.

來たれ日本人
近来北米合衆国に於て鐡道事業の大に進步したるか爲めよ隨て勤勞者の新需要
を威するに至りたる次第は大に日本政府及其人民の注意を惹くに足るものあり現
にモントリー、サンライス、オピスポー、サンタ、バルバラ、ウヰンツゥラ、ロースアン
ゲルス、等の地方に於てはソレデートよりの新線路の落成したるか爲めに數百萬
エークルの美田を得るに至り又之れと同時にサスタ、レスキオン地方もカリホルニ
ア及オレゴン線路ノ竣功に由て其地に產する木材を他方に運送するの便を得たり
然るにかくの如く土地物產の開くるに隨ひて茲に一の困難と云ふは勞役者の不足
なる一事なり之れか不足を供給するは支那人の勤勞こう適當のものなるに何故か
兎角米國人は支那人を忌み嫌ひて之を逐斥するに至れり今日本人か之れに代りて
其需用を充たす可きや否は日本人の宜しく熟慮す可き所なり今日の所にては米國
人は毫も日本人を忌嫌するのは偏頗心なしと雖とも逐々其數加わりて一ヶ月に千人
も二千人も渡航するやうにならは恐らくは亦支那人の如く忌み嫌はるゝに至らん然
れとも日本人は支那人の如く執拗ならすして能く俗と興に推遷る性質を有し米國の
衣服を着け米國の食物を食し日常生活の事亦皆米國風に從ひて吝かならされは
固より支那人と日を同うして語る可からす且日本人は勉强、正直、節儉、怜悧の好
評あり果して然らんにはこの新開の土地に取ての珍客と謂う可し近年日本人の布
哇に移住する事實と先頃メール新聞の報したる日本國內の不景氣の狀況とにより
て觀察を下すに數十萬の日本人を米國內に移住せしめなは外に移る者の幸福は
勿論內に留る者も亦爲めに利益を得て實に一擧兩得の策と謂う可きなり

Come, Japanese!

In the United States of America, the railroad business has drastically expanded and created new demands for labor. Hence, it is worth bringing to the attention of the Japanese government and the people of Japan. Indeed, places like Monterey, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura, and Los Angeles have attained millions of acres of fertile land as a result of the completion of new rail lines near Soledad. Because of the California–Oregon line, the Shasta Siskiyou region has acquired the transportation to carry its lumber to outside areas. With further development of land and products, the lack of labor will become a severe difficulty. Although Chinese could fill this demand, Americans hate and repel them. Today, Japanese should seriously consider meeting this labor demand as a replacement for Chinese. Americans have not yet unfairly shown their contempt for the Japanese. However, someday, if as many as one or two thousand Japanese arrive in America every month, Americans might loathe the Japanese like the Chinese. Nevertheless, the Japanese are not obstinate like the Chinese and tend to adapt to new customs. If the Japanese wear American clothes, eat American food, and follow American ways of living without complaint, Americans will not treat them like Chinamen. The Japanese have received a favorable reputation because of their diligence, honesty, frugality, and intelligence. Thus, they are rare and welcome guests in this newly developed land. In recent years, I have observed Japanese migration to Hawaii and Japan’s economic recession. If we encourage hundreds of thousands of Japanese to migrate to the United States of America, those migrants will gain happiness, and those who stay in Japan will also obtain benefits. It is truly like killing two birds with one stone.

She sends me to the stiller waters of the creek that slide in swirls around stones where I can spear a toad. We wrap the toad to the snake bite, poison to poison. And we wait. He is not dead.

In Tokyo, I supported myself with odd jobs, peddling noodles and the like. Eventually I found my way to a Christian church under the sheltering wings of a Japanese pastor who impressed me when he confessed his previous skepticism for all religion and said he had found his way to the faith through translating the Bible. I wanted to know the words that had moved such a change in this venerable man.

I studied with great eagerness English, French, and classical Chinese. My grandfather, your great-grandfather, was a scholar of Chinese, and I came to understand that his Confucian thinking supported the old way of bushi, the samurai. The Restoration had brought an end to filial piety and to class distinctions of lord, samurai, farmer, and merchant. Those of us who lived under the old way were lost. I could not follow my grandfather. I understood that if we Japanese were to enter the modern world to take control of our destinies, we would require new principles, spiritual and moral guidance to light our way. In the next year, I accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as my Savior and was baptized. In the year following, I became a student of the Fukuinkai or Gospel Society, and, three years after leaving home, under their auspices, boarded a British ship, the Gerrick, bound for San Francisco.

渡航の心得
商用や修業や其他の諸事用向にて日本より外國に渡航せんとする者は總て海外
旅行券下附を地方廳へ出願して其下附を待ち之を所持して乘船せさる可からす若
し乘船の際火急にして旅行券の下附を出願するの暇なきものは無屆にて渡航し着
後當地の日本領事館に出願して新に旅券の下附を請ふものあれとも日本にて其下
附を願ふ時は五十錢にして着後當地の領事館より下附せらるゝ時は二弗なり

Instructions for Voyage

All people who plan to go abroad from Japan for business, study, or any other reason must apply for a visa at the local office, wait for approval, and hold it when embarking on the voyage. In case of an emergency that does not allow this proceeding, you can travel without a visa and apply for one at the local Japanese consulate upon arrival. However, the application fee costs fifty cents in Japan and two dollars at the local Japanese consulate.

He is not saltu, not white. My mother looks from him to me. We are the same but different. Nose. Cheeks. Hair. Briefly, his eyes open. What does he see? He nods and returns to his dreaming world. Between here and there, his confusion turns to relief. He is safe. We are not saltu.

I arrived in San Francisco on January 23, 1885. In those days, the Fukuinkai was located on Washington Street in the basement of the Chinese Mission. There I found boarding and like-minded friends. In the next years, I gave my greatest energies to our fellowship. I served as prayer leader, speaker, presiding chair, night school instructor, then superintendent, treasurer, and eventually president of the Fukuinkai.

I studied at the Boys High School on Sutter, and upon graduation dreamed of heading east to college to study sociology at Chicago or Columbia. However, my friends came to ask me to postpone my plans, to enroll in the meantime in the University of California and remain in San Francisco in order to help establish a firmer footing for our fellowship, to which, it is true, I was faithfully devoted. In those days, the study of sociology was very new in America, the first department in the country being established in Chicago in 1892. I was eager to be at the forefront of this research. At Cal, I chose my courses with an eye to moving on, but it was not to be.

After five years of study, interrupted by my many activities, I felt the weight of my dreams. My many promises heavy upon my shoulders. I was already thirty years of age, without a secure position or true career, unmarried and beholden to a struggling lot of Japanese schoolboys who looked to me for mentorship. And there were my impoverished grandparents in Suibara, to whom I could send only a pittance of my small earnings. If I could not continue my studies, had I lost my purpose? What was my purpose? I confess to you my loss of direction, though my feelings may only become meaningful to you much later in life. I spoke to no one, but gathered the necessary implements—tent, rope, axe, tin pot and cup, dry provisions, matches, knife, fishing pole, bedding, Bible, equipping myself for a short journey away. I slipped away in the early dawn and took a train north toward the Sacramento delta with a spur into Oroville and set off on foot into the forest beneath the sleeping volcano, Mount Lassen.

There, camping and fishing near a river, I sought solitude and meaning. I remember my retreat into the mountain forest to have been but a few days, nothing extraordinary except for a chance encounter with a rattlesnake. But my friends claimed that I was gone many months, that they had sent inquiries to every possible destination, even a search team to cover the city, posted my absence in the newspapers and with the police. When I appeared again at the fellowship, they looked at me as if seeing a ghost, having supposed the worst.

However long I had been away, I returned renewed. I understood now that I no longer needed to leave for further studies, that my place and true study would be here within our brotherhood, tested over time by our accomplishments and contributions to our future in America. God had given me this sign.

製服の事
日本人の如きは白人に比しては身体骨格の不規律なる頸筋の短小なる大腿骨の
彎曲なる其威儀容姿の美ならさるに服飾其節ふ適せさるときは其風姿甚た不恰
好にして觀るに足らす況んや流行外れの粗服を着して之を米人の目下に披露する
に於てをや吾々日本人の品位風采を損するや知るへきなり

On Clothes

Compared to white people, the Japanese have little visual appeal because of their unbalanced physique, short neck, and bent legs. As a result of their unattractiveness, it is unbearable to see the Japanese wearing ill-fitting clothes. If they wear clothes that do not fit their postures, their figures look awkward and embarrassing. You should know that presenting yourself to the eyes of Americans with shabby and outdated clothes harms our Japanese dignity.

貨幣携帶の事
日本より貨幣を當合衆國へ持携するには最初墨西哥弗を持越す者甚た多かりし
か後來の渡米者よ「メキシコドルラル」をは決して携帶すへからす當時桑港にての
通用貨幣はUnited States of American One dollarにして墨西哥弗にあらす其兩替
屋ハ橫濱海岸通りにある支那人の「エキスチェンジ」に於て兩替す可し

On Money

In case you carry money from Japan to the United States, never bring “Mexican dollars” like your many predecessors. As of now, the currency used in San Francisco is the “United States of American One dollar,” not Mexican dollars. You can exchange money at the Chinese shop on Yokohama Kaigan Street.

We find his camp. His tent. Rope. Axe, Tin pot, Cup. His fire. The things of his world. We take it all away, hide everything, to make him vanish. If they come to search for him, they will not find him. We keep him safe.

My friends pressed me for an explanation; I had none and I lost no time to outline my plans. With the exception of odd jobs, I had little previous real experience, but gathering the various skills of others, I opened a laundry, then a restaurant. I began to understand my role as an organizer who might bring others together.

    From time to time, I had the opportunity to write my ideas and put them into print in a small fledgling Japanese newspaper, Sōkō Shimbun. My friends in the Aikoku Dōmei, excited by our generation’s emergence in a new Japan, founded this paper. I realized that here was an opportunity to express, debate, and spread ideas. Japanese wanted to keep abreast of world news, to find ways to meet each other, to advertise their small businesses. Men in search of work often came to me, and so I became a labor contractor. I had a continual need to post and announce work opportunities. But these men were also in need of spiritual and moral guidance. Moreover, our increasing numbers roused jealousy and fear among white laborers, and we required a way to establish good communications and friendly relationships. Finally, I negotiated to buy this newspaper and, joining it with another, established the Nichibei Shimbun.

I formed an industrial corporation for the purposes of arranging Japanese contract labor. I traveled to Ogden, Utah, to establish a branch office, and we began to hire men to work in mining, on the railroads, and in sugar beet farming. We sent three thousand men to work in Idaho, Nevada, Wyoming, and Utah. In this business, I saw that what little money these men earned was mostly sent to support their families in Japan. But among the sojourning, money was also spent recklessly in gambling and other pleasures. There was no thought of tomorrow. Our Japanese bodies had become laboring machines, divided by and exploited on both sides of the ocean. I knew from my own experience that as long as we set our sights elsewhere, whether in Japan or some other future location, we would never find peace or a home. Our dream of return was a chimera. The decision to settle, to become a part of the land and place, would bring the prosperity we sought.

Still, this was not an easy proposition. We faced many obstacles. On several occasions, I approached American banks with financial proposals, but I was turned away, unless I could procure the indemnity of a prominent white citizen and the certification of my legitimate intentions, business acumen, and reliability. Japanese required a way to collect our earnings to make it possible to finance larger projects, to invest and install our businesses and organizations, to buy houses and land for farming. We were yet a small community. We knew each other and whom we could trust. And so we founded our own savings and loan bank.

船中便所の事
西洋の便所ハ一段高き所に圓き穴ありて此の穴に腰を掛ける趣向なり此便所の模
樣は家の內にある者と毫も異なることなし唯諸君の注意すへき要點は他なし各其
用を達するの際大小便を日本流に一時にヤラカシテ便所を汚すものなきにあらす

Bathrooms on Board

Unlike Japanese toilets, the holes of Western toilets are located on a platform, and you need to sit on them. Bathrooms in homes are no different than bathrooms on board. Needless to say, the point you must note is that you should not dirty toilets, doing your business in a Japanese way.

食事の心得
食巾は專ら食事の際に口に拭ふに用ふるものとす是を以てハンカチーフの代用を
兼ね額、鼻等を拭ふへからす

Table Manners

Napkins are to wipe your mouth during meals. You must not use napkins like handkerchiefs to wipe your forehead and nose.

テーブルに對しては指を口中に入れて食物の齒牙に挾りたるを直ちに取るへから
す食巾を以て口を掩ひて之を取り去るへし決して衆客列坐の中にて指頭を以て唇
歯に觸れるしむへからす

At the table, do not put a finger in your mouth to remove food stuck between your teeth. Cover your mouth with a napkin and remove it. Never touch your lips and teeth with the tips of your fingers in front of others.

Clear soup. His chest heaves. Tears dribble in happy meeting. Tears to soup. After this, the salmon is good.

It was during a trip to Lake Tahoe, stopping around Placerville, that I rediscovered Gold Hill, the site of Wakamatsu Colony. You know this place where you, with your mother, also visited. In 1869 it was a brief experiment of twenty-two samurai to settle the land, planting tea and mulberry for silkworms. None of the tea plants or mulberry trees had survived. The land was now owned by a family, the Veerkamps, who kindly showed me the gravesite of Okei, the only girl of the group, who, left behind, died at age nineteen. This first colony failed, and yet I felt a stirring. Perhaps Okei, buried in this distant land, spoke to me as I prayed for her spirit. From that moment, I carried within me the seed of a promise. In the next years, I searched the delta and valley for a settlement of my own.

In April of 1906, the Great Earthquake shook, and San Francisco crumbled and burned around us. As we worked to recover our losses, we were physically assaulted and boycotted, as if we Japanese had caused the quake. Of small notice was the rebuilding of the primary school in Chinatown, renamed the Oriental School, with the edict that all Japanese students were to be segregated there with the Chinese. Japanese parents filed suit, protested to the Japanese consul and ambassador, inflaming an international conflict. You must understand that this was a year after Japan’s defeat of Russia at Port Arthur. It was an insult to segregate Japanese with Chinese. The political jargon had become alarmist; such humiliation might ignite war.

The Gentlemen’s Agreement between America and Japan settled possible hostilities for the time being, but with the result that, in exchange for nonsegregated schools, Japanese laborers were now barred entry into America. I was reconciled to this outcome, believing that we should not become like coolie labor, but rather immigrant settlers, with a purpose to contribute our labor to build the nation. Thus, in this same year, I made an offer for three thousand acres of undeveloped land in Livingston, California, surveyed and divided into forty-acre lots. We began with a handful of investors and two settling families. We sold the lots at $35 an acre, financed through our Japanese bank. Thus began our dream of the Yamato Colony in America.

桑港上陸手續の事
船太平洋の航海を終り右に「シーサー」を望み「ゴルデンゲート」を過き左にオー
グランドを見又右に桑港を望みて船の進行漸く緩く汽笛一聲の合圖と共にカストム、ハウス（關稅局）より小汽船にて醫師稅關吏巡査等十數人來船して乘込を調
へ稅吏は乘客船員より其他殘る隈なく嚴重に調ふることあり此際若し密輸入品を
認定するものあるときは誰れの所有品たるに論なく沒收或は課稅す可し船進んて
棧橋に至り此に船を停めて上陸す此時も稅吏來りて乘客の手荷物を一々默撿す
るを常例とす

Landing at San Francisco Port

Toward the end of the voyage in the Pacific, you will see the seaside at the right and pass under the Golden Gate Bridge. The ship will slow down when you see Oakland to the left and the San Francisco Port to the right. Following a siren, a dozen medical doctors, customs officers, and police officers will come on board for inspections. Custom officers will thoroughly inspect passengers and the crew. If illegally imported items are found, regardless of ownership, they will be confiscated or taxed. After the ship arrives at the pier, it is routine for customs officers to check your luggage.

粧飾の事
元來香油香水等の如き艷髮石鹸の如きは粧飾品にして婦人の外は日常重要の
品にあらさるものゝ如くなれとも文明國の人程淸潔艷麗を好み且人自ら健康を
保たんか爲に衞生上尤も缺くへからさるものとして之を使用する者男女共に多き
事なれは後來渡米の諸君も此邊に注意して頭髮亂散のことなく每朝美麗に梳る
へし（白人に雇はるゝ者は殊ふ然り）然らされは支那人の如き輕蔑を受くること
を免れさるへし

On Hygiene

It used to be that perfumes and shampoos were not considered daily essentials for anyone other than ladies. However, civilized people prefer cleanliness, and both their men and women use them in order to maintain hygiene. Those who plan to come to America must keep this in mind and comb their hair every morning (especially those who will be employed by white people). Thus you will avoid being despised like the Chinese.

We sweat together. The stink of old life leaves the body.

I had the occasion to meet your mother in San Francisco as she began her foreign travels with her older sister in 1907. Your aunt, as you are aware, founded the first women’s college in Japan, where your mother was also a teacher. Our meeting was brief but I felt it fateful that I should meet such women of stature. Your aunt had been educated in America, and both sisters spoke English fluently. They continued east, crossing the country to Washington, D.C., then across the Atlantic to Europe, circling the world. Occasionally I received a postcard from somewhere, and I treasured these small insights into their travels.

Upon your mother’s return to Japan, we began to exchange letters in earnest. I wrote about my aspirations for my fellow Japanese in America, my dream of distinguishing ourselves in the modern world. Your mother agreed with me, but added that we should not abandon our Japanese culture. Experiencing many marvels across Europe and Asia, she felt even more strongly her appreciation for Japanese traditions, its art and music. When I suggested that she may have been homesick, she countered that she was not discussing homesickness but those Japanese abroad who mimicked Westerners, attempting to hide being Japanese. She found them rude and ridiculous. And furthermore, it was impossible to hide within Western clothing; others always saw a Japanese. Japanese must learn to stand proudly. I read her words with both pleasure and anxiety: pleasure to know our philosophical connections and anxiety to wonder if she would be willing to leave Japan to make a home in America.

My purpose in traveling to Japan in 1909 was to find investors for the Yamato farming colony, but I also hoped to meet your mother again. Through my newspaper, we promoted settlement, encouraged Japanese men to exchange photographs to arrange for brides. In our Japanese system, conjugal arrangements were usually decided between families with the help of marriage makers; often couples were united between villages, over many miles, never having met. In this case, they would marry across a great ocean. Without such arrangements, family life, the basis for settled living, could not begin. We Japanese would remain sojourning men, prey to loose morals, to gambling and prostitution, fostering odium and disrespect toward us. I myself had put off this responsibility for too long. It was time to find a wife.

英語硏修の事
西洋人に接して對話中不意に質問を受けて直に答辯するは困難の事なれとも交
際上に用ふる言語は通例限りあるものにて之を記臆するは容易のことなり米國に
渡來すれは何事を爲すにも皆英語を以て用便を達せさるへからされは日常交際
上に應用する英語を記臆すへし其語の種類三千餘も記臆せは普通の談話位には
差支なきものとす

Studying English

Needless to say, answering random questions when approached by Westerners is challenging. However, it is easy to memorize English speech because the vocabulary is limited. You will have to use English to do everything once you migrate to America. Therefore, you should memorize words for daily conversation. You will be able to converse regularly if you learn approximately three thousand English words.

He watches carefully to make his body move as my body, to see and hear and smell as I see and hear and smell. My little brother. But there are other stories remembered in his body. He is confused. These stories must take him away, back to what was.

In the summer of 1909 I returned to San Francisco with your mother, and you were born in the following year. I also brought your uncles, my stepbrothers, to America, and they began to run our newspaper. On the one hand, the newspaper, top in circulation among Japanese papers, thrived, but for the farming colony, these were the most difficult years. I traveled back and forth between San Francisco and our valley farming community. Twenty pioneering families had settled permanently, building homes and barns. Initially they planted peach trees and grapes, but these trees would take several years to give fruit, and in the interim, they were stretched for cash. Fortunately, one enterprising woman began to plant eggplants, which were exceptional in quality and taste. Everyone began to plant eggplants, then sweet potatoes, asparagus, tomatoes, and melons, and thus the colony struggled but survived.

While the colony created a cooperative and its own form of management, my one recommendation was that there should be no businesses created to compete with existing white businesses; we would use their stores—grocery, dry goods, hardware, clothing, restaurants, petrol—and promote civil society between and among us. Despite our utopian example, in 1913, the Alien Land Law ended our hopes. It proposed to prohibit aliens ineligible for citizenship from owning agricultural land. Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and East Indian—all of us were such ineligible aliens. In print and publicly, I protested vigorously, arguing that the right of naturalization should be granted to the parents of American-born Japanese, and in so doing, nullify this land law, to the benefit of all Californians.

禮式心得の事
東西其風俗人情を異にするかゆゑに我日本に禮法に合へる事も米國にては却て
無禮とすることあり日本にては總て男子を尊み婦女を卑しみて交際社會に加へさ
る事なれとも當合衆國にては却て婦女を尊敬するを以て常例とするか故に若し街
上往來の際誤てなくとも婦人に衝突をする事あれは忽ち巡査にせられ違警罪を以
て慮分せらるゝなり

On Manners

Because the East and the West have different manners and customs, things that make sense in Japan are sometimes impolite in America. Unlike the patriarchal society in Japan, ladies are commonly respected in the United States of America. Because of this, if you accidentally bump into a lady on the street, you will immediately be arrested by a police officer and charged with a minor offense.

During the last days of hot summer air, one night, I uncover his tent, rope, axe, tin pot, cup, the things of his world. I place everything back as I had found it, but in a wooded place near the beginning of his trail. It is the end of the way to where the saltu came, but it is the beginning of his. I arrange the cold fire just as it was.

Your mother quickly became involved in the church and worked to establish a boardinghouse with classes in English, cooking, and sewing for Japanese women, most of them recently arrived picture brides. In her work, she was my most impassioned counterpart. This organization eventually became the first Japanese chapter of the YWCA. Your mother moved with ease in all social settings, so it was not surprising that we received invitations from Mrs. Phoebe Apperson Hearst to special events at the anthropology museum. It was Mrs. Hearst who introduced your mother to the architect Julia Morgan, who has been contracted to build a new Japanese YWCA. Your mother was also acquainted with Mrs. Henrietta Kroeber, the wife of Professor Alfred Kroeber, director of the museum.

You probably have no memory of your museum visit. You were perhaps only three years of age, but you were fascinated with the Indian Ishi, who crafted for you a small arrowhead. Ishi was said to be the last living person of his tribe and emerged from the forest to cross into civilization. Now he had come to live in the museum, surrounded by the tools and artifacts of his lost life. He had become himself an artifact. I read his tragic story with an aching heart. I thought I understood his confrontation with this rupture in time. Had I not also experienced such a rupture? But I now know his pain, unlike my own, was unspeakable. He placed the arrowhead into the small palm of your hand, looking up to see me. Face-to-face, both of us in the trappings of our Western world. His exile, my embrace. In that moment, a dream passed between us.

They have enacted an immigration law that finalizes our isolation in America. I have advocated for peace between our two countries. Two great empires have risen on either side of the Pacific. You were born here, an American. Now you must be the bridge. This year, 1925, we will inaugurate in our newspaper an English section, and we will sponsor nisei study tours to Japan. To you, I bequeath an unknown future. My son, may God bless and keep you.

桑方西斯哥府繁昌記
桑港市中の往來には便所の設けあらす故に日本人の內には隨分困却を感するこ
とあり若し他出して中途にて兩便の催すをある時は己を得す歸館す迷惑至極のこ
とあるへし

Notes on San Francisco

Some Japanese are greatly perplexed that no public bathrooms are installed on the streets in San Francisco. When you have an urge to go to the bathroom, returning home to do business is a huge nuisance.

倶樂部通則
當クラブは專ら在カリフォルニア州の日本人より組織し內は相互の利益を計りて
其交誼を親密ならしめ外は異邦人に對して我日本人の位價を高むるを目的とし救
濟法を設けて不幸者を援け貯金法を立てて會員の資產を富まし体操場を置て會
員の体育を進ましめ臥房を裝して其止宿に便し及讀書室、交談室、遊戲室、を設
くるの外漸次會員の志望に依り兵事課、商法課、音樂課、學事課等の分科を置て
益其規模を高大にすへし

Mission Statement of the Japanese Association

Our San Francisco Independent Nippon Club, entirely organized by the Japanese in California, seeks to foster mutually beneficial friendships, and aims also to elevate the status of the Japanese among the non-Japanese. We have established a relief plan for those in need, a savings plan to increase members’ revenue, a fitness studio to encourage exercise, and sleeping quarters to be utilized as lodging, along with a reading room, meeting room, and recreation room. Hereafter, we will further expand our scope to military, business, musical, and scholarly affairs, depending on members’ requests.

He follows me to the river to spear fish. He follows me to the meadow to hunt rabbit. He follows me to the beginning of his journey where he finds his old campsite. He searches for and picks up his old things in disbelief, but when he looks for me, I am gone.

English translations from the guidebook Kitare nihonjin (Come, Japanese!), 1887, by Yuki Obayashi.




ETSU: Woman Samurai




February 2, 1903

Nagaoka, Japan

My dearest Etsu,

Upon your departure, the snow began to fall lightly but continuously, and I remember your small figure with little Hanano cuddled on your back under your quilted coat, tufts of her black hair at your neck. You paused to turn and wave, then hurried to follow Matsuo, who walked ahead. Even now I see you slip away into that quiet whiteness. I believe its hush is a prayer for your safe journey. After many days, a deep feathery layer of snow blankets everything. Ishi tells me it is a late winter storm, just to remind us of winter’s power.

So it is that Ishi, your mother, and I find ourselves confined, huddled together under the kotatsu and blanket. I am reading, practicing my hiragana and katakana, and writing you this letter. Your mother is busy pulling the threads from an old kimono. She and Ishi are repurposing the silk for a smaller version for Hanano. And Ishi, despite her age, is never at rest, keeping us fed, tending me with tea and stories. I am so grateful for Ishi whose happy memories of you bubble up so spontaneously. Your mother, a more reticent person, is thus happy to chime in with details. They are both very patient with my questions and my poor Nihongo, and in this way I am learning about your childhood here in Nagaoka.

The other day, I learned that Ishi came to work for your mother as a girl of thirteen. She also grew up in your family. I asked Ishi about her name for you, Etsu-bo. Why does she add “bo” to your name? She chuckled. I had some difficulty understanding, but I believe she said it was because you were raised like a boy. Is this true? I myself was considered what we call a tomboy, but for you, it seems more purposeful. Now, I will pay more attention to children, how boys and girls are differently raised, and think of you.

My writing was momentarily interrupted. Ishi came to take me to the threshold of the house, putting a handful of warm roasted peanuts in my hand. A racket of revelers in demon masks chased by drummers ran by, and we threw the peanuts at them out into the snowy road. I hurried back with Ishi out of the icy cold. She slammed the door and looked at me significantly as if to say, now we are quite safe. Daily I have such surprises.

Etsu, how can I convey my gratitude to you for inviting me to accompany you to Japan? And now, to continue, even in your absence, to live in your family home? It is for me a small miracle that I am here, partaking of the everyday. I now live the very cadence and attention to routine imagined from our conversations and sweetly remembered in your person. Every day I awake in anticipation—for what, I am unsure, but I know I feel my senses heightened, and I have been given new eyes and ears. I am happier than I’ve felt in many years. Happier only if you and Hanano were yet here.

You, of all friends, know my discomfort with life and society in Cincinnati. Now that I think back, I feel embarrassed to have pressed myself upon you in those early days when you first arrived there for marriage. I was more needy of you than you of me. My attentions to you were selfish, and you would have been just fine without my intrusions and constant excuses to show and tell. Now that I am in the lap of your family, I begin to understand your hidden strength. This harsh cold winter, for example—your people move within it with determined grace. I hope you will excuse my trespasses. You have been patient with me, my foolish enthusiasm and my desperation. I will get my Japanese education, I will. Please continue to be patient. I promise to be a better friend to you.

This letter follows you to your destination in Cincinnati, so you may read it at your arrival. I hope your American home welcomes you back. Please give my loving regards to Mama and my aunt and uncle and allay any fears they may have about my remaining behind in Japan. You will laugh since how often have I heard you complain of the restrictions of Japanese life, but here I find the very freedom I have dreamed of. While you have gone West to find your freedom, I have come East to find mine. Well, perhaps it is a different freedom. I might call it peace. I will return in due time, and—who knows?—as a truly new woman.

With love and affection,

Your Flo
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March 3, 1903

Cincinnati, Ohio

Dearest Florence,

Ohio! Your mother, now ours as well, anticipated our return. She lighted the fireplace and greeted us with her hearty beef stew. Mama was especially surprised to see Hanano, who left a baby and returned a little girl, and we realized that an entire year had indeed passed. In tears, she embraced us, and I saw how much we were missed. Hanano has been fussy throughout our travels, but now I can put her to bed quietly without complaint. I am again settling into our house, and Matsuo is busy with business. Yes, I think we have come home.

But then, to read your lovely letter and to know you are also there at home. I felt anxious to leave you behind, but it is really you who hold hidden strength. And it is I who must thank you for accompanying Hanano and me to Japan. As you know, Mama did not think it wise to travel so far with a new baby, but you helped to convince her that we would be fine.

I’m not surprised to hear of the heavy snowfall upon our departure. Nagaoka winters are famously snowbound, continuing even into March. But here in Cincinnati, there are but patches of snow across the lawns, and small green signs of spring are appearing.

As you know, my mother carefully packed with me my doll collection. We unwrapped each doll and placed them on their pedestals with cookies and small treats. Hanano is walking! You should have seen her delight and clapping hands to greet her lovely imperial court. And so we greet the coming spring and pray for Hanano’s happy future. Now we’ve celebrated Hinamatsuri, and in February it was Setsubun for you with Ishi driving away bad spirits. How time passes.

I smiled to read your question to Ishi about her name for me. Yes, I was Etsu-bo. Let me explain further. I was the third child born. The first, my brother, was to inherit the family name. Then there was my sister before me. My great-grandmother desired that I become a priest, and so my training began at an early age, and my education was more formal than usual for a girl. “Bo” means priest and also boy. As you realize, I did not become a priest. This is a longer story with some twists and turns. A marriage had been arranged for my brother, but when the bride arrived, traveling from a distant village, my brother refused this arrangement and left the family. This was a great embarrassment, and my father never spoke of my brother again. My studies, already begun, continued, but with the different purpose of making me heir, which meant that I would be married to an adopted son chosen to carry our family name. My brother left for America and tried and failed to make his way there. About the time he returned to Japan, our father died, and he was called back to Nagaoka by our grandmother, and so regained his position and became the head of our family. Thus I did not become a priest nor was I married to an adopted son.

On our ship returning to America, I was, as in previous voyages, quite nauseated, but this soon passed, and while Hanano napped, I began to read with great interest the book you lent me by Mary Wollstonecraft. I can understand your excitement for her words from long ago: “What were we created for? To procreate and rot?”

You need not ever apologize for your friendship to me. I will always treasure your sweet attentions. As you said, you have set yourself to study Japanese culture and have much to learn. I will be interested to know your discoveries, how you perceive our strange world. You are ever in my thoughts. I miss you very much.

With loving affection,

Etsu-bo
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May 5, 1903

Nagaoka

My dearest Etsu-bo,

Today it is the most beautiful spring day. And your sister arrived with her young sons for the holiday. They have grown much taller since I last saw them. Your mother placed your family samurai helmets in the tokonoma, and Ishi hoisted two beautiful paper carp to fly above the gate. Ishi kindly allowed me to help make the mochi cakes with sweet an. I am not that tall in comparison to other Americans, but I feel oversized in Ishi’s kitchen. I suppose she is, in her old age, shrinking. I hope she is not too annoyed with me. At first, I followed her around the entire day, but she very handily introduced me to neighbors. I have become friends with a farming family where I am learning about farming silk. Then there is the family with a mercantile shop. They have asked me to teach their children English in exchange for stories about their lives. I’ve become daily busy, going here and there.

Your sister is a younger version of your mother, with the same gestures and elegant polish, making me imagine that perhaps you were more like your father. Not that you do not have polish, but you are a different strain of this family. For example, I cannot imagine your sister or your mother in anything but kimono. They are of another time and place, whatever this Restoration would like to decree. Your sister, when she is not occupied with her boys, enjoys remembering your childhood together. She speaks fondly of you as her little sister and remembers you as she left your family home to marry—your worried face. She has never forgotten the look on your face, and says that she turned in the palanquin to hide her tears. She says you were given a very different education. She does not say this with any particular approbation. I think of the good fortune of your education and your immigration to America, but your sister and mother are quite content to be here at home with the familiar. Knowing this, I try to be quiet and observant, although I cannot ever be invisible. I feel, I will be honest, a pulling attraction to these elegant women, but I fear my ideas are cluttered with exotic imaginings, about which you have admonished me.

I read with great interest your explanation of Ishi’s name for you. But now I am curious about your brother’s wedding that never was. I tried to broach the question with your sister. I did not follow all her meaning, although I understood that to break the promise between families of the wedding engagement was a deep shame. I thought of my own broken engagement, a very different matter. I know I caused Mama consternation and some sadness, but in the end she understood the impossibility of the match. And after that, Uncle Obed invited me to join him on his travels. That was my first encounter with many places but most memorably Japan. To be finally living here is a dream. But, I digress. From what I understand, your brother was disowned. Responsibility to tradition and to right conduct is much more consequential for you Japanese than for us.

Please send me word of you and especially of Hanano, my namesake, our little flower. While I am savoring my every day, I most regret not being there to watch Hanano grow. I can see from the changes in your nephews that time passes quickly. We must not squander our opportunities to live as fully as possible.

With loving embraces, I am

your affectionate Flo
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June 6, 1903

Cincinnati

Dearest Florence,

We seem to be past the rains but headed for a very humid summer. Matsuo has been traveling constantly for business. We see him so rarely these days. Meanwhile, I am spending many pleasant days with Hanano in our garden. Some days, I close my eyes and see all of us here together. You, and my sister, Hanano, playing with her boys.

I do remember my sister leaving our house, that tearful goodbye. Unlike me with my curly hair and plain features, my sister, as you know now, is very pretty, and I saw her transformed into a beautiful bride with a white powdered face. On that day I believed her lost to me. I was little and wanted her for myself. Well, she and Ishi will describe to you all the particulars. This was truly a traditional Japanese wedding unlike those Nanki-Poo-Yum-Yum spectacles that Cincinnati brides plan for themselves, with torchbearers, tea servers, and sake drinking. Can you imagine tossing rice? Such a sacrilege and bad omen. I suppose Matsuo and I were the first real Japanese to wed in Cincinnati, and in a very traditional Christian ceremony at that.

Sometimes I wonder what sort of priestess I would have made. I suppose they would have shaved away my unruly curly hair! Can you imagine your bald Etsu-bouzu?

You have set me to thinking about the unexpected turns that brought me to Cincinnati, and it might have begun with my brother’s broken duty, which forced him to make his way on his own to America. You see, it was my brother who arranged my marriage to Matsuo. In San Francisco, my brother was beaten on the street, a cruel incident of senseless hatred from which I believe he never fully recovered. It was Matsuo who aided my brother. How fortunate that a passerby but fellow Japanese came to my brother’s rescue, taking him to the hospital and following his care. I was engaged to Matsuo when I was twelve years old and began my education to become his wife. Do you know I learned to cook his favorite foods? When I arrived in Cincinnati, there was no way to ever make such dishes! And yet I had been made to live in his absent presence, a strange fantasy, for ten years until I came to America. I, Etsu, was my brother’s and our familial promise and gift to repay a great debt of kindness.

Now I look up at Hanano chasing her dreams around the yard, and I think I could never put her in such a place of obligation. But I myself followed my brother’s wishes without question. I do not fault him. He sent me to Tokyo where I learned to speak and read English with American teachers and where I made the reasoned decision to become a Christian. From the example of my women teachers, I was given the confidence to think for myself. It was not simply my mind. For the first time, I realized freedom from even the carefully trained movements of my body.

I have had to reconcile the Buddhism, with which I grew up, with Christianity, but I have not entirely given up my sense of Buddhist resignation to my circumstances. Matsuo and I together attend Sunday church services, and I feel on those days the renewal of hope and freedom. The traditions of the past have pushed me forward, and yet the intricate patterns of Japanese duty as a mother and wife continue to mark my way. This is the strict training that you observe in my sister and mother. I suspect I will always be admonished while guided by their examples.

Forgive my rambling on. I do miss our long walks and talks. I think of you every day.

Until we are together again,

Etsu
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August 8, 1903

Nagaoka

Etsu dearest,

Your mother and Ishi have sewn me a special yukata for Bon festivities. I have abandoned wearing Western dresses in this heat. The cool cotton lies softly on my skin. As you know I am prone to rashes, and this is a great relief. Ishi supposes I will learn the Bon dances. She has been singing and clapping and urging me on. You would laugh to see me. I go left and she goes right. But Ishi is insistent, and I must mimic her movements exactly over and over again until they become habit. You speak of your mind and body’s movements trained from childhood, the release from which you have felt freedom. And yet I am learning a freedom in ritual.

I have been thinking about your picture-bride marriage to Matsuo. I believe you have turned your obligation into good fortune. It might have been very different. The man who rescued your brother could not be a bad person. At least that much your brother recognized. I, for one, am thankful for these happenstances that brought you to Cincinnati. I don’t mean to be impertinent, but I am curious to know what you felt when you finally met Matsuo in America. And today? I see Matsuo as busy and industrious and, having left Japan, certainly adventurous. I suppose he also took a chance. Do you think that he, too, was preparing all those years to finally meet you? This is only to say, I pray that you are happy.

But now I wonder about the young lady who was engaged to marry your brother. What happened to her? And why did your brother refuse? After all, he assumed he could make the arrangement for your marriage when he himself refused the one made for him. Is there no place in the world where women are truly free? You and I have had to leave our homes and the people we love to know something of the freedom men take for granted.

I understand that the coming festival welcomes home the spirits of the dead. Your mother anticipates the return of your father’s spirit. I have been copying names and dates from the gravestones in your family cemetery and have made a genealogical map. I point to names in my map, prodding your mother, hoping for stories. Who, for example, was your father’s mother? She is not buried here. And there is one stone that is nameless. Today I asked about this stone, and I felt a small shudder in the room. Your mother looked away in discomfort. I felt as if I had broached some unspeakable memory.

I returned with Ishi to the gravesite to wash the stones and pull weeds. I took some care around the unmarked stone. I know it is presumptuous to think that is my stone, yet I feel attached to its mystery. Ishi left and returned with incense and flowers.

Ghost stories fill these hot August nights, with the low drone of cicadas, my mind chasing fireflies flitting in the dark. I think of us sitting silently in the warm darkness after dinner rocking on the swinging bench on the veranda, looking into the pine and cypress across the lawn, the shock of the full moon.

With affection always,

フローレンス
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September 9, 1903

Cincinnati

Dearest フローレンス,

I believe under Ishi and my mother’s tutelage, you are becoming Japanese. But still I hear my old friend raising the banner for the rights of women. You cannot change my mother or sister. Of course you would never presume to do so, but I think you are learning that they are, in their way, strong women, even if their strength is their stubbornness to change.

You have brought to the surface several stories I had forgotten about the women in my family.

If I remember correctly, it was on the very day of his wedding that my brother left our household, just as the bride arrived with her belongings in a palanquin. I supposed it would be like the groom fleeing the church just as the bride makes her parade down the aisle to the altar. Such a scandal! The bride had been conveyed to our household. That is, she was no longer a part of her old family but now belonged to ours. My mother kindly brought her in, and she lived with us for a long while after until another marriage was arranged.

There was another young woman who lived in our household. She had been sent by her family to be educated in proper etiquette, and she left the house abruptly. I imagine it was she with whom my brother had had a relationship.

I am sure there is an official map of our family genealogy as this lineage is a mark of our old prominence as a samurai family of the Nagaoka domain. I believe we must have come from elsewhere, cast to the snowy seaside perhaps in exile, because of political rivalries. This history is important to the story of my father’s mother, whom I never knew and who lived in Edo serving as governess to a princess of a high-ranking clan. She, too, left our family because of another disgrace, and, again, not of her own making. Her own father and my grandfather, to whom she was married, were on opposing political sides, one supporting the continuing rule of the shogunate and the other for the restoration of the emperor. When my father was only seven, his father was likely poisoned in this political intrigue. Considered complicit in her husband’s death, though she had nothing to do with it, she left our household in disgrace, leaving behind her son, never to see him again. As a child, I received many elegant gifts from this grandmother whom I never met and whose story I never understood until many years later. Her absence was never spoken of.

It occurs to me as I write that today in Japan is Chrysanthemum Day, a day to celebrate the imperial flower. And here, in our garden, the mums are beginning to flower. This is due to Mama’s green thumb. I can see through my window clusters of orange and purple and yellow against the back fence. I have to smile because of their happy disarray, falling this way and that. In Japan, you will see enormous blooms standing in single pots held straight and high by little posts, each perfect flower carefully cultivated. However, in our garden in Nagaoka, where you now reside, you will see no mums, I am quite sure. They were long ago banned by a great-grandfather of generations past. This brings me to the story of the unmarked stone. The name that should be there inscribed is Kikuno, named for the chrysanthemum. One day, Kikuno was caught alone in the garden with a young man. This was absolutely forbidden. She was the beloved of this great-grandfather, who mourned her consequent death. Thereafter no kiku flowers were ever again planted.

My grandmothers are all long gone. That era is passing into the very air you breathe. Like it or not, we become modern.

Lastly, you’ve asked about my feelings meeting Matsuo for the first time. He met me as I arrived at the train station in Cincinnati. His first words to me were to ask why I was dressed in kimono. Even though I had dressed very carefully, I felt the shame of this. The next day, I dressed as a Western woman, and I have never looked back. That is my short answer.

My mother has written of you in her letters to me. She worries that the food is strange to your taste. I have assured her that you enjoy Japanese food more than I.

With hugs from Hanano and me,

Etsu
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December 12, 1903

Nagaoka

My dearest Etsu,

Winter has returned. How quickly the year has passed. It seems as if only yesterday I saw you depart in the flurry of snow.

You are so right that the world of your childhood is rapidly changing. In my journal, I try to document everything before it may vanish. For example, the daughter of the farmer I visit regularly suddenly left amidst much gossip. She had intimated to me her intentions to live in the city, but this was a secret, and I must pretend to know nothing. I feel for her mother who cried when she told me.

But you are also right to point out the hidden strength of your mother and sister. I do not believe their strength is stubbornness to change but, rather, resourcefulness despite. I have understood from your sister and other wives, farmer and merchant alike, that they all hold the purse strings in the household. I was very surprised. No doubt this responsibility for household finances affords Japanese women a certain power. Yet it is still true that Japanese women, like Western women, are made dependent for their lives on the earnings of their husbands. We must all be married off, become casualties in the larger events of men. I am so grateful for my small inheritance. How many letters have I received from friends who want to know why on earth I am in Japan? And these are women who wouldn’t never ask such a question if I happened to be housed in France or Italy.

I have got Ishi to fill out the story of Kikuno. I suppose your mother did not think it appropriate as it is rather bloody, one of those mukashi-no ghost stories. Kikuno was a young second wife of the lord, your great ancestor. She fell in love with a youth serving her husband, who was after all an old man. The two were found out, but rather than being exiled they were given the honor of seppuku death. As she drew her short sword, the lord interrupted, indicating that she should have the honor of dying by his personal sword, which he pushed toward her across the tatami. In the act, her blood cascaded from her throat and she flung her hand against the wall, leaving a mark that could never be removed. It was said that her ghost restlessly roamed the household.

I have been these many days contemplating the nature of love, how we have created our societies to control our desires. And then we are encouraged to believe in romantic sentiments that I’ve seen so often fade with the reality of married life. Knowing now this life of yours and your journey, I am envious of the equanimity in your manner. You write of resignation yet hope in your marriage. It seems a contradiction, but I find contradictions are built very usefully into Japanese life.

After I read your letter, I asked permission to gather mums from a neighboring garden, because just as you said, there are still no mums in your mother’s house. I placed them before the unmarked stone with a small prayer.

Affectionately always,

Flo


P.S. I have taken to writing a bit of poetry.




Every season gifts a flower:

Springtime Daffodil, summer Susan, autumn Mum.

Wisteria, climbing Rose, and sweet Clematis

—my constant bower.




Yet beneath white winter hidden,

Snowdrop, intrepid and inquisitive,

Seeks the sun, a tiny bursting extravagance,

My epic-center yet unwritten.




[image: ]

January 1, 1904

Cincinnati

My dearest Florence,

I write to you today on the New Year with auspicious greetings. The house has been full of food and friends, children running about, with Hanano at the center of everyone’s attentions. Now I am sitting in the glow of the fireplace, catching the twilight as our guests have left. I want to savor a few moments as if you were here, snug in the sofa with some book.

Matsuo had sweet rice delivered, and he fashioned a large mallet, then carved a smooth hollow out of the stump of a fallen tree in the yard. I joined him outside, turning the hot steaming rice in a good rhythm to his punching. Hanano watched from the window with Mama. Our mochi was quite good.

I am impressed that you left mums for Kikuno. Her spirit must have stirred. By the time I was born, the old house and the mark on the wall had burned to the ground. The rebuilt room, however, was still thought to be haunted. My mother had to close this room, which no one wanted to enter. I have been reading Japanese ghost stories told by Lafcadio Hearn, but there are many more stories to tell. I have been thinking of you and your journal. Yes, I believe you must write what you’ve learned.

This brings me to a story about that reticent woman, my mother. This happened before my birth, but my sister will certainly remember it. During the overthrow of the shogunate, my father was summoned and imprisoned. With his death imminent, my mother gave directions to prepare the house, then gathered her children, my brother and sister, and escaped into hiding. She returned at night to the house and set it on fire. In my imagination, it is all very dramatic. The blazing fire, and my wild mother in her white death kimono beneath her peasant disguise, prepared to die. In the meantime, my brother was discovered, and he was sent to die with my father. But my father and brother were saved by history, by the restoration of the Emperor. My father returned to the charred remains of a burned house.

My mother does not think of freedom. When she sent me off to marry, her counsel was to be loyal to my husband, brave in defense of his honor, and to find meaning in my life in my duty to him. She advised that only thus would I find peace, but it was a declaration of her own experience. Appearances deceive. She is not in any way docile or as one might describe some American women, a shrinking violet.

I do not mean to worry you, but Mama has not been feeling very well these days. She tires readily and does not seem to be her old self. She misses you very much.

I have a secret to tell you. I believe I am again pregnant.

Sending wishes for a prosperous New Year,

Your loving Etsu
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March 3, 1904

Yokohama

My dearest Etsu,

I have been alarmed with your concern about Mama’s health. And now that they’ve started a war with Russia, I sense a certain zeal in the air. What this means I am unsure. A warrior past stirs here. I do not want to believe that this war is in any way necessary. In the end, it will be women who must make the peace, for the bloody end will come, and more important to know is how we will live together each day.

Several days ago, I bid goodbye to your mother and Ishi and am posting this letter from Yokohama. I do not feel there is danger to us in Nagaoka, but I take the war to be a sign. I am sad to leave Japan, but then I can hardly wait to see you again.

I just looked up to see my reflection in the glass and realized I am back to wearing my old dress, the blue one you must remember so well. It had been put away all these many months. How strange I look to myself. I had become, I thought, just another villager cloaked in warm kimono layers. Suddenly it comes to me, what I will most miss. It is the bath. Ishi and I crouched together naked in the big steaming tub. Our cheeks are flushed and ruddy. Sweat dribbles down our foreheads. We are silent, listening to the water. I feel safe and something sublime. The bath speaks to everything I have learned these many months, my life and foolish expectations turned completely around, what I have come to know, to be.

Now, I shall be returning, and nothing for me will ever be the same.

I am yours forever,

Flo
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August 8, 1910

Chicago

My dearest Etsu,

As I write you today, my heart fills with sadness.

You will have already received in Tokyo the curt telegram about Matsuo’s sudden passing—such an abrupt and unkind communication. While my letter will not make Matsuo’s loss easier to bear for you, I hope a slower telling may ease your heart.

When Matsuo did not return from his trip to Chicago, we began to worry and made inquiries by telephone to hotels and vendors there, and, after a week, to the police. Finally, we received a return call from the county coroner, a Mr. Peter Hoffman. It was Friday evening and the ringing interrupted dinner. My aunt looked from the receiver, clearly upset. Unsteadily she motioned to me, and my heart skipped. The man announced that the body of a Jap man was in the morgue at the county hospital, and wondered if this was the person I was looking for. His words were drawn and lax, and I was in great shock. I blurted out: “Sir, Mr. Matsunosuke Sugimoto is my brother. If you would please speak with the dignity his death deserves.” I could sense the man stand at attention. He read his dry report: cause of death: acute appendicitis. Then added that, soon after being admitted to the hospital, Matsuo lost consciousness. He must have been in pain many days before. His appendix had burst, the poison spreading throughout his body. If he had attended to his pain earlier … but such conjecture is now useless. He explained the difficulty of distinguishing a stomach upset from appendicitis. I thought, Oh Matsuo, so occupied by his many business concerns that he ignored the seriousness of his condition until it was too late.

I arranged for a train ticket to Chicago the next morning and arrived in the evening. The morning after, I went to the hospital to meet Mr. Hoffman, who bade me identify Matsuo. I had hoped we might transport the body back to Cincinnati but decided it best to put Matsuo’s poor body to rest until we are able to bring him properly home. I made arrangements for cremation and temporary interment in the Oakwood Cemetery in Chicago.

Etsu dear, this is not the letter I hoped to write to you these days. Your summer wedding seems to have been just the other day. Hanono is twelve, so that was many years ago. Please hug Hanano and Chiyono for me. I will do everything I can to help. You are all so dear to me.

With loving sympathy,

Flo
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September 9, 1910

Tokyo

Dearest Florence,

I write from Matsuo’s family house in Tokyo. As you know I have been living here for many months waiting for Matsuo to join us. I am at a loss. Returning to Cincinnati is no longer possible. And Matsuo’s tentative plan to migrate to Brazil is also out of the question. I realize what a restless soul he was. Now our back-and-forth has come to a sudden stop.

The girls miss you and their home. They ask about you constantly. Little Chiyo wanders from room to room asking where her bed or table is or her chairs, this or that. She cannot understand our empty tatami rooms. And Hanano is quietly mourning her papa.

With the news of Matsuo’s death, my mother has decided to come with Ishi to Tokyo to live with us. I feel nervous about making her comfortable here. My mind has been diverted to making preparations for her arrival.

Then there is the question of school.
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