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BLOSSOMS AND SHADOWS


In the Meiji Restoration of 1868 an alliance of young samurai and Court nobles overthrew the semi-feudal government of the Tokugawa Shōgun. So began the birth of modern Japan.

Since the arrival in 1853 of US Commander Matthew Perry with his demand for an end to Japan’s isolation, these remote islands of around thirty million people divided into over two hundred and sixty domains, each ruled by its own daimyō, had been racked by turmoil, confusion and civil war. The central government was incompetent; the domains were deeply in debt; comets, earthquakes, famines and epidemics followed one after another; samurai fought for reform; commoners sought world renewal. Among radical loyalists a movement grew to restore power to the emperor and resist the foreigners: above all to avoid colonisation by the West. Their slogan was sonnōjōi (revere the Emperor, expel the foreigners), their preferred method: violence.

Chōshū, a powerful domain in the southwest and an old enemy of the Tokugawa, became one of the loudest in the cry for change. This is the story of a handful of its young men and women who dedicated their lives to the reform of their domain and the modernisation of their country, and in doing so changed the course of world history.

It begins in 1857.


In particular physicians are entrusted with human lives, view the naked body, speak about deeply held secrets and listen to humiliating confessions. Hold always a feeling of warmth and generosity within and speak sparingly. Strive to be silent.

From Mr Fu’s Advice to Physicians (Christoph W. Hufeland’s Enchiridion Medicum, quoted by Ogata Kōan)


LIST OF CHARACTERS

The fictional characters



	Itasaki Yūnosuke

	a Chōshū domain physician




	Chie

	his wife




	Tetsuya

	his son




	Mitsue

	his older daughter




	Tsuru

	his younger daughter, the narrator




	Itasaki Shinsai

	Yūnosuke’s younger brother




	Kuriya Jizaemon

	a pharmacist in Hagi




	Misako

	his wife




	Heibei

	his son, Mitsue’s husband




	Michi

	Mitsue’s daughter, adopted by Tsuru




	Makino Keizō

	an employee in the Kuriya pharmacy




	O-Kiyo

	a geisha at the Hanamatsutei




	O-Kane

	a maidservant in the Itasaki house




	Hachirō

	a manservant in the Itasaki house




	Nakajima Noboru

	students of Dr Itasaki




	Hayashi Daisuke

	 




	Imaike Eikaku

	an artist




	Seiko

	his sister




	Mrs Minami

	a second-hand-goods dealer in Kyōto




	Yoshio Gongorō

	a Nagasaki doctor




	O-Kimi

	his daughter




	Kitaoka Jundō

	one of Dr Yoshio’s students





The historical characters



	Sufu Masanosuke

	Chōshū bureaucrat and leading government figure




	Yoshitomi Tōbei

	village headman and friend of Sufu




	Shiraishi Seiichirō

	wealthy merchant and supporter of Chōshū activists




	Yoshida Shōin

	teacher and reformer; his students include:




	Itō Shunsuke/Hirobumi

	activist, later first Prime Minister of Japan




	Katsura Kogorō/
Kido Takayoshi

	activist, later minister




	Takasugi Shinsaku

	activist, military reformer




	Kusaka Genzui

	activist, Shōin’s brother-in-law




	Yamagata Kyōsuke/

	activist, military reformer




	Aritomo

	 




	Yoshida Toshimaro

	activist




	Fumi

	Shōin’s sister, married to Genzui




	Shiji Monta/

	activist, later minister in the Meiji




	Inoue Kaoru

	government




	Towa

	a shrine guardian, admired by Shōin




	Masa

	Takasugi’s wife




	O-Uno

	Takasugi’s lover




	Mōri Takachika

	Chōshū daimyō




	Mōri Sadahiro

	his adopted son and heir




	Nagai Uta

	Chōshū government official




	Mukunashi Tōta

	leader of the conservative party in Chōshū




	Tokoro Ikutarō

	a doctor




	Ōmura Masujirō/

	a domain doctor,




	Murata Zōroku

	later military reformer




	Maki Izumi

	activist




	Miyabe Teizō

	activist




	Kijima Matabei

	activist




	Akane Taketo

	leader of the Kiheitai




	Sanjō Sanetomi

	loyalist nobleman




	Nishikinokōji Yorinori

	loyalist nobleman




	Ii Naosuke

	Bakufu government offical and Tairō




	Tokugawa Iemochi

	14th Shōgun




	Hitotsubashi Keiki/
Tokugawa Yoshinobu

	15th and last Shōgun




	Shimazu Hisamitsu

	father of the Satsuma daimyō




	Saigō Kichinosuke

	Satsuma government official and




	(later Takamori)

	commander




	Sakamoto Ryōma

	Tosa activist




	Nakaoka Shintarō

	Tosa activist




	Thomas Glover

	Scottish merchant and arms trader




	Nomura Bōtōni

	loyalist poet and nun






PART 1
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Ansei 4 to Bunkyū 1
1857–1861


THE FIRST WEDDING

It was the bittersweet day of my sister’s wedding and everyone was crying, even me, though I did not often shed tears. The skies wept in sympathy with the steady trickle of the plum rains. It was the fourth year of Ansei, in the intercalary fifth month, four years after the black ships had arrived in Uraga Bay; a strange time, like waiting for a potion to boil: the ingredients are all mixed, the fire is intense, yet nothing seems to be happening. The more you watch the slower it is to boil.

We had arranged a large party, neighbours and relatives from Yuda and Yamaguchi, my father’s fellow doctors, masters from the schools my brother had attended before he left for Nagasaki, and from the private academy where my uncle, Shinsai, had until recently been the top pupil-teacher. Several of Shinsai’s friends had turned up too: the young men who had studied with him, and competed with him in sword fighting, boasting and loud expressions of loyalty to the Emperor, contempt for foreigners and exasperation with the Bakufu, the Shōgun’s government.

The women of the Itasaki family – my mother, my sister Mitsue, and me, Tsuru, together with our maid, O-Kane, and my father’s mistress, O-Kiyo – had been preparing food for days: red bean rice, chirazushi, mochi, tofu in many different forms, and huge whole bream. The guests brought presents, more whole fish on beds of oak leaves, sweet bean cakes, umeboshi and other salted delicacies, abalone and cuttlefish, and casks of sake in festive straw wrappings, of which cup after celebratory cup was poured.

Some of the other geisha from O-Kiyo’s house came, and played the shamisen and sang, but O-Kiyo, as my mother often said, had not been blessed with looks or talent. You might have thought that was spite on my mother’s part, but nothing could be further from the truth. My mother pitied O-Kiyo, who had not been able to attract a man with more influence or money than my father. Mother took O-Kiyo under her wing and treated her like an older but less well-established relative, deferring to her and dominating her in equal measure.

We did not know how our father had acquired O-Kiyo. Maybe he had inherited her from a grateful patient or won her in some gambling game. He himself did not seem to know what to do with her, and if my mother had not chivvied him into visiting her he would probably have hardly seen her. She had to practically drive him out of the house: Isn’t it about time you called around at the Hanamatsutei?

‘I suppose it is,’ Father would say with no great enthusiasm. He came back having drunk too much, which made him liverish and headachey the next day, and usually regretful, for he would have agreed to give someone a free consultation or some Chinese medicine, and he was already overworked.

My sister and I liked O-Kiyo, mainly because the Hanamatsutei was a popular tea house and O-Kiyo loved to bring us all the local gossip. We were always pleased to hear her call at the door; one of us would make tea while the other sat with her on the outside veranda and watched her take out her tobacco box, prepare her pipe and light up. She would puff deeply and then begin to chat in her smoky voice.

Our house had two front entrances, one on the main street where samurai patients came, and one on the side street for townspeople and farmers. We all knew that it was the latter who paid for the house and everything in it, and O-Kiyo, but they still had to use the side street entrance and be prepared to wait while my father attended to his samurai patients, who paid for nothing if they could help it. My father, to his own great surprise, for we were not related to any of the famous medical families, the Wada, or Aoki, or Ogata, had been appointed a domain physician a few years before. He received a stipend of twenty-two koku a year and the right to wear two swords, though he cut his hair short in the usual style of a doctor. Our family occupied that nebulous position that physicians hold in the hierarchy of the domain. They have less respect for status than most: they see the beloved son of the domain lord die of measles or smallpox as swiftly as the peasant’s child. They can do no more for the elder succumbing to consumption of the lungs than they can for the lowly sottsu. They see men and women at their weakest, and usually at their most grateful.

My father came from a family of rural physicians. His father had been impressed by what he knew of ranpō – Dutch medical knowledge – and had sent his son to Nagasaki, where my father had studied medicine with men who had known and worked with the Dejima doctors Siebold and Mohnike. It may have been this connection, or my father’s impressive collection of Dutch instruments, or the plants and herbs he grew in his garden, that had led to his promotion. Or maybe it was his sake-fuelled relationship with Sufu Masanosuke, one of the most important figures in the domain government, who often stayed in Yuda with our neighbour Yoshitomi Tōbei and went with him to O-Kiyo’s Hanamatsutei. This was another reason why we were all quite glad O-Kiyo was part of our family, for Lord Sufu, a man we wholeheartedly admired, had become our father’s patron and protector.

Mr Yoshitomi came to the wedding, and so did another of our neighbours, Shiji Monta. His family were the Inoue who lived near us, and I had known him first as Yūkichi, but he had been adopted by the Shiji family in Hagi, where he had studied at the domain school, the Meirinkan, and had been given the name of Monta by Lord Mōri Takachika himself. He brought another young man with him, Takasugi Shinsaku. My mother and I were terribly impressed by this great honour. Takasugi was from a high-ranking family in Hagi and was already well known throughout the domain for his brilliance.

‘Brilliance as a drinker,’ my uncle, Shinsai, said later. He was the same age as these young men, maybe a little younger, and had a half-admiring, half-envious attitude towards them. Takasugi had already been to Edo to study sword fighting with Saitō Yakurō and would easily find a position in the domain government; Monta planned to go the following year: he was a page with Lord Mōri. They had opportunities for advancement that my uncle would never have.

Shinsai was the same age as my sister, less than two years older than me, and two years younger than our brother, Tetsuya; my grandmother was pregnant with her last child at the same time as my mother carried her second. My grandmother, weakened by childbearing at her age, did not survive long after the birth. She left her baby to my mother’s care, and so my uncle grew up in our family, as close to us as another brother, yet not a brother, and not really an uncle either.

On the day of the wedding I watched him in between the rush of bringing in the trays of food and refilling the cups of sake. At first he listened deferentially to the other men as they talked about the current situation, the inertia that seemed to have gripped the entire country since the arrival of the foreigners with their aggressive demands, the need to act against them if the Bakufu would not, to protect our domain of Chōshū and defend the house of Mōri. But as the sake took hold Shinsai began to argue more forcefully, talking about the news Tetsuya sent back from Nagasaki, the Ahen wars against China, the likelihood of another war, over something to do with a ship called the Arrow. He did not seem to be making sense to me. China was the centre of the world, huge and invulnerable. How could it fall to a handful of English or Americans? How could it be colonised? I was not very clear about the difference between English and Americans, or what colonisation actually meant. In any case, the government of the Tokugawa shōgunate would surely continue to keep the peace they had maintained for two hundred and fifty years.

I saw my father’s expression: talk about politics always made him uneasy; and I saw the look that flashed between Monta and Shinsaku. They might not voice them with the same unguarded passion as Shinsai, but I felt they shared his opinions.

These are the men my story is about. It is they who broke down the old world and reformed the nation I now live in, with their dreams and delusions, their courage and stupidity, their unexpected successes and their painful failures. Now they are famous men, those who survived, and I read about them in the new newspapers and look at their photographs, with their Western clothes and short hair, or uniforms, chests heavy with medals. And sometimes the newspapers print older photographs, like the ones I would see in Nagasaki, of our leaders in their youth, posed, hands on swords, in formal attire, their faces serious and expressionless as they prepare to confront the modern world with all its confusing demands and challenges.

You would not have thought them future leaders then. Monta was small, hardly taller than a child, with a boyish look, which was deceptive for he was more daring and aggressive than most adult men. He had a quick wit and a teasing, provoking manner. Shinsaku was a little taller, lean with deeply slanting eyes in a long horse face, marked by smallpox. He seemed to keep himself apart, reserved by nature or perhaps shy, until the sake lifted his spirits too. As the day wore on he became more boisterous, and finally, in response to Monta’s urging, took the shamisen from the geisha (he was well known to them all) and began to sing one of his own songs.

The gentle drip of the rain, the young man’s voice (he was not yet twenty), the plaintive notes of the instrument brought to the surface all the grief we knew there was no escaping. Mitsue, oneechan, older sister, beloved first daughter, was leaving us. My father, my mother and I all wept without restraint.

‘There was no need for all those tears,’ Shinsai said later when the horses had left, carrying the bride away to her new family. Mitsue’s face, framed by her white headdress, was pale with nerves and anguish. She was clutching her shell box and the doll given to her for protection on the journey. Her lips were reddened with the safflower rouge O-Kiyo had brought as a betrothal present, and her nose was reddened by weeping.

Torches at the gate gleamed through the rain, and ‘sending-away fires’, as if for a funeral, cast flickering shadows on the departing guests.

‘It’s a good enough match,’ Shinsai went on, ‘and she’s only going to Hagi after all.’

Hagi was a day’s journey away, if you left at daybreak. Because Mitsue did not depart until afternoon, her new family had arranged to meet her at an inn in Sasanami, where they would all spend the night. Her husband was the son of a pharmacist called Kuriya. I imagined my sister meeting him there, exchanging the ritual cups of sake in one of the guest rooms of the inn, and then being left alone for the first night of their married life. I was glad I was not marrying young Kuriya, but I couldn’t help being curious…

‘You can visit her when I go to Hagi,’ my uncle said, addressing me in the offhand way he used when he was disclosing something important.

‘And what will take you to Hagi?’ my father asked, sniffing loudly and wiping his eyes.

Shinsai did not answer immediately but kept looking at me as if he could read my mind. It made me very uncomfortable. Thoughts of marriage, the sake, the music, the young men, the moist humid air had produced a strange sensation in me, both languid and irritable, a sensual awareness which I was sure was perfectly visible to my uncle. My whole skin burned with a sudden rush of heat.

‘Tsu-chan has had too much to drink,’ he teased. ‘She’s turning red!’

‘Go outside and get some air,’ my mother told me, ‘or you’ll have a headache all night.’

The rain gave a green light to the garden. I could hear the chirping of the baby swallows in the nests below the eaves. The parents swooped in and out endlessly, feeding their young until the little ones left the nest and went out into the world to mate and raise babies of their own.

My tears fell like the rain. How unbearably sad! But somehow how delightful to be me, feeling so deeply the sadness of things!

Our cat came out of the mist, purring with pleasure at finding me there. I rubbed her head and ears. She was soaking, but unlike most cats she did not seem to mind the rain. She sat with me for a while and then her huge eyes blinked and gazed, her ears swivelled and the tip of her tail quivered. She leaped noiselessly away into the wet garden.

I could still hear them talking inside. My father repeated his question and this time my uncle answered.

‘I want to study with Master Yoshida. I’m going to write to him and ask to be accepted into his school.’

‘But Yoshida is under house arrest,’ my father replied.

‘He is still teaching though; he is allowed to receive pupils. Kusaka Genzui is already with him, and Takasugi says he will join, even though his father is against it and he may have to sneak out at night, and that friend of Monta’s, Itō Shunsuke…’

‘What does Yoshida Shōin teach that you don’t already know?’ my mother asked. It was her opinion that my uncle should study less and work more, help my father more, maybe become a pharmacist like my new brother-in-law and open a shop. Yoshida Shōin was a controversial figure in Chōshū. No one could deny his intellectual brilliance, the originality of his thinking or the depth of his learning; both Lord Mōri Takachika and Sufu Masanosuke admired him enormously, but as my father pointed out he was technically a criminal. He had tried to board an American ship in Shimoda Bay. He was, people said, desperate to know better the countries that were threatening us. He wanted to see for himself the magical technologies they had been developing while our country lay isolated under the Tokugawa rule – ships that sailed by the power of steam like tea kettles, carriages that ran on rails transporting people and goods at great speed over vast distances, and of course guns and cannons and all sorts of military developments that gave power and authority to whoever owned them.

We had been listening to Shinsai and his friends talk about these things for the last four years, so I knew too that Master Yoshida had been imprisoned by the Bakufu in Edo, and then, the following year, sent back to Hagi to the samurai prison, Noyama. He set up classes for his fellow prisoners on the teaching of Mencius, who was his spiritual mentor, salted with his own ideas for the protection and advancement of our nation.

The young men spoke of the passion and clarity of his thinking, his determination and single-mindedness; older people called this obduracy and criticised his disregard for the niceties of hierarchy and rank. They even questioned his sanity. Yet people spoke of his gentleness, his tender care of other prisoners, his unusual ability to look into the heart and soul of each individual and discern what he needed in his quest for spiritual and intellectual maturity.

I wrote he and his without thinking, for naturally almost all Shōin’s pupils were young men, but my uncle told me that women also attended his classes, and in the prison there was at least one woman who had not only learned from him, but had shared her own knowledge with him. For this reason I was more interested in him than I might otherwise have been.

Shōin was released from prison in the winter of the second year of Ansei, and sent back to his uncle’s house on the eastern side of the Matsumoto River. He was given permission to teach his uncle’s children, then their neighbours’, and so the school came into being: the Shōkasonjuku, the village school under the pines.

This was where my uncle wanted to study.

‘But we need you here,’ my mother said. ‘We cannot lose Mitsue and you at the same time. Who will help the doctor then? Tetsuya seems unlikely to return any time soon.’

I waited to hear my father say he would not allow it, but he was silent.

The swallows flew out and returned. The chicks cheeped, fell silent, cheeped.

‘Tsuru is more help than I am,’ Shinsai said.

‘That’s all too true,’ Father replied. ‘But Tsuru already works tirelessly; we cannot expect her to take on your work as well as Mitsue’s.’

I could hear the approval in his voice. My skin, which had cooled in the damp air, threatened to take fire again. I was not used to praise. Girls were expected to work without praise or thanks; it was our duty to do everything for our parents: why should they thank us? But my father’s words warmed my heart as well as my face.

‘It won’t be long before Tsuru leaves us too,’ my mother said. ‘What a terrible thing it is to have daughters. All that hard work bringing them up for another family’s benefit.’ The injustice of it brought a sob to her throat.

‘Well, I’ve got a suggestion,’ Shinsai said briskly. He had obviously had enough of tears for one day. ‘It is the answer to both problems. Bring a bridegroom into the house for Tsuru; look for a doctor’s son and adopt him into the family. That way you replace me and keep Tsuru with you.’ When my father did not respond, he added, ‘She really would be wasted if you sent her away.’

Of course my father could not agree immediately. Shinsai was more than twenty years younger than he was: it would not be right to take his advice, however much sense it made. My mother normally opposed everything Shinsai suggested as a matter of principle; she had rather a low opinion of him. So it was difficult now for her to seem to agree with what was secretly her deepest wish. Then there was the question of what people would think. The Itasaki were of no very great consequence, nor were we rich, though my father’s reputation was high and he had more patients than he could deal with. It was not unusual to adopt a son-in-law, but in this case there were already two possible heirs to the family, even if one showed no sign of ever returning from Nagasaki and the other no interest in medicine. My father’s recent appointment and his friendship with Lord Sufu had already elevated our family to a more lofty position than we deserved in the hierarchy of the domain. We did not want to jeopardise that position by behaviour which might be considered eccentric or unsuitable.

However we lived not in conservative Hagi but in Yuda, where the hot springs, they say, make everyone more easygoing. In the weeks following my sister’s wedding it was tacitly decided that the Itasaki family would keep me at home and start looking for a husband for me, and my uncle would apply to the Shōkasonjuku to study with Master Yoshida.


THE GAMBLING TREE

My father could not bear it when his patients died, which is a drawback for a doctor as so many of them do. I on the other hand was deeply interested in the fact and the process of death, making me an ideal assistant. My father’s warm nature caused him distress which in turn distressed his patients. When he was upset he had the habit of caressing his arms and patting himself. This became the background sound to death for me, the uneven exhalation of the dying and the gentle pat-pat of my father’s hands on his jacket sleeves. After a time I concluded that my cold approach was more calming than his concern and helped the dying accept what could not be avoided.

I cultivated this coldness into a way of looking that enabled me to see what was truly taking place within the patient’s body. Sometimes I felt as if I had microscope eyes: my father had been given a microscope when he was a student in Nagasaki, and being shown how to look through it for the first time is one of the strongest memories of my childhood. It made me determined to become a doctor myself – not that I dealt with many patients directly, apart from cases of birth and death when I was allowed to assist my father. Medicine was still the domain of men. But sometimes extreme modesty on the part of a bushi woman, or the extreme punctiliousness of her husband, made her reticent about being examined by a man. She remained hidden behind a screen while my father was expected to diagnose the symptoms and suggest the cure without being able to take the pulse or look at the tongue or the skin.

‘I can’t tell what’s wrong if I can’t see or touch,’ he would exclaim in exasperation, and I would be sent to the other side of the screen or into the next room to act as his eyes and hands. In this way I learned how to take the different pulses, how to distinguish the healthy unimpeded life force from the blocked, how to tell from the surface of the tongue or the white of the eye what might be wrong in the organs or the viscera. By the time I was fifteen I knew the eight principal patterns and the five phases, the six pernicious influences and the seven emotions that formed the basis of kanpō, the old tradition that came from China, as well as the more modern teachings that we called ranpō, Dutch medicine. My father began taking my opinions seriously and discussing treatments with me. I helped him prepare and dispense medicine, measuring and weighing China root, senna, anise, licorice, ginseng, peony root, powdered gecko skins and earthworms, and all the other ingredients that were stored in jars and boxes on shelves that lined the front room of our house where my father, sitting on a raised tatami matted area, carried out his consultations. He was surrounded by books, most of which I had read: treatises on anatomy and surgery, pharmacology and herbal medicines, pregnancy and childbirth, eye problems, madness, skin diseases and syphilis, moxa, acupuncture and the health benefits of hot springs. Some were by Japanese writers, some were translated from Chinese or Dutch. As well as books my father had a shelf devoted to his surgical instruments, most of them hidden under silk cloths to protect them from dust, his two travelling medical chests, and a few glass jars he had procured from Nagasaki containing various pickled creatures that the neighbourhood children were convinced were dragons or mermen.

Patients waited outside on the verandas, samurai on the more elegant one overlooking the front garden, and townspeople on the narrow one at the side which gave a view of the hedge and the drying poles, draped with cotton cloths, wadding and bandages. We usually served tea to the samurai but not to the ordinary people. They brought their own snacks and they sat cheerfully outside swapping these along with symptoms, remedies and their opinions of all the local doctors. They were often quite noisy, causing my father to call out in annoyance, demanding silence.

Inside, the room smelled of dried orange peel, moxa, camphor, oil of terebinth and bay leaves, as well as the incense we burned in front of the shrine to Shinnō which stood among the ingredients on one of the shelves.

Our house was a little way from the centre of Yuda, a town which had grown up around the hot springs. There was a hot spring in our garden, which we used for our own bathing as well as for making medicines and salves. Between the road from Yuda and the mountains, which rose abruptly less than a mile away, lay both dry and wet fields; directly over the road from us was a dry field were we grew our vegetables. Beyond, a stream we called the Karasugawa divided the vegetable fields from the rice paddies. At every corner fuit trees had been planted, peaches, mulberries, apricots or persimmons; a particularly large persimmon tree marked where our land joined that of the Inoue family, whose children, including Monta, we had known all our lives.

The mountains were not very high but they had the charming irregular aspect of mountains in Chinese landscapes and were often swathed in mist. Bamboo with its slender trunks and heavy foliage grew on the lower slopes; higher up was a mixture of sweet chestnuts, cork trees, oaks and cedars, with mountain cherries revealing themselves pure white in spring, and maples deep red in autumn.

At our gate stood one of those huge trees known as gambling trees, because their bark comes off in strips like a gambler’s clothes. For this reason my father’s practice was often referred to as the Gambling Tree Place, a source of constant jokes and puns among his cronies. The tree was home to many birds, particularly a pair of owls who would call softly at night, a sound, along with the rustle of falling bark, that I always associate with those years before the storm.

My father’s warm-hearted and gentle nature made him dislike conflict of any kind. We used to teasingly call him Sōseiko (Lord I Agree) which was the name given, not really maliciously, to the Chōshū daimyō, Mōri Takachika. At that time I had never set eyes on Lord Mōri, though sometimes we walked to the Hagi Ō-Kan, the road that led from Hagi to the southern port of Mitajiri, to watch as he set out on his journey of alternate attendance to the distant capital of Edo. Every domain daimyō had to spend alternate years in Edo, where his family lived permanently, not unlike hostages, and the processions to and from the capital were marvellous to behold: hundreds of men, and horses, the domain’s banners and crests, the daimyō and his senior retainers in palanquins.

Lord Mōri was obliged to spend lavishly on his retinue and in the honjin, the special lodging places along the road, for he was one of the greatest (unquestionably the greatest, if you listened to Chōshū men) of the tozama or outside lords. These were the families who submitted to Tokugawa Ieyasu after the battle of Sekigahara in the fifth year of Keichō, over two hundred and fifty years ago – a long time, you might think, but not long enough for the men of Chōshū to forget the wrong dealt by the Tokugawa to the Mōri family, who ever since had been bottled up in the castle town of Hagi, cut off from trade routes and remote from Edo, left to brood on injustice and plan revenge.

They were only partly true, these tales told to children who liked to sleep with their feet insultingly pointing towards the east and the Tokugawa, as our brother Tetsuya used to insist we did. The elders in Hagi were said to greet their lord at New Year with the question, ‘Has the time come to overthrow the Bakufu?’, and so far he had always replied, ‘No, it is not yet time.’

And would that time ever come? The house of Mōri still survived, its processions were still impressively lavish. We children might refight the battle of Sekigahara in play and remember it in our dreams, but our lord was the sōseiko, who agreed with every suggestion made to him, just like our father. It was hard to imagine him having the energy to overthrow the shōgunate.

Yet Lord Mōri shared other qualities with our father: a willingness to encourage young people and see the best in them, an ability to spot men of competence among samurai of lower rank, and a stolid conviction that if you only established modern schools with the best teachers some good had to come of it. Lord Mōri was not a clever man, and he knew it, but he used good advisors, and so achieved many clever results.

Twenty years earlier, in the Tenpō period, our domain, like so many others, had suffered several years of unseasonable weather and crop failure. There had been no rain in the planting period and heavy cold rain in the growing period. Not only rice but millet, barley and beans failed to ripen.

There was a huge outbreak of rioting, involving over a hundred villages. People were starving and the domain’s finances were in such a terrible state little could be done either to help them or suppress them. The domain’s income of over six hundred thousand koku was already pledged to merchants in Osaka in return for money to cover expenses, and according to my father the total debt of the domain far exceeded its income – and that was taking into account the cancelling of any repayment of interest.

The way to solve most financial problems, the authorities decided, was to cut samurai stipends and persuade everyone else, especially merchants, to be more frugal. I grew up believing everyone, everywhere, was poor, except for Lord Mōri of course. We were better off than most; my father at least had a profession. His patients might not be able to pay him his whole fee but they would make it up with gifts of food, or things they made like straw sandals, raincoats, umbrellas, baskets. We had enough land to support ourselves – and then there was the surprise of my father’s official appointment, which made it possible to send Tetsuya to Nagasaki for further training.

The work was unending and nothing was wasted. My mother worked as hard as anyone, but she had two ways of withdrawing from the round of daily tasks. At the end of our garden beneath the old plum trees was a small collection of family graves; my grandparents were buried here and my younger brother and sister who died aged four and two in the smallpox outbreak in the first year of Kaei (1848). I had smallpox at the same time but more mildly and I survived with only a few marks, like extra dimples, in my cheeks.

The following year the domain made the decision to introduce vaccination. Kusaka Genki, the older brother of my uncle’s friend Genzui, had just returned to Hagi from studying with Ogata Kōan in Ōsaka, where the practice had recently been introduced from Nagasaki. Genki was instrumental in obtaining live vaccine and persuading families to have their children treated.

My father took up vaccination with alacrity. He admired Genki greatly, and perhaps identified with him for they were of a similar age, and both had a much younger brother. The deaths of so many young children from smallpox had always distressed my father and the fact that he had not been able to save his own children was particularly painful. My mother often sighed and said, ‘If only the vaccine had come a year earlier you would have a little brother and sister,’ but I thought it was interesting that they had died before me and I knew their deaths had made me more precious to my parents. On the other hand, I felt I should do everything possible to ease my parents’ grief and never make them regret that I was the one chosen to live. So when my mother disappeared every afternoon to spend a little time with the dead, resting her body and regathering her spirits, I happily took on her work as well as my own.

My mother’s other great consolation was literature. She knew by heart all the stories from The Tale of the Heike or The Great Peace. Heroes like Yoshitsune or Kusunoki Masashige came alive in the tales she told us at night while we did our evening chores, mending and sewing. She also owned a few precious books: The Tale of Genji, The Mirror of Learning, and so on. Her favourite was A Country Genji, a rewriting of the Genji story, about a handsome young man, Mitsuuji, who pretended to be a playboy but was really a great warrior.

The book was old – it was in several volumes – and damaged by insects and humidity, but to us it had the aura of a holy relic. It had been banned by the Shōgun; its printing blocks had been destroyed. Just to own it was a subversive act. It was only brought out in the presence of our closest family. My mother kept it by her pillow at night so she could save it if the house burned down. It was a wonderful tale of love and courage in a world far removed from our austere everyday life.

The other book my mother loved was The Tale of Dashing Shidōken. When I was eleven years old she gave me a white feather fan and told me it was a magic one like Asanoshin’s: with it I would be able to see distant places and watch events unfold in other cities, other countries. I believed her, and would often hold the fan to my lips and pretend I could see what was happening in the faraway world.

My father taught me how to use a microscope and encouraged me to become a doctor. My mother gave me a magic fan and unlocked my imagination.
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