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For Sam and Henry, my sweetest and truest loves



THE PEOPLE OF TSUNENO’S WORLD

TSUNENO’S FAMILY

The reconstruction of Tsuneno’s family was among the most difficult tasks of writing this book, since there is no family tree among the Rinsenji records. The relationships here have been reconstituted from birth and death records and mentions in letters (i.e., “older brother”).

Tsuneno’s Parents


	Emon (1768–1837): Tsuneno’s father and head priest at Rinsenji temple

	Haruma (d. 1841): Tsuneno’s mother



Tsuneno’s Siblings


	Izawa Kōtoku (dates unknown): Tsuneno’s older brother, probably a half brother from a previous marriage of her father’s, who was adopted by the Izawa family of physicians in Takada and later became a physician himself

	Giyū (1800–1849): Tsuneno’s older brother who inherited his father’s position as head priest at Rinsenji temple

	Kiyomi (dates unknown): Tsuneno’s sister, probably younger, who married a priest in a nearby village

	Giryū (1807–1876): Tsuneno’s younger brother

	Girin (dates unknown): Tsuneno’s younger brother who raped Giyū’s first wife and was temporarily exiled from the family

	Gisen (d. 1848): Tsuneno’s youngest brother, who went to study in Edo

	Umeka (b. 1815): Tsuneno’s younger sister who died in infancy

	Toshino (1817–1844): Tsuneno’s younger sister

	Ino (d. 1840): Tsuneno’s younger sister



Giyū’s Family


	Giyū’s first wife: unnamed in the Rinsenji documents, married in 1828 and divorced the following year

	Sano (1804–1859): Giyū’s second wife and Tsuneno’s sister-in-law, mother to Kihaku and four other children

	Kihaku (1832–1887): Giyū and Sano’s son, who inherited his father’s position as head priest

	Otake (b. 1840): Giyū and Sano’s daughter, whom Tsuneno wanted to adopt



Tsuneno’s Husbands


	The head priest at Jōganji (m. 1817–1831): Tsuneno’s first husband, in Ōishida, Dewa Province

	Koide Yasōemon (m. 1833–1837): Tsuneno’s second husband, a wealthy peasant in Ōshima Village, Echigo Province

	Katō Yuemon (m. 1837–1838): Tsuneno’s third husband, a townsman in Takada, Echigo Province

	Izawa Hirosuke (later Heizō) (m. 1840–1844, 1846–1853): Tsuneno’s fourth husband, in Edo, a native of Kamōda Village in Echigo Province who worked in service to samurai households



OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS, ACQUAINTANCES, AND EMPLOYERS

In Echigo


	Isogai Denpachi: the Rinsenji temple secretary, also a parishioner

	Yamazaki Kyūhachirō: Tsuneno’s uncle in Iimuro Village

	Chikan: Tsuneno’s companion on the road to Edo, a junior Buddhist priest from Jienji temple in Koyasu Village, just outside Takada



In Edo


	Sōhachi: a rice store proprietor and Chikan’s relative, a native of Echigo

	Isogai Yasugorō: Tsuneno’s friend from home, a Rinsenji parishioner working winters in the city

	Jinsuke: Tsuneno’s building superintendent and creditor in Minagawa-chō

	Bunshichi and Mitsu: Tsuneno’s aunt and uncle in Tsukiji

	Matsudaira Tomosaburō (c. 1821–1866): Tsuneno’s first employer, a bannerman, later known as Matsudaira Nobuyoshi, the Lord of Kameyama Domain

	Iwai Hanshirō V (1776–1847): a famous kabuki actor, owner of the rental property in Sumiyoshi-chō where Tsuneno briefly worked in 1840

	Izawa Hanzaemon (aka Takeda Yakara and Takeda Gorō): Hirosuke’s younger brother, a man of low connections and dubious character

	Yado Gisuke: a friend of Tsuneno’s, an acupuncturist and native of Dewa Province

	Fujiwara Yūzō: an old friend of Hirosuke’s, working in service in Hongō




A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS

Readers in the field of Japanese history will notice that I have translated every Japanese term, even when some of those untranslated terms are commonly used in English-language writing. In the realm of weights, currency, and measurements, I have translated koku as bales, ryō as gold pieces, bu as gold coins, shu as small gold coins, and mon as copper coins. I have also converted all traditional Japanese age counts to their Western equivalents. For example, in 1853, when Tsuneno died, she was fifty by the Japanese count, which considered newborns to be one year old, but I have given her age as forty-nine. For ease of reading, I have also converted all Japanese years to their Gregorian calendar equivalents, even though this is not always accurate, because the Japanese and Gregorian years didn’t properly align. For example, I render the twelfth month of Tenpō 13 as the twelfth month of 1842, even though it was already 1843 in Europe and the United States. Finally, many of the people I write about changed their names or went by more than one name. For the sake of consistency and readability, I always refer to them by the first version of the name I encountered in the record.



PROLOGUE

On January 1, 1801, the first day of a new century, President John Adams opened the cold, barely finished White House for a public reception. On the other side of the Atlantic, London’s church bells rang out to herald the Union of Great Britain and Ireland, and a new flag—the Union Jack—was raised for the first time. Napoléon spent the day plotting future conquests, while Parisians celebrated the traditional New Year in defiance of the French republican calendar, which did not recognize the holiday. The eighteenth century was over, but its waves of revolution were still crashing ashore. Looking ahead, American newspapers made bold predictions, not just for themselves, but for people everywhere. The tide had turned from tyranny to liberty, from superstition to enlightenment, from monarchy to republicanism. In the next hundred years, they agreed, “a greater change, in the affairs of the world, seems to be promised.”

But across the plains and mountains of their rugged continent, on the other side of a vast and restless ocean, there was no new era to celebrate, no reason to raise toasts or make predictions. On the Japanese archipelago, people followed their own lunar calendar, and only a few even knew the year as 1801. To most, the date was Kansei 12, not a beginning, but a middle. Far away from the Atlantic world’s age of revolutions, Japan was coasting through one of the more placid expanses of its Great Peace. It had been nearly two hundred years since anyone in Japan had gone to war. In that time, Europe had convulsed again and again in bloody conflicts over religion, China’s Ming Dynasty had collapsed in a continent-shaking cataclysm, kings had been beheaded, new countries had emerged, and great maritime empires had risen and fallen. Still, Japan’s era of calm persisted. It seemed as though it would stretch forward endlessly into the future.

The day that most of the Western world knew as the first of January 1801 was an ordinary midwinter day, the seventeenth of the eleventh month of the year. In Japan’s cities, elegant women wore layers of padded robes, watchmen scanned the horizon for fire, and peddlers sold roasted sweet potatoes on the street. In the countryside, people repaired tools, made ropes, tended their winter crops of greens and radishes, and worried over how to pay their taxes. The harvest season had ended, and all the bills were coming due. In the mountains, peasants piled up timber; along the seashore, they filled barrels of dried seaweed. In farming villages, they assembled bales of rice or soybeans. Sometimes they counted out cash. Every hamlet in each of the sixty-six Japanese provinces owed something: its obligation to the local lord or to the shogun, Tokugawa Ienari, who ruled the realm from his castle in the great metropolis of Edo, a teeming city of 1.2 million.

In the darkest part of winter, as people in the West celebrated, tens of thousands of Japanese tax bills were being written and stamped, copied over in brush and ink, delivered by messengers, and passed through the calloused hands of peasants. One of the bills ended up in the possession of a Buddhist priest named Emon. He lived in a village called Ishigami, many days’ walk from the great city of Edo’s merchant houses and kabuki theaters. His small temple was in Echigo Province, at the foot of steep mountains, in the heart of Japan’s snow country. There, among thatched-roofed wooden houses, grassy fields, and rice paddies, winter had arrived in full force. Emon’s neighbors had already mended their straw boots and snowshoes, reinforced their roof beams, wrapped fragile plants in thick woven mats, and hung reed blinds from their windows. By the eleventh month, the snow was several feet deep, and more fell almost every day. When the wind picked up, the snow blew across the fields, piling up in drifts and making it impossible to see the curving pathways and small canals that traversed the village.

Emon’s family had lived among the farmers of Ishigami Village for generations. They had been warriors once, samurai. According to their own family history, they had served the great general Takeda Shingen, the Tiger of Kai, famous for his strategic acumen and his distinctive suit of armor, including a helmet crowned with curving golden horns. His armies had fought some of the bloodiest battles of the sixteenth century, during Japan’s Warring States Period, when generals rampaged through fields and burned castles, assembling tens and then hundreds of thousands of men as they struggled for control of the archipelago. It was a time when peasants were driven from their villages and armies marched from encampment to encampment; the population was shaken and redistributed across the land. Somehow, when the armies were exhausted and a weary peace set in, Emon’s ancestors had ended up in the southern part of Echigo Province.

In the last decades of the sixteenth century, Japan’s new military hegemon, the forerunner to the shogun, sorted the population into warriors and civilians. Every head of a samurai household was required to choose his fate. Those who wanted to be warriors had to give up farming and move to barracks in castle towns, where they would stand ready to defend their lords. Those who remained in their villages were ordered to renounce their samurai status and turn in their weapons. Samurai would have the privilege of serving in government and receiving salaries from the shogun or a lord, and peasants would have the assurance that they would never be asked to go to war. Emon’s ancestors chose the latter option: they laid down their arms and remained on the land.

Over the years, members of Emon’s family farmed and served as village headmen. They mediated disputes, assembled tax payments, and communicated with the samurai who administered the area. But one of Emon’s forbears chose a different path. He set down his farming manuals, studied Buddhist scriptures, and became ordained as a priest in the True Pure Land sect. He gathered parishioners, conducted funeral services, sang hymns, and taught the essential tenet of his faith: that anyone who believed in the saving power of Amida Buddha could be reborn in the paradise of the Pure Land, freed from an endless karmic cycle of suffering. He established the little village temple, Rinsenji, where Emon and his family still lived, tending the flock and keeping registers of the living and the dead.

Emon’s ancestors’ decisions, accumulating over centuries, had consequences that still reached into every corner of his daily life. If his forbears had chosen to be warriors, Emon would have been a samurai, too. He would have worn two swords, a symbol of his warrior status. He would have lived in town, and if he came to the village at all, he would have dressed in formal trousers, his hair gathered into a glossy topknot, every aspect of his appearance announcing his importance. As it was, he wore dull clerical robes and shaved his head. More important, he paid taxes. If Emon had been born a samurai, he would have belonged to the ruling class. He would have issued the tax bills, collected the payments, and received a salary for his trouble. He and his male descendants would have been guaranteed an income for as long as their household endured.

Still, even in the middle of winter, as he confronted yet another tax bill, it was difficult for Emon to argue with his ancestors’ choices. He was wealthy. He and his wife, Haruma, had already welcomed a baby boy, an heir for the temple, in 1800. With the hope for more children, and the near guarantee of enough money to raise them, Emon’s family was flourishing. He gave thanks to the Buddha for his blessings. It had been a difficult year, and most of his parishioners in Ishigami Village were not as lucky as he was. A river upstream had flooded, and the village’s ponds and fields had been inundated. The harvest had been terrible, and peasant headmen all across the region had petitioned for relief. Widows and children were starving, they said, and families were fleeing to avoid all the bills they couldn’t pay. But Emon faced no such difficulty. For him, a tax bill was not a looming catastrophe; it was just one more document to read and file.

Emon had inherited boxes full of paper, some of it more than a hundred years old, folded accordion-style, stuffed into envelopes, and sewn into little books. He had tax bills and receipts going back decades, petitions and notices related to village business, dozens of agreements to pawn land and lend money, accounts of parishioners coming and going, population registers, a record of deaths and posthumous Buddhist names, and even the list of items that the family had purchased for his older sister’s wedding. This was not at all unusual. An astonishing number of his countrymen—and -women—were literate. Even in farming villages, as many as one in five men could write, and the number was much higher in most cities. Together, the people of the Japanese archipelago created what was probably the most extensive archive ever of an early modern society: letters drafted by the shogun’s women, leaning over lacquer desks in the well-appointed rooms of Edo Castle; proclamations and memoranda from the samurai who promulgated laws and judged criminal cases; planting diaries from the farmers who recorded seeds purchased and fields rotated; ledgers from great merchant houses and tiny local stores; children’s lessons scrawled on dull scrap paper; sketches of shrines and harbors and samurai heroes and demons and trees; plans for houses; lists of property values; commentaries on Western “barbarian” history; lists of the books available in traveling libraries; and poems about nearly everything imaginable.

In the winter of Kansei 12, there was nothing noteworthy in Emon’s collection. The contents of his boxes told an orderly and predictable story: the taxes were billed and paid every year, women married in and out, the headship of the Rinsenji temple passed between generations, and the family issued loans and accumulated land. There may have been secrets lurking between the lines of letters, but they were never spelled out. For the most part, the world of the archive didn’t encompass much beyond Emon’s corner of Echigo Province. In those days, faraway cities were still far away. The shogun in his castle in Edo was an abstraction; his government was a faceless entity that collected revenue. The President of the United States of America, living across the ocean in his new white house, was completely unknown.

But the world was changing slowly, almost imperceptibly, as Emon added to his archive and his family. Soon his collection would contain names and dates he couldn’t imagine; it would be the repository of conflicts he couldn’t foresee. A few years after the turn of the century, Emon’s daughter Tsuneno would be born, and over the next five decades she would cause as much trouble as all of his other nine children combined. Along the way, she would write dozens of letters, all of which her father and brothers kept. She would complain, rejoice, despair, rage, and apologize. She would cross out words, correct them, and begin again. She would disavow her previous writings and insist that they were never what she meant. She would introduce new return addresses; unknown, eccentric characters; and different vocabulary. She would write until eventually letters to Tsuneno, from Tsuneno, and about Tsuneno would dominate the collection. Her rebellion—set down on the page—would inspire more and more writing, in varying voices and formats, as her family struggled to understand, and contain, her messy life. It was as if they believed that a succession of letters and lists might turn her into the sister and daughter they had all expected. Instead, her strong will would reorient the entire archive. Rather than telling the orderly story of a family, it would begin to tell a different story: hers.

If the priest Emon had known what would happen later, the secrets that his collection would accommodate and one day reveal, he might have thought differently about those boxes full of paper. Long after the temple was gone, after the shogun fell and Ishigami Village merged into a neighboring city, his family’s documents would come into the possession of a public archive in the city of Niigata, eighty miles away. The archivists would trace the outline of Tsuneno’s story and put one of her letters on a website, and a foreign scholar, sitting alone in her office, would see Tsuneno’s words on the screen:


To mother, from Tsuneno (confidential). I’m writing with spring greetings. I went to Kanda Minagawa-chō in Edo—quite unexpectedly—and I ended up in so much trouble!





I read Tsuneno’s letter over two hundred years after Emon filed his tax bill: a country, an ocean, and a world away. I returned to it again and again, in between the classes I taught that winter, reloading the page as the snow blew past my window. When the school year ended, I boarded a flight to Tokyo, the city that used to be Edo. From there, I took a bullet train through Emon’s mountains just so I could see Tsuneno’s letter in person: the brushstrokes running down the page, the creases still sharp in the paper. I snapped a picture of that letter, and then another, and then dozens more, clutching the table with my free hand, dizzy with jet lag and morning sickness. I was expecting my own child: another firstborn son, another family, another story about to begin.

As I raised my own little boys, I came to know each of Emon’s children, starting with Tsuneno, the loudest, the most passionate, the one who seemed to insist on having her story told. The priest left no family tree, so I had to excavate the other names, one by one, out of the tangled masses of hundreds of documents. I met Giyū, Tsuneno’s older brother, an uneasy, conflicted patriarch, who kept all the records after Emon retired. I met the youngest brother, Gisen, who composed beautiful, legible letters and called his sister Tsuneno an idiot.

On my computer screen, everyone’s scrawled Chinese characters became millions of pixels. I squinted at them, trying to make the squiggles of two-hundred-year-old calligraphy resolve into the more familiar, modern shapes of Japanese words. I spoke and read modern Japanese and I could read nineteenth-century documents in print, but the brushstrokes nearly defeated me. I stared at Tsuneno’s letters, in an archaic form of the phonetic alphabet, and spoke them aloud, trying to figure out the breaks between the phrases. I broke the spines of two dictionaries dedicated to the “destroyed style” of script, leaving crumpled pages behind in a diaper bag, in the kitchen, and on the floor of my office. I wrote Japanese colleagues begging for help; I hired a research assistant for some of the transcriptions. For years, I kept the entire collection of documents catalogued on my phone, just in case I ran into someone who could decipher a difficult passage, maybe at a conference dinner or in the back of a taxi. Eventually, I was able to read most of them myself. Slowly, I pieced together the story: a rebellious woman, a quarreling family, the last generation of people to know the great city of Edo rather than Tokyo, who would count each of their years according to the old calendar, who would live and die in the shogun’s realm.

If Emon had known any of this, he might have questioned his habit of keeping copies and drafts and teaching his son Giyū to do the same. He probably wouldn’t have wanted his difficult daughter’s story read, much less told. He was not keeping his records for a public archive or a foreign scholar. He would have been amazed, and probably appalled, that a woman, a mother, would fly across the ocean, again and again, leaving her husband and children, just to study his family’s correspondence. He would have been astonished that she would be drawn to Tsuneno, of all people, his selfish, aggravating child.

Then again, the family’s history had to be remembered somehow, and Emon—like his ancestors and his descendants—lived in a society that compulsively generated and preserved written records. It’s hard to say what he would have done differently then, balanced on the edge of what his grandchildren would know as the nineteenth century. At the time, it seemed there was no choice to be made.

Emon filed his tax bill. It was either the last document from an era he didn’t know was ending or the first of one he didn’t know was beginning. Either way, he was still in the middle of his own story. He was doing the work his ancestors did, paying his taxes and preparing for the future, assembling an archive, still secure in his quiet, snowbound world.




Chapter One FARAWAY PLACES

Baby gifts arrived at the Rinsenji temple in the spring of 1804, during the early thaw, when the paths through Ishigami Village were choked with mud. The number of presents was limited. This was, after all, the birth of a second child—and a girl. Four-year-old Giyū, his mother’s firstborn son, arrived in the dead of winter, and still the temple was swamped with deliveries, package after package of sardines, sake, bolts of cloth, seaweed, dried persimmons, and folding paper fans. That was appropriate. This new baby, born on the twelfth day of the third month, received simple, mostly homemade things: sticky rice cakes, sake, a set of baby clothes, dried fish flakes.

She didn’t have a name during the first week of her life. It was too soon, when so many infants didn’t survive. It would be bad luck, as if the family were trying to hold on to something that wasn’t quite theirs. Once the baby lived for seven days, then it would be time to celebrate, to give her a name and welcome her to the community.

When the week of anxious waiting passed, Emon and his family held a small gathering. No records of it survive, but such events were customary, and the temple family fulfilled all the usual social obligations. The guests would have been an assortment of wives and mothers from Ishigami and the neighboring villages: strong peasants, including the midwives who had attended the birth, and probably a few more refined ladies, Buddhist priests’ and village headmen’s wives. The baby girl was so new to the world that she didn’t yet recognize any of the people who would later become fixtures in her life. She may have slept through the festivities. But considering the personality she grew into later, it also seems likely that she opened her eyes, looked around at the tight circle of women, and wailed.

For a name, the girl’s parents had chosen something slightly sophisticated and out of the ordinary: Tsuneno. It was three syllables instead of the more common two, and it took two Chinese characters to write. This child would be the only Tsuneno in her family, most likely the only one in any of the farming villages that surrounded the temple. As long as she kept her name, she would never be confused with anyone else.

In the first months of her life, baby Tsuneno had everything she needed. Her family had old clothes and rags to piece together for diapers, so she could be changed whenever she was wet. She had a mat to sleep on, instead of a dirt floor, and enough firewood and charcoal to keep warm in the long winters. She had a wardrobe: loose cotton robes made up in a tiny size for babies and toddlers. There were lamps and candles to illuminate the shadowy rooms of the temple at night, and on snowy days she could sleep under a puffy patchwork blanket. In the summer, there were mosquito nets over her futon. Her mother could eat enough to produce breast milk—babies typically nursed until around the age of three—and if she couldn’t or didn’t want to breastfeed, her family could hire a wet nurse. They could also pay a village girl to work as a nursemaid. She could wear Tsuneno on her back and sing her plaintive country songs, and Tsuneno could regard the world from over her shoulder.

There was so much to learn. First, the things that babies need to know: mother’s face; father’s voice; her older brother’s name, Giyū. Next, lessons for toddlers, new vocabulary and rules. The word shōji for the paper-covered sliding doors, clattering and delicate, that she shouldn’t push her fingers through. Tatami for the mats on the floors: they rippled under her bare toes, and she had to remember not to pull at the sweet, grassy straw. Tansu was the word for the dresser, which was not safe to climb on, and hibachi was for the charcoal brazier that was too hot to touch. Ohashi was for chopsticks. There were two words for bowls. Owan for the dark, glowing lacquer ones, which were surprisingly light, and osara for the smooth porcelain, which could break. It was important to be careful.

Tsuneno also learned social rules, some beyond language, that alerted her to her family’s place in their small village. She could get a sense of her status through her neighbors’ deferential bows and the quick envious glances of other children. Adults knew the details, and the few who had the time and space to contemplate could perceive the outlines of a longer story. A hundred and fifty years earlier, when Tsuneno’s father’s ancestors were the Ishigami Village headmen, the main difference between rich and poor peasants had been one of degree: some owned land and others were tenants, but most shared a common occupation, farming, and a similar lifestyle. That had changed by the time Tsuneno’s grandfather was born. Prosperous families were finding new places to invest their money and new ways to multiply their fortunes, often at their neighbors’ expense. They had opened workshops for the production of Echigo chijimi—a kind of fine hemp crepe, bleached on snowfields—or they had become textile dealers, middlemen between producers and merchants. They bought local rice and brewed sake or bought eggs and sold them to city people. Or, like Tsuneno’s family, they invested in religious education, established temples, performed funeral services, and collected offerings. When they made money from these endeavors, they opened pawnshops, lent money, and, most important, invested in land. Already in Tsuneno’s great-grandfather’s generation, half the land in Ishigami Village was held by people in other places. By the time she was a child, one family—the Yamadas of Hyakukenmachi, an easy walk downriver—had holdings in nearly thirty villages.

Tsuneno’s parents and grandparents were investors and planners. They had to be, since even substantial fortunes could be lost quickly through bad harvests and mismanagement. But families like theirs also spent money freely on the small things of everyday life. They bought sets of bowls and plates for a few hundred coppers each. They bought books, too, to be read and lent to the neighbors, and low desks for writing. They spent heavy, ridged gold coins on futons, thick blankets, and finely woven mosquito nets, and they also purchased silk kimonos and obis for special occasions and heavy coats for the winter. With the small change left over, they bought snowshoes and wooden clogs for the children. When the tea had been drunk, the bowls had broken, the coats had worn out, and the mosquito nets had torn, they bought more. Consumption had become an endless occupation, and their houses filled with more and more things for their children to name and count.

In Tsuneno’s house, which was attached to the temple, some of those everyday things were funded by donations from parishioners, who gave cash, rice, and vegetables in gratitude for the Buddha’s compassion. Snow country people were known for their piety, not only because their lives were so difficult but also because the revered founder of the True Pure Land sect, Shinran, had lived there for a time in the early thirteenth century. He had been exiled from the capital for his heretical teaching that salvation depended on faith alone: anyone who called on Amida Buddha could be reborn in the paradise of the Pure Land. Even worse (at least from the standpoint of the clerical establishment), Shinran rejected priestly celibacy. Instead, he had married an Echigo woman, Eshinni, who established the role of the priest’s wife as a religious leader.

Some adherents of other Buddhist sects—such as Zen, Nichiren, and Shingon—still looked down on True Pure Land believers. Those who belonged to austere monastic traditions, in which clerics refrained from eating meat and remained celibate, often thought True Pure Land priests like Tsuneno’s father were too invested in worldly success, too covetous of riches, and too indulgent in earthly pleasures. True Pure Land priests had wives and children, and they enjoyed a lifestyle much like that of prosperous laypeople, all funded by gifts from parishioners. (“This is truly a sect that treats the people with extreme greed,” a critic wrote.) But even those who condescended to True Pure Land believers could recognize the strength of their devotion. They tended to raise large families, believing that infanticide—fairly common among other peasants—was a sin. In some circles, this was regarded as an admirable commitment to principle. In others, it was a sign of irrational zealotry or even barbarism: raising large broods of children as if they were dogs or cats.

In the end, Tsuneno’s parents had eight children who survived infancy. Childbearing was part of Tsuneno’s mother’s vocation, as central to her faith as singing hymns and saying prayers. The True Pure Land sect’s scholars taught that raising a child to become a priest or priest’s wife was a gift to the Buddha equal to “all the treasures that fill three thousand worlds.” So Haruma tended to her babies, and then her growing children, while she fulfilled the other duties of a village priest’s wife. Every day, she placed offerings of food and flowers on the altar before an image of Amida Buddha. She kept house, entertained parishioners with tea, and ministered to the women of the village. As the “guardian of the temple,” Haruma taught her sons and daughters that devotion could be embodied, that consistency and discipline were testaments of faith.

Tsuneno and her siblings learned about religious implements the way that peasant children learned about threshers and fishing nets. Their days were perfumed by the smoldering incense on the altar and punctuated by the deep, hollow sound of the bell calling people to the main hall for worship. Tsuneno learned to roll the cool beads of a rosary between her palms as she prayed. She memorized the first, most important prayer, Namu Amida Butsu (Hail Amida Buddha), something even a toddler could say.

Outside the temple, Tsuneno learned things that all Echigo children knew. She grew up speaking the local accent, switching around her i’s and her e’s just like everyone around her. In winter, she learned to “paddle” through powdery snow in straw snowshoes and to clear a path by “digging” rather than “shoveling.” In spring, when the snow froze hard, she learned how to walk on ice without slipping and how to laugh at her little brothers and sisters when they fell. She probably knew how to win a snowball contest, how to design a snow castle, and how to build a little cooking fire by scooping out a hollow in the snow and spreading rice bran under the kindling. If she didn’t, her brothers certainly did.

One of Tsuneno’s older brothers, Kōtoku, had been adopted by a doctor’s family living in the nearby town Takada, where a local lord had his castle. Most of the town’s twenty thousand residents lived in dark, narrow town houses tucked behind unbroken rows of eaves. In winter, they climbed to their rooftops to clear the snow, then dumped it out into the middle of the road. Kōtoku could have taught Tsuneno how to scramble up to the top of the snow heap. By midwinter, it was so high that they could look down at the rooftops and out toward the mountains.

There was a measuring pole ten feet high set out in front of Takada Castle, and in the worst winters snow buried it completely. Echigo’s children learned to speak of blizzards and frozen horses as if such things were ordinary. They were not impressed with giant icicles, even when they grew inside their houses, extending from the rafters nearly to the floor. They were accustomed to spending days in the dark because all the doors and windows were snowed over and couldn’t be cleared. Little girls filled the dull stretches of time with singing and clapping games or with stories: Once upon a time, a fisherman named Urashima Tarō rescued a turtle. A woodcutter and his wife found a tiny baby inside a hollow bamboo stalk. A weaver girl fell in love with a cowherd. An outsider might have thought the winters were quaint, even cozy, and children may not have minded. But for their parents, there was nothing romantic, or even pleasant, about the winter. It was a test of endurance. The region’s most famous author, Suzuki Bokushi, wrote: “What enjoyment is there of snow for us in Echigo, where foot after foot falls year after year? We exhaust ourselves and our purses, undergo a thousand pains and discomforts, all because of the snow.”

But at least everyone knew what to expect. It would be “freezing from equinox to equinox,” as the older people said, and sometimes farmers would need to shovel out the fields so that they could plant their rice seedlings. But eventually the rivers would thaw, the ice would retreat from the valleys, and in the fourth or fifth month all the flowers would bloom at once.

In the short summers, when the snow had cleared, Tsuneno learned the contours of her village. Ishigami extended to the shorelines of Big Pond and Little Pond, the reservoirs used to flood the rice fields in the spring. Like all children, she first measured distance in time and footsteps—she could walk all around Big Pond within the space of a morning—while the adults around her rendered the same distances in numbers and noted the figures for their records. To Tsuneno, Big Pond was just a vast glittering lake, but to men like her father, the details were important: the height of the embankments, the surface area of the water, the level of rainfall, and the date on the calendar when the floodgates would be open and the muddy fields would fill with water.

As the men in Ishigami made measurements and drew brightly colored maps of local rice paddies and pathways, all of the Japanese islands were being charted and measured more precisely. Just before Tsuneno was born, the cartographer Inō Tadataka had surveyed her part of Echigo, equipped with a compass, a sextant, and his knowledge of the stars. He had followed the Sea of Japan coastline from the northern tip of the main island of Honshu down to the port of Naoetsu and turned inland toward Takada. From there, he set out for the mountains, naming the villages he passed and noting the number of buildings in each. Later, he turned his surveyor’s diary into a map of southern Echigo, which he presented to the shogun. He rendered all the turns and inlets of the Sea of Japan coast, the town of Takada, all the little villages along the Northern Highway, and the distinctive peak of Mt. Myōkō, a familiar sight on the horizon whenever the clouds cleared. But Ishigami Village was still too small and remote to have a place on his map—even Big Pond and Little Pond were blank space. They would have to wait a few decades to appear on a comprehensive map of the province, and by then Echigo would be called Niigata Prefecture.

Meanwhile, a child could make her own map of the woods and fields around Big Pond, noting the cicadas seething in the grass and the clicking black dragonflies tracing circles over the water. Stands of cedar trees bracketed the shore; water chestnuts and lotuses floated on the water’s surface. There were also other, mysterious things. They lurked in dark forests and in the depths of the ponds. Tsuneno couldn’t see and touch them, but she knew they were there. All the children did—it was common knowledge. Water sprites splashed in Big Pond, and goblins with long red noses darted among the trees. Even ordinary animals had hidden lives. Badgers were tricksters, and foxes could turn into beautiful women. An industrious rabbit lived in the full moon and spent every night pounding sticky rice cakes.

In books, the forests were no longer enchanted. Precise illustrations of all the plants and animals appeared in thick, dense volumes, which were available for purchase from traveling booksellers. Like cartographers, Japanese natural scientists were charting the world of Tsuneno’s childhood, making detailed observations and measurements. They classified what they found as medicinal herbs, “products,” or natural objects, inspired by the categories named in Chinese texts. But that would soon change. Far away in Bizen Province, a boy a little older than Tsuneno was studying “Western learning” and puzzling out the foreign sounds and letters of Dutch books. In time, he would write a Sutra of Botany, arguing that the Japanese should adopt the classification system devised by the Swedish botanist Linnaeus. For the first time in Japan, the cedars in the forest and the lotuses on Little Pond would be called plants.

For Tsuneno, there were no “plants,” but there were other kinds of knowledge waiting between the pages of books. When she could be trusted to sit still and not spill her ink, probably around the age of seven or eight, she began her formal education. This was not taken for granted in rural Echigo. Only a few years before Tsuneno was born, a woman from a nearby village was forced to apologize to her in-laws for wasting time learning to read and write. But Tsuneno was not an ordinary peasant. A sophisticated girl, and a desirable bride for a priest or village headman, would have to be able to write graceful letters, read poetry, and, in some cases, even keep family accounts. What if Tsuneno’s mother-in-law kept a housekeeping diary and expected her to follow written instructions? Or what if Tsuneno didn’t know how to arrange plates on a tray properly and wanted to look up the answer in a manual? There were expectations for womanly competence, and Tsuneno had to keep up. Parents all around were purchasing copybooks and hiring tutors, and their daughters were practicing literacy: drafting simple letters to their friends, entering numbers in ledgers, and keeping short diaries.

By the time Tsuneno first knelt at a desk to dip her brush in ink, her brother Giyū, who was about four years older, had already begun lessons. He and Tsuneno might have attended the same village school, since teachers in some places taught boys and girls together, or one or both of them might have studied with a tutor at home. But even if they sat side by side, they followed different curricula. Both siblings started with the forty-eight letters of the Japanese phonetic alphabet, which were much more difficult to master than they seemed because each of them could be written in a number of forms. From there, Giyū might have continued with the Primer on Names so that, in the future, he could correctly address the ordinary Kōheis, Denpachis, and Jinbeis who populated the countryside. Then he learned how to write the names of the provinces, as well as the counties of Echigo and the neighboring villages. He already knew these places as collections of trees, fields, and houses—they were home—but now he would learn how officials saw and classified them. Eventually, the shapes of the characters would become as familiar as the mountains on the horizon, and he would barely have to think about how to move the brush when he identified himself in an official document: Giyū of the Rinsenji temple, Ishigami Village, Kubiki County, Echigo Province.

In order to understand his place in the world, Giyū also had to learn about the political structure of the realm. He came to know, vaguely, that he lived in the land of the gods, the ancient deities whose ranks included everyone from the Sun Goddess, mythical progenitor of Japan’s emperor, to the local guardians of ponds and mountains. Although Giyū was a Buddhist, the profusion of other gods would not have bothered him. Most ordinary people thought of “the gods and the buddhas” in the same category, and the veneration of Japanese deities didn’t interfere with their devotion to the Buddha.

The gods’ territory was indistinct. Giyū might have guessed that their realm roughly corresponded to the dominion of the emperor, whose family had ruled Japan for over a thousand years. The emperor appeared in history books and literature, but in Giyū’s time he was not a politically important figure. He lived cloistered in his palace in the city of Kyoto, composing poetry and conducting esoteric rituals. The real power in the realm was the shogun, the military leader who ruled from Edo Castle. He directly administered about a third of the land in Japan, including Giyū’s own village: the taxes that Giyū’s father paid went to the shogun’s coffers in Edo. The remainder of Japan was carved into domains administered by powerful lords. They collected their own taxes, and some of them were more amenable to the shogun’s authority than others, though they all performed their obedience by spending one year out of every two in attendance on the shogun in Edo. In all, there were nearly three hundred domain lords, far too many for Giyū to remember. And since most domains didn’t have contiguous boundaries, he couldn’t study their shapes on a map. But he had to know the important domains in Echigo Province, especially Takada, since it was the closest.

Giyū studied some basic Buddhist doctrine, since he was destined to be a priest. Later, he would go to a main temple to be ordained. For now, still at home, he puzzled over the language of official correspondence, an awkward classical Chinese-Japanese hybrid style that no one ever spoke, a vestige of the time when classical Chinese was the sole language of government. Japanese and Chinese shared a set of complicated characters, but they were completely different languages with different grammars. Giyū sometimes had to rearrange the order of the characters when he read the hybrid style out loud. “With fear and trembling we humbly present the following request,” he read, half-backward, learning the correct way to open a petition to the authorities. He would use the same hybrid style, with fewer obsequious flourishes, for the certificates and contracts that sealed everyday agreements among commoners: “An Agreement to Send a Person into Service,” “An Agreement to Borrow Money,” and “An Agreement to Sell Land.” There were correct forms for all of these documents, but luckily they could be looked up in a convenient manual.

Giyū also studied straight classical Chinese, because it was still the language of ancient history and philosophy. He could write poetry in the Chinese style, an accomplishment that made him proud. He bound his compositions in a book and wrote his name with bold characters on the cover. Judging from some of the references he made in later letters, he was interested in Confucian treatises, which distilled the wisdom of the ancient Chinese philosopher who taught about the cultivation of the self, the virtues of good rulers, and the correct conduct of relationships. Parents were to be obeyed and venerated, and, conveniently for Giyū, who eventually had eight younger siblings, older brothers were to be respected.

Tsuneno and her younger sister Kiyomi, who was close to her in age, learned some of what Giyū and their other brothers did. They studied basic Chinese characters—they, too, could write “Ishigami Village” and “Rinsenji”—but they never had to study the convoluted language of bureaucratic memoranda or copy out petitions for tax relief. They probably didn’t study much classical Chinese, either, although Tsuneno must have acquired at least a passing familiarity with The Classic of Filial Piety, an ancient Chinese text that purported to represent a conversation between Confucius and one of his disciples on the importance of revering one’s mother and father. Years later, Giyū quoted the famous first passage to her in an angry letter, confident that she would understand the reference.

But Tsuneno and Kiyomi also learned many things their brothers did not. They must have encountered primers for girls, which were so popular that the most famous were reissued and reprinted hundreds of times. The main text in each book was always dull and didactic. “The only qualities that befit a woman,” The Greater Learning for Women said, in gracefully rendered, meticulously glossed Chinese characters, “are gentle obedience, chastity, mercy, and quietness.” Luckily, there were always appendices with more interesting content. The Treasure Chest of the Greater Learning for Women had illustrated versions of the most famous chapters of the eleventh-century classic The Tale of Genji The Women’s Amazing Library had an entire section about removing stains: for lacquer, use miso soup; for tooth-blackening powder, warm vinegar.

There were also pages and pages of pictures. Some depicted contemporary women from all kinds of backgrounds—aristocrats, samurai, and commoners—looking stunningly beautiful as they worked at traditional women’s occupations. Among them were tidy mothers teaching children to write their first letters; vain young women examining themselves in mirrors; industrious peasants spinning cotton or scrubbing laundry in great bamboo tubs; waiflike girls raking salt from the seashore; tough city women hanging noodles, dyeing paper, and stringing rosaries; and naked abalone divers plunging into the waves, their hair streaming behind them. Occasionally, there was a sullen little girl moping while her mother worked. There were also historical figures and characters from fiction: delicate, round-faced ladies wearing heavy, twelve-layered robes, the heroines of The Tale of Genji. There were even, on occasion, foreigners: paragons of feminine virtue from ancient China, who wore strange gold ornaments and appeared near craggy mountains, often accompanied by elderly, neatly bearded men.

Each page was another lesson in the brilliant variety of women’s experiences, a glimpse into a life in another place, and occasionally another time, among a different kind of people. The ordinary shops and windy salt fields, the well-appointed rooms looking out into gardens, the city courtyards where women were hanging noodles to dry, even the fishing boats—they were like nothing a sheltered girl from inland Echigo had ever seen. Tsuneno knew she had as much chance of encountering these things as she did of traveling to ancient China and speaking to the sages: she was expected to grow up and marry into a family much like her own. The very first line of The Greater Learning for Women instructed the reader not to hope for anything else. “To be a woman is to grow up and leave for another household,” that is, to marry. It admitted no other possibility. So while her brothers studied the practical administration of the shogun’s realm and









































[image: Logo: Scribner]

Scribner

An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, LLC

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2020 by Amy Stanley

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Scribner Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Scribner hardcover edition July 2020

Scribner and design are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, LLC.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Kyle Kabel

Jacket design by Jaya Miceli

Jacket photograph by Robedero / Getty Images

Jacket flap artwork by Kinpouge05 / iStock / Getty Images Plus

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN 978-1-5011-8852-7

ISBN 978-1-5011-8854-1 (ebook)


e9781501188541/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781501188541/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Maps


		Dedication


		The People of Tsuneno’s World


		A Note on Translations


		Prologue


		Chapter One: Faraway Places


		Chapter Two: Half a Lifetime in the Countryside


		Chapter Three: To Edo


		Chapter Four: A View from a Tenement


		Chapter Five: Samurai Winter


		Chapter Six: Costumes for Urban Life


		Chapter Seven: Troubles at Home


		Chapter Eight: In the Office of the City Magistrate


		Chapter Nine: Endings and Afterlives


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Map


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		XXI


		XXII


		XXIII


		XXIV


		XXV


		XXVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324








e9781501188541/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


e9781501188541/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781501188541/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


e9781501188541/images/9781501188541.jpg
“When a meticulous historian is also a gifted storyteller, time travel becomes possible.”

—Janice Nimura, author of Daughters of the Samurai
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