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To my brother Stephen and to Mickey, Tommy, and Nicholas

Praise for THE GREAT WAVE
“The close-up brilliance of Christopher Benfey’s depiction of the early stages of the encounter between sophisticated representatives of the American Gilded Age and those of nineteenth-century Japan required an assured grasp of both cultures, their assumptions and envies, their gifts and weaknesses, their humor and lack of it. He has portrayed this mutual loss of virginity with grace, wit, and a range of reference that re-echoes the original astonishments and is a pleasure to read.”
—W.S. Merwin
“A fascinating account of the creative sparks that flew between Americans and Japanese in the Gilded Age and after.”
—The New York Review of Books
“The Great Wave beautifully re-creates that distinctive fascination with Japan that so touched the hearts and minds of many on both sides of the Pacific. . . . [Benfey] shows us just what it was that so enchanted generations of the disenchanted and that continues to captivate successive generations of pilgrims to this very day.”
—Los Angeles Times Book Review 
“On nearly every page Mr. Benfey introduces an American intellectual, writer, or artist, or fact, or Japanese artifact, or incident that makes the reader smile in wonder at the web of connection. . . . The book is full of surprises.”
—The Washington Times
“Fascinating . . . This is one of those cultural histories that seems to expand, stitching together everything in a period until the reader gains a fundamentally different and deepened understanding of an entire age. . . . Through The Great Wave, we see that moment when America and Japan came to see themselves in each other’s eyes.”
—The Dallas Morning News
“Thoughtful and imaginative . . . The fascination of Christopher Benfey’s The Great Wave lies in discovering how arbitrary our notions about Japan are. Benfey makes us shiver at the rawness of early travelers’ experiences and makes us see the allure of an utterly alien civilization.”
—Newsday
“The Great Wave is a beautifully rendered meditation on the subject of cultural identity and on the consequences—both good and bad—of cultural cross-pollination. Above all, like Louis Menand’s  The MetaphysicalClub, it proves that what important history does at its best is transform our worldview.”
—Forbes
“Consistently enjoyable and always informative. . . . [Benfey] seamlessly braids the far-flung adventures of cultural importers/exporters from both countries and offers an enjoyable collection of eclectic and surprising historical narratives. . . . The cultural exchanges that Benfey describes, at times comic, are tantalizing examples of how nations develop and in what ways they are able to learn from each other.”
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

INTRODUCTION
THE MAP
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Toward the end of the nineteenth century, and especially during the quarter century that followed the Centennial of 1876, there was a tremendous vogue in the United States for all things Japanese—Japanese prints and porcelain, judo and Buddhism, geisha and samurai. In retrospect, this great wave of interest seems both unlikely and inevitable. Unlikely, because for most of the nineteenth century Japan was a tiny and backward country, a spray of inconsequential dots on the map of the Pacific. Inevitable, because once the westward expansion of the United States, all but complete by the end of the century, arrived at the Pacific Ocean, the idea of a new frontier even farther west was in the air—or water. “The same waves wash . . . the new-built Californian towns, but yesterday planted by the recentest race of men, and lave the faded but still gorgeous skirts of Asiatic lands, older than Abraham,” wrote Herman Melville, “while all between float milky-ways of coral isles, and low-lying, endless, unknown Archipelagoes, and impenetrable Japans.”
No region of the United States was more enamored of Japan than New England. This affinity, too, was perhaps to be expected. Through its great ports of Salem and Boston, Nantucket and New Bedford, New England had sent merchant ships and whaling ships into Asian waters—past Java and Japan, and on to Shanghai and Calcutta—since the late eighteenth century. Occasionally a ship from New England foundered off the xenophobic shores of Japan, which had been closed to foreigners since the Shogun’s declaration in 1639 that Christians and other “outside barbarians” were a menace to Japan. And sometimes an American ship rescued a Japanese fisherman adrift in the wide expanses of the Pacific. After voyages that could last for years, sea captains returned with exotic curiosities—fans and furnishings, swords and screens, seashells and bamboo—to adorn their mantelpieces and, later, to fill the museums of New England. It was no accident that the tax revolt known as the Boston Tea Party—when casks of Asian tea were tossed unceremoniously into the harbor—took place in Boston, the heart of the Asia trade.
Even as its power as a financial and trading center was eclipsed by New York after the Civil War, Boston insisted on its role—reaching back to the Puritan divines, and renewed during the age of Emerson—as spiritual guide to the nation. Emerson and his disciple Henry Thoreau had looked to the Asian religions of Hinduism and Buddhism for sustenance as early as the 1840s. That interest in Asian spiritual practices increased as Protestant fervor waned. The Reverend Phillips Brooks, imposing rector of Boston’s Trinity Church, visited in 1883 the great Indian temple of Buddha-gaya—where the Buddha is said to have reached enlightenment after six years of sitting under a bo-tree. “In these days, when a large part of Boston prefers to consider itself Buddhist rather than Christian,” Brooks wrote, “I consider this pilgrimage to be the duty of a minister who preaches to Bostonians, and so this morning before sunrise we started for Gaya and the red Barabar Hills.”
The large part of Boston that considered itself Buddhist was not, of course, the Irish workers. Brooks meant the Protestant elite—those old Boston families who might be counted on to attend Trinity on any Sunday. It was among the artists and intellectuals of this congregation—the Lodges and the Adamses, the Bigelows and Brookses—that Buddhism had its hold, and Phillips Brooks was hardly the only Boston “Brahmin” who made the pilgrimage to the East. Deeply disaffected by the vulgarity and superficiality of American culture during the decades immediately following the Civil War, these self-styled young aristocrats looked elsewhere for a social order more attuned to their temperament. The historian Richard Hofstadter has succinctly described their disillusionment:
The coarse, materialistic civilization that emerged in the United States during the years after the Civil War produced among cultivated middle-class young men a generation of alienated and homeless intellectuals. Generally well-to-do, often of eminent family backgrounds, clubmen, gentlemen, writers, the first cluster of a native intellectual aristocracy to appear since the great days of Boston and Concord, the men of this class found themselves unable to participate with any heart in the greedy turmoil of business or to accept without protest boss-ridden politics. Money-making was sordid; politics was dirty; and the most sensitive among them made their careers in other ways.
Edith Wharton called this uneasy era the Age of Innocence; her friend Henry James called it the Awkward Age. But it was Mark Twain who named it, indelibly, the Gilded Age. Americans in love with prosperity alone, Twain implied, would never achieve a Golden Age, that idea of a harmonious utopia in the remote, sun-spangled past. The best they could hope for was a gold veneer, with dross hidden beneath.
Why was “Old Japan”—Japan as they imagined it before it was “opened” to Western visitors and trade in 1854—such a magnet for these alienated young New Englanders? Why did Boston become the repository of much of the knowledge about Japan, and of many of her most highly prized works of art? There is no simple answer, and it is difficult to generalize about radically varied characters and temperaments. But two major events hung over New England during the Gilded Age: one was the devastation of the Civil War, which threw so many prewar certainties into doubt; the other was the rapid industrialization of the region, and the consequent loss of the predictable rhythms of farm and village life. A longing for a more rooted connection to the soil, and for the aesthetic and spiritual satisfactions of a simpler life—these inchoate yearnings found a response in what Bostonians could glean of Old Japan.
Many of Hofstadter’s aristocratic New Englanders discerned in the traditions of Old Japan an alternative social order of hereditary aristocracy, austere religion, and aesthetic cultivation. In the self-sacrifice of the samurai, they detected the stern ethos of their own Puritan forebears. (Were they not themselves, amid the corrupt governance of the Gilded Age, leaderless ronin in search of a cause worth fighting for?) In the martial arts of judo and archery, they discovered something like that soldierly virtue lost in an age of soft prosperity—the “Gelded Age” of American millionaires. And in Zen austerity and reserve, they found confirmation of their own recoil from Victorian excess and ostentation. In Old Japan, in short, they thought they glimpsed a Golden Age, a world they were eager to visit before it disappeared.
The irony was that just as Bostonians were falling in love with Old Japan, Japan was reinventing herself as a modern state, evolving in the space of twenty-five years from a feudal backwater to an international power. This is the period known as the Meiji Era (1868–1912), which corresponds almost year for year to America’s Gilded Age. The parallel rise of the two young nations, the United States and the “New” Japan, initiated some of the major power struggles—both military and economic—of the twentieth century. But underneath Japan’s confident modernization, other feelings festered—feelings remarkably similar to those of disaffected Bostonians. In Natsume Soseki’s novel Sorekara (And Then, 1909), the protagonist— an aesthetically minded young man of excellent family—looks back at his father’s generation, the generation that transformed Japan: “There was a time when his father had looked like gold to him. Many of his seniors had looked like gold. Anyone who had attained a certain high level of education had looked like gold. Therefore, his own gold plating had been all the more painful, and he had been impatient to become solid gold himself. But once his keen eyes penetrated directly to the inner layers of those other people, his efforts suddenly came to seem foolish.” The Meiji Era itself, in Soseki’s view, was more gilded than golden. The transformation prompted by an armada commanded by a naval officer from Newport, Rhode Island, had brought ambiguous gains to “impenetrable Japan.”
The fabled opening of Japan is often told as though Japan were an oyster,  tightly closed for 250 years until Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry sailed with his Black Ships into Yokohama Bay in 1854 to apply the knife. But Perry’s historic venture did not in truth open up very much. While his heavily armed ships forced Japan to open her major ports to Western ships and Western trade, a more significant opening of Japan happened much more slowly, and asked more of those doing it. It was one thing to fire a few cannonballs across Edo Bay and run a miniature railroad along the beach. It was quite another to grasp the subtle moves of judo, the tenets of Esoteric Buddhism, or why the most highly prized vessel in the tea ceremony was a dun-colored water jar that had buckled in the kiln. This second opening was the work of men and women who realized that Japan had things to offer besides safe harbor for whalers and supplies for Salem traders bound for Calcutta and Canton. This cultural opening of Japan is the subject of this book.
Even after the restoration of the Emperor Meiji in 1868, and the subsequent efforts to modernize along Western lines, Japan carefully controlled her image in the West. Visitors who wished to venture beyond the “treaty ports” of Yokohama, Kobe, and Nagasaki had to follow carefully laid-out routes, and stay in the same few Western-style hotels. The journey by rail and jinricksha from the burial shrines of Nikko, past the views of Mount Fuji in Hakone, and on to the hillside temples of Kyoto became as familiarly exotic as the journey up the Nile. A few foreigners, hired to teach their expertise to the Japanese, acquired a more sophisticated sense of the country than a couple of weeks and a guidebook allowed. But for most Westerners, Japan remained a secretive island with strange customs and impeccable taste. World’s fairs and art museums gave Japan further opportunities to stage her reputation abroad. Such achievements as the high rate of literacy in Meiji Japan could be publicized in exhibits, but the Japanese quickly learned that it was their excellence in art that most impressed foreign audiences—and foreign buyers. Millions of Americans first became aware of Japanese arts and crafts at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition of 1876. Subsequent fairs in New Orleans, Chicago, and St. Louis confirmed Japanese ingenuity, and for some American viewers supremacy, in the arts.
This book tells the story of a tightly knit group of travelers—connoisseurs,  collectors, scientists—who dedicated themselves to exploring and preserving what they referred to as Old Japan. A sense of urgency impelled them, for they were convinced—Darwinians that they were—that their quarry was on the verge of extinction. Most were New Englanders and several were hired by the Japanese to impart instruction on modernization in the Western mode. But they left Japan persuaded that preservation of the old was far more important than aping of the new. They were joined in this view by several prominent Japanese officials. Precisely what constituted Old Japan remained something of a moving target. But the image of an island realm of aristocratic customs and stately ritual, of high art and high ceremony, appealed to them all. They left behind some of the masterworks of American literature, painting, and sculpture, and helped to found some of the greatest museums in the world, in America and Japan. Along the way, in the hidden mountains and valleys of Japan, they had extraordinary adventures, of the body, the mind, and the spirit.
In one sense, Old Japan vanished at the moment of its discovery. “For Old Japan was like an oyster:—to open it was to kill it,” as the longtime resident Basil Chamberlain lamented. But it turned out that something of Old Japan—like the shrines carried in the great Shinto festivals—was portable, and recoverable. It could be relocated in Boston, or Chicago, or Washington, D.C.—even in the White House itself—and assume a second life. This recovery was the work of men and women who realized that to open Japan culturally meant to open themselves in turn, and to risk transformation in the process. For the opening of Japan occurred as much in the hearts and minds of individuals as in some particular location in Japan or Massachusetts. A lyrical passage from Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim captures their necessary readiness: “To us, their less tried successors, they appear magnified, not as agents of trade but as instruments of a recorded destiny, pushing out into the unknown in obedience to an inward voice, to an impulse beating in the blood, to a dream of the future. They were wonderful; and it must be owned they were ready for the wonderful.”
The eight chapters of this book play out in chronological order, keyed to the moment of encounter with Japan. A first chapter sketches the strange and porous world of the Pacific islands—both the stationary archipelagoes and the floating ones with sails—before Perry. Two drifters—the Japanese fishing boy Manjiro and the American whaler-writer Herman Melville— are taken to be representative of this “floating world.” The chapters that follow chart the cultural opening of Japan after Perry among an intersecting circle of American friends and their Japanese associates—the shell collector turned Japanese preservationist Edward Morse; the historian Henry Adams and the artist John La Farge; the connoisseur-collectors William Sturgis Bigelow, Kakuzo Okakura, and Isabella Stewart Gardner; the astronomer Percival Lowell and the astronomer’s wife, Mabel Loomis Todd; the exoticist writers Lafcadio Hearn and Mary Fenollosa; and President Theodore Roosevelt.
Some of these people are of course extremely well known—though not for their involvement with Japan, an involvement that casts them in a different and revealing light. Fringe characters in one chapter emerge as central in succeeding chapters. This structural device is itself meant to be an opening, or unfolding. A closing coda identifies the year 1913 as the end of an era in the American encounter with Japan. And that is part of the argument, too: that the American fascination with Japan did not begin during the 1950s with the Beat poets, or during the 1920s with the Imagists. It began much, much earlier, and shows no signs of abating.
The march of chapters is not merely chronological, however; they proceed from local detail—a drab snail in a Maine garbage heap, a cup of green tea, a waterfall in a garden—to increasingly larger cultural perspectives. Spatially, and spiritually, the experience of reading this book should play out—to borrow the Reverend Phillips Brooks’s term—as a pilgrimage, from modest beginnings to unexpected arrivals. The result, I hope, is as much a map of intersecting journeys as a history. The burden of the narrative will be to get the meaning and shading of those journeys right. As the poet Elizabeth Bishop put it in her poem “The Map”: “More delicate than the historians’ are the map-makers’ colors.”
The great wave of my title is meant to be suggestive rather than strictly descriptive. It alludes, of course, to Hokusai’s most famous image,  Under the Wave off Kanagawa, popularly known as “The Great Wave.” The first installment in Hokusai’s series of woodblock prints  Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji (early 1830s), the print depicts three small fishing boats caught in turbulent seas. An enormous wave with clawlike froth breaks above them while, in the background, the snowy cone of Mount Fuji looms like another, distant wave. Hokusai’s image became the best-known Japanese print in Europe and America, and inspired Debussy’s  La Mer among other works of art. In Japan, it helped—along with the other views in Hokusai’s series—to make Mount Fuji the symbol of the whole country, and the one sight all travelers to Japan must see.
Such cultural exchange between Japan and the West is the overarching meaning I hope to capture with my title: both the great wave of American visitors to Japan after Perry’s opening and the counterwave of Japanese influence in America. But it also alludes to the great wave, or tsunami, that tore the roof from the monumental bronze Buddha at Kamakura. It picks up the meaning of the leaderless samurai called ronin, or “wave-men,” as well as the storms at sea endured by the sailor-ronin Melville and Manjiro on their Pacific crossings. And it alludes to the Taoist sense of flux and falling water that John La Farge and Henry Adams discerned in Japanese thought and religion. Finally, it seeks to capture a shared mood in both the Gilded Age and the Meiji Era, amid superficial promise and prosperity, of an overmastering sense of precariousness and impending peril.
A Note on Japanese Names 
In encounters between East and West, Japanese names often su fer indignities. In this book, Japanese names are generally ordered according to the Western system, family names last. This practice may jar Japanese-speaking readers but will seem less confusing to readers without Japanese. Exceptions to the Western order are when the person is best known by his or her “artist’s name” (e.g., Natsume Soseki or Yokoyama Taikan), or when pre–Meiji Era names are so well known (Sen no Rikyu, for example) that reordering them seems a needless deformation. Diacritical marks are not employed.

THE FLOATING WORLD
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If that double-bolted land, Japan, is ever to become hospitable, it is the whale-ship alone to whom the credit will be due; for already she is on the threshold.
—HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY-DICK (1851)
Imagine the following scenario. Two fatherless boys on opposite sides of the earth take to the sea within days of each other, in search of adventure and a livelihood. Their paths cross on an archipelago in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, where they encounter some of the same helpers, and hinderers. One arrivesafter years of wandering at the other’s port of departure. The other falls just short but writes an extraordinary book that completes the journey. One deserts a whaling ship while the other is rescued by one. One discovers the joys of savage life while the other discovers the ambiguous joys of civilization. Each  dreams of “opening” the other’s country, and each is changed utterly in the process; their reward is gloom and isolation. Now, let us give these lost boys and Pacific drifters names and dates.
I. The May Basket
During the waning hours of a warm spring evening in 1843, in the coastal  village of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, sixteen-year-old John Mung hung a May basket on the knocker of his classmate Catherine Terry’s door. A note was hidden among the buttercups:
Tis in the chilly night
A basket you’ve got hung. 
Get up, strike a light!
And see me run
 But no take chase me.
 
Mung, according to age-old New England custom, ran off into the enveloping night—anonymous except for that telltale fifth line. Catherine Terry had reason to believe that the basket was “hung” by none other than John Mung, whom on occasion she had smiled at demurely during recess.
One Sunday morning, during that same spring of 1843, John Mung sat in Captain Whitfield’s pew in the Fairhaven Congregational Church. After the service one of the elders of the church approached Captain Whitfield and quietly suggested that Mung should sit in the section reserved for escaped slaves. Mung was distracting the other worshipers, the elder explained, and would be more at home among the Negroes in the balcony.
Two years earlier John Mung had no idea that the town of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, existed. He had never heard of the United States or of the English language. Rituals such as May baskets and the Christian Mass would have seemed to him impossibly foreign, and remote. In fact, no one by the name of John Mung existed in 1841. Call him Manjiro instead.
On January 5, 1841, in the Year of the Ox, the boy Manjiro, fourteen years old, boarded a boat with four other fishermen on the coast of Shikoku, the smallest of the four main islands of Japan. Manjiro, who lived with his mother in the tiny village of Nakanohama, had wandered up the coast in search of work. Captain Fudenjo of the village of Usa, near Tosa, had found Manjiro asleep on the sand and asked him to join his crew: his two brothers, Jusuke and Goemon, and another fisherman called Toraemon. In the fixed feudal order of Old Japan, peasants like Manjiro had only one name, and one life to look forward to. Like his father, who died when Manjiro was nine, and his grandfather and great-grandfather back into the mists of time, Manjiro would be a fisherman. What knocked him loose from this order established across millennia was a storm—the “great wind” called the typhoon.
Fudenjo’s twenty-four-foot boat with a square sail, like all boats made in Japan, was equipped to hug the shore—to go farther out was strictly against the national laws and punishable by death. The nets came up empty for two days. On the third the crew suddenly found themselves in a school of mackerel. In their excitement they barely noticed that the wind-whipped waves had risen. They tugged hurriedly at the heavily laden nets, but by the time they had retrieved them the storm was in full force. Their efforts to gain control of the boat led to disaster; the sails were torn and the rudder split in two. Tempest-tossed, they watched helplessly as they drifted farther and farther out to sea. The next morning the color of the sea, dark indigo, confirmed their worst fears. They were caught in the Kuroshio, or Black Current, a Pacific counterpart of the Gulf Stream. The best they could hope for was an island in their path. For these five superstitious and illiterate men, the sea was boundless—until somewhere, without warning, one dropped off the edge. Through eight days of terror, they drifted in the ice-cold water, living on raw fish and on icicles plucked from the ruined rigging.
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Manjiro, View of Torishima (Bird Island), 1852.
Suddenly birds wheeled on the horizon—first just a few, like children’s kites entangled in the sky, and then a gathering din, swooping and feeding. Below the swarm of birds was a tiny speck of bleak land, Torishima, or Bird Island, its steep volcanic cliffs jutting above the waves. The battered fishing boat capsized in the crashing surf and was smashed to pieces on the rocks. The five men dragged themselves to shore and collapsed—Jusuke’s leg was badly mauled in the landing. Barely two miles in circumference and all but barren of vegetation or animal life, as the men discovered, Torishima was little more of a refuge than the drifting fishing boat. Birds, nothing but birds kept the men company. Six months of a hand-to-mouth existence out of Robinson Crusoe ensued: eating great-winged albatross that came so close that Manjiro, the most agile of the men, could kill them with a stone; scavenging for birds’ eggs in the lava crevices; drinking brackish water scooped from rocks with a scallop shell. Then, as spring edged into burning summer, the birds too began to depart.
One clear morning three wavering sticks rose above the horizon. On the lookout, Manjiro tied a ragged kimono to a fragment of driftwood and waved it wildly from the shore. The apparition of a ship—huge and ungainly and indescribably odd, as it seemed to the Japanese fishermen— came steadily closer, like something dreamed in their abject desperation. Then bizarre sailors, some with light skin and some very dark, rowed in a small boat toward the island. In sign language, friendly invitations were issued, and the starved castaways were conveyed to the mother ship.
Captain William H. Whitfield, a stern New Englander with a clipped beard  and piercing eyes, had brought the John Howland from her home port of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, in 1839, in search of whales in the waters east of Japan. Whaling captains had first discovered the fabled “Japan whaling grounds” twenty years earlier, as the overfished North Atlantic yielded fewer and fewer whales. Whitfield’s crew had approached Torishima in hopes of finding giant sea turtles to relieve the monotony of their potatoes-and-hardtack diet. Instead they found five gaunt islanders—the Americans had no idea from whence they came and could make no sense of their language. They fed and clothed the shivering castaways, who looked at their rescuers with puzzled eyes.
Captain Whitfield then steered the John Howland on an eastward course toward the Sandwich Islands, hunting whales as he found them. Manjiro, quick-eyed and curious, was a favorite with the crew; they shortened his name to Mung, and added John in honor of their ship. Manjiro was astonished at the efficient violence practiced by these strangers. Four light whaling boats manned by six men each were lowered from the ship. With a sail or muffled oars, they approached the unwitting sperm whale and threw barbed harpoons into the domed head, holding on for dear life—the so-called Nantucket sleigh ride—as the whale tried desperately to free himself from the weapons lodged in his flesh. A boat could be dragged for miles, and at any moment the whale could dive downward or attack the boat, hurling the men into the sea. If all went well, the captured whale was butchered in the sea, and the flesh and blubber hacked into pieces and boiled down in vats on deck. These whalers, unlike the Japanese, did not eat the whale meat. The oil was what they were after, to light the houses of New England.
On November 20, 1841, the John Howland, with fourteen hundred barrels of sperm whale oil in its hold, dropped anchor in the port of Honolulu, on the southern coast of Oahu. The Sandwich Islands (later renamed Hawaii) were nominally an independent monarchy, with a king closely in league with American missionaries. With its dusty checkerboard streets lined with adobe walls, and a sprinkling of New England cottages incongruously mixed in among dingy native huts, Honolulu was part missionary town and part pleasure ground for sailors. Grogshops, brothels, and gambling dens had followed the onward march of civilization. With its strategic position along trade and whaling routes, Honolulu was the mid-ocean switching point for communications and travel in the Pacific, an obligatory stopping point for whalers, merchant ships, and naval vessels. Mail exchanged hands; newspapers were swapped; crew members could be hired and the sick or mutinous discharged.
Perched on the roof of his coral-pink church, Dr. Gerrit Parmele Judd was surprised to see his old friend Captain Whitfield, somber-clothed as always, leading five exotic strangers dressed in sailors’ white duck along the main road. Dr. Judd, a Presbyterian missionary trained in medicine, was attaching the final shingles to his enormous new church, the Kaiwaiaho or “stone church.” Hacked block by block by Hawaiian converts from coral reefs offshore, and built to house two thousand worshipers, the structure was the visual embodiment of Dr. Judd’s far-reaching power and influence. From humble origins on the New England frontier, Dr. Judd had risen to high places. A tough-minded man with a jaw firmly clenched, he had won the confidence of King Kamehameha III and persuaded hundreds of native islanders, including the hard-drinking king, to sign a temperance pledge. Dr. Judd had also prevented Catholic priests from entering on British ships, keeping the islands pure of religious and national contamination.
Dr. Judd had seen many exotic islanders pass through the Sandwich Islands; he was particularly eager to identify the origins of Captain Whitfield’s sea drifters. He spread a map of the Pacific on the ground before the fishermen, but they had never seen a map and had no idea what it signified. Then, from his house near the church, Dr. Judd brought some Japanese coins and pipes left by an earlier group of shipwrecked sailors. Manjiro and his friends smiled in happy recognition. Dr. Judd bowed low with his palms together. The men cried “Dai Nippon,” and all five prostrated themselves on the ground. Satisfied that he had cracked the code, Dr. Judd quickly offered to hire Fudenjo, along with his brothers, Goemon and Jusuke, as house servants in his own household, with menial tasks such as drawing water and chopping firewood. Toraemon, more independent, found work as a carpenter and boat builder.
These arrangements left in doubt the fate of “John Mung.” Captain Whitfield had been struck aboard ship by Manjiro’s quick intellect and cheerful outlook. Manjiro picked up English words much faster than the other castaways. Nothing was lost on him, and for everything he sought an explanation and a name. Manjiro was particularly intrigued by the secrets of navigation and—in his broken English—asked question after question about how the ship could find its way with no visible landmarks by which to chart its course. The captain had a plan. A childless widower, he wished to take Manjiro back to Massachusetts with him, give him an education, and eventually adopt him as his son. Manjiro eagerly accepted the offer, and Captain Fudenjo gave his assent. As the John Howland made the long journey around Cape Horn in April 1843, and up the coasts of South and North America, Captain Whitfield had ample time to prepare Manjiro for what he might expect in the whaling town of Fairhaven, Massachusetts.
Spires jutting into the sky like the straight masts of ships and a bridge that broke in two so that tall ships could pass through: these were the sights that Manjiro, now sixteen years old, saw as the John Howland approached Fairhaven on May 7, 1843. The town, at the top of the jagged notch below Cape Cod known as Buzzards Bay, is true to its name: a protected harbor of deep and quiet water. A drawbridge spans the Acushnet River where it enters the harbor, connecting Fairhaven to the neighboring town of New Bedford. As Captain Whitfield explained the mechanism of the drawbridge, Manjiro, mesmerized by its operation, sketched it carefully. Then Whitfield pointed to a stone breakwater on the Fairhaven side and looming above it the proud battlements of Fort Phoenix, where the first naval engagement of the American Revolution took place.
Fairhaven, once called Poverty Point, has benefited from cycles of wealth and penury. The wealth accounts for the handsome Greek Revival houses of stone and clapboard that still line the narrow streets. The poverty accounts for the time-capsule preservation of so much of the town—money tends to mar. What wealth came to Fairhaven came from whales. Quaker shipowners in Fairhaven and New Bedford sent agents into the New England countryside to round up younger sons in search of more adventure than family farms could provide. Seasoned seamen were not fooled by the pitch; they signed instead with merchant ships bound for China or India. Only the gullible and the desperate fell for the whaler’s promise of a minuscule share of the profits—minus whatever the owner claimed to have spent on the upkeep of the crew. Whaling ships were notorious for cruelty and hardship; they almost never returned with their crews intact. Even the John Howland, with an unusually civil captain, had lost eleven men, eight of whom deserted, during its three-and-a-half-year trip.
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Manjiro, circa 1880.
Captain Whitfield had found a son; he now went in search of a wife. He placed Manjiro temporarily in the household of a sailor friend and asked a teacher in the local school, Jane Allen, to tutor the boy after hours. After a week of tutoring sessions, Allen was so impressed with Manjiro’s progress and aptitude that she enrolled him in the one-room stone school of Fairhaven. When Captain Whitfield returned with his bride, Albertina Keith, the Whitfields bought a farm on Sconticut Neck, and Manjiro joined them there as a member of the family, helping with daily chores and learning to ride a horse. Less enjoyable were the months he spent apprenticed to an impoverished cooper in New Bedford, learning the trade of barrel making. Neither the life of the farmer nor that of the tradesman appealed to Manjiro. The sea was his vocation, and somewhere in the back of his mind he retained the hope of returning to Japan to see his mother.
Those skills he had begun to learn onboard the John Howland— celestial navigation and the English language—Manjiro was able to perfect in Fairhaven, on the banks of the Acushnet River. The Christian Bible, an exotic tale of wizards and fishermen, meant little to Manjiro; his humiliation in the Fairhaven Congregational Church killed whatever enthusiasm he might have felt for the alien religion. Far more compelling was The New American Practical Navigator, by the Salem mathematician Nathaniel Bowditch, the guide to celestial navigation often called the sailor’s bible. For this castaway who knew the perils of the open sea, Bowditch seemed the true savior. If Bowditch was a navigational tool on the perilous sea,  Webster’s Dictionary was for orientation in the world of men. These lessons—in language and navigation—proved to be the keys that opened the world for Manjiro.

II. Acushnet
What caught Herman Melville’s eye as he roamed the narrow, frigid streets of lower Manhattan during the Christmas season of 1840 was a notice for a whaling voyage, aboard a new ship called the Acushnet, scheduled to depart within the week from Fairhaven, Massachusetts. Longhaired, bearded, and barely twenty-one, Melville had nothing whatsoever to look forward to during the new year. He had tried on several ill-fitting professions. He had taught school, served as cabin boy on a merchant ship bound for Liverpool, and wandered westward on the Erie Canal in a vague search for a purpose in life. He had seen the Mississippi and the distant city of Chicago. Now, back in his native city of New York, he was looking for work at the worst possible time—after the market crash of 1837—and finding nothing. Whaling—three or four years at sea—seemed a solution, and Melville seized it.
And so it was that two fatherless boys in search of adventure took to the sea within two days of each other, and following opposite itineraries. On January 3, 1841, Melville boarded the Acushnet in Fairhaven, bound for the coastal waters of Japan. On January 5, 1841, the boy Manjiro boarded Fudenjo’s fishing boat in Shikoku, bound—though he did not know it—for Fairhaven.
The disreputable profession of whaling, which attracted the roughest sort of men, was hardly the future promised by Herman Melville’s aristocratic ancestry. Heroes of the Revolutionary War graced both sides of the family. Melville’s maternal grandfather, General Peter Gansevoort, defended Fort Schuyler, protecting Albany and New York City from British attack in 1777. Melville’s Boston-born grandfather, Major Thomas Melvill (Herman added the final  e), was a close friend of Samuel Adams and other Sons of Liberty. Melvill had joined in the rowdy protest in December 1773 against the East India Company, preventing three ships from unloading their cargo of heavily taxed tea. The protesters disguised themselves as American Indians, in feathers and war paint, boarded the ships, and pitched the crates of “the East India Company’s Souchong” into Boston Harbor. The Melvill family retained a vial of confiscated tea leaves, brought home in the major’s shoes, to commemorate his participation in the Boston Tea Party, the first salvo of the American Revolution.
The next generation could not maintain this heroic tradition. Melville’s father, Alan, was a feckless dealer in luxury hats and furs; his special skill in life was to stay a step ahead of his creditors. His death in 1832 opened the books. Herman was cast adrift, fatherless and penniless, into the world. He made his way to Fairhaven by New Year’s of 1841 and signed up as a “green hand” on the Acushnet with a 1/175th share of the profits. He was sailing southward, out of the merciless winter, five days later. His brother Gansevoort, in Fairhaven to see Melville off in his red flannel shirt and duck trousers, told their mother that he had never seen Herman “so completely happy.”
Valentine Pease, captain of the Acushnet, was probably no worse than the average whaling captain. He ran a tight ship in a single-minded quest for whales—already off Bermuda the Acushnet made its first kills and sent the oil home from Rio de Janeiro. After rounding Cape Horn in rough weather, however, they sighted no whales for weeks at a time. Ill-tempered and in poor health, Captain Pease sought to placate his restless crew and prevent their defection. Failing to flush sperm whales off the coast of Chile, he shuttled for distraction among the Galápagos Islands. The ten islands were called the Encantadas because they seemed, as if by enchantment, to wander on the charts. For Melville—as for Charles Darwin, who had explored the islands six years earlier aboard the  Beagle—the Galápagos opened a vision of creation devoid of divine intervention. The islands seemed to Melville a desolate, bird-infested world from which God had withdrawn his presence. He noted the “demoniac din” of birds on the towering Rock Rodondo, which he called “the aviary of Ocean. Birds light here which never touched mast or tree: hermit-birds, which ever fly alone; cloud-birds, familiar with unpierced zones of air.” Giant sea turtles were the quarry of the Acushnet, a delicacy for men ravenous for fresh meat. In one of his sketches about the Encantadas, Melville noted that “most mariners . . . believe that all wicked sea-officers, more especially commodores and captains, are at death (and, in some cases, before death) transformed into tortoises.” If so, the crew of the  Acushnet feasted for days on dead captains boiled in soup.
As the Acushnet veered westward past Robinson Crusoe’s isle of Juan Fernandez, and on toward the Marquesas in the South Pacific, boredom was Melville’s dominant mood, as bad food, equatorial heat, and monotony took their toll. If the Acushnet seemed an experiment in deprivation—“the sky above, the sea around, and nothing else”—the Marquesas were rumored to be a mariner’s paradise. When the Acushnet anchored off the main island of Nuku Hiva, and young girls dressed in nothing but a strip of tapa cloth swam out to greet the crew, Melville was ready to answer the siren call. On July 9, 1842, Herman Melville and a fellow sailor named Richard Tobias Greene slipped into the tropical underbrush near the beach of Nuku Hiva and made a run for the purple-tinged mountains they had admired from the harbor. Desertion was a serious offense, punishable by flogging, imprisonment, or worse, yet it seemed an easy choice. Nor were they alone in their decision to escape Captain Pease’s iron routine. Before the Acushnet returned home four years later, half of her crew had deserted and one man had killed himself.
Melville lived among a native tribe in Nuku Hiva for four weeks. Then he boarded an Australian whaling ship, on which conditions were even worse than aboard the Acushnet. After a night of drunken merriment in the harbor of Tahiti, the whole crew was arrested by French authorities and imprisoned. Having escaped once again, Melville boarded the Nantucket whaler Charles and Henry, and sailed to Lahaina in the Sandwich Islands, where he was discharged on May 2, 1842. Lahaina, on Maui, was a favorite port for New England ships, but it offered little amusement for restless sailors. Melville quickly made his way to more freewheeling Honolulu, got a job setting up pins in a bowling alley, and prepared to spend a quiet summer.
Then Melville encountered Dr. Gerrit P. Judd and his coral-pink church. No pages in Typee, Melville’s autobiographical novel about his adventures in the South Seas, are more scathing than those that treat the hypocrisy and cruelty of the Christian missionaries in Honolulu. Manjiro had left Honolulu six months earlier, but his companions—Captain Denzo (as Fudenjo now called himself) and his two brothers—were still in Dr. Judd’s employ. Although Jusuke and Goemon were house servants in Dr. Judd’s strict religious household, and Denzo worked for a time as a waiter in a missionary school, none of the Japanese fishermen converted to Christianity—an indication, perhaps, that Dr. Judd was not as benevolent as he seemed.
Melville was indignant to find the missionaries “dwelling in picturesque and prettily-furnished coral-rock villas,” while the natives lived in misery around them. Servants seemed little more than slaves. “Not until I visited Honolulu,” he wrote, “was I aware of the fact that the small remnant of the natives had been civilized into draught horses, and evangelized into beasts of burden. But so it is. They have been literally broken into the traces, and are harnessed to the vehicles of their spiritual instructors like so many dumb brutes.” He tells of watching “a robust, red-faced, and very lady-like personage, a missionary’s spouse,” out for a pleasure drive in “a little go-cart drawn by two of the islanders.” One of this naked pair of “draught bipeds” is an old man, the other a youngster. As they begin to climb a hill, the small wheels are caught in the sand. “Will the tender-hearted lady, who has left friends and home for the good of the souls of the poor heathen, will she think a little about their bodies and get out, and ease the wretched old man until the ascent is mounted? Not she; she could not dream of it. To be sure, she used to think nothing of driving the cows to pasture on the old farm in New England.” The description, right down to the old farm in New England, suggests that Mrs. Judd is the robust lady.
Melville had other reasons to despise the Judds. Soon after his arrival in Honolulu, he witnessed a tense face-off between American and British authorities over the governance of the islands. British residents had complained of ill treatment by the native population and the American missionaries who controlled them. Dr. Judd’s policy of excluding British Catholic priests from the islands was not well received. The Sandwich Islands, it was felt, were becoming an American protectorate, hostile to British interests. An English naval officer, Lord George Paulet, was sent to investigate, and he occupied the islands from February 11, 1843, onward. Paulet sought a personal interview with King Kamehameha III; he was told that he would have to communicate instead through the king’s chief minister, Dr. Gerrit Judd.
Melville, employed at the time by an English merchant in league with Paulet, had no difficulty choosing sides between the American missionaries and the British navy. He discounted whatever imperialist designs Great Britain might have on the Sandwich Islands. Once again the missionaries inspired his greatest wrath.
High in the favor of the imbecile king at this time was one Dr. Judd, a sanctimonious apothecary-adventurer, who, with other kindred and influential spirits, were animated by an inveterate dislike to England. The ascendancy of a junto of ignorant and designing Methodist elders in the councils of a half-civilized king, ruling with absolute sway over a nation just poised between barbarism and civilization, and exposed by the peculiarities of its relations with foreign states to unusual difficulties, was not precisely calculated to impart a healthy tone to the policy of the government.
To Melville, Dr. Judd seemed a sort of evil wizard, a Prospero who had bewitched the natives, supplanted the drunken king, and ruled the island from his pink-coral cell.
The arrival of an American naval frigate on July 11 brought the conflict to a head. Lord Paulet withdrew, the Hawaiian flag was restored, and ten days of what Melville called “universal broad-day debauchery by royal decree” ensued. This “Polynesian saturnalia” was one more indication, in Melville’s view, that Dr. Judd had managed to destroy one order of society—the healthy native one—without establishing another to replace it. “The history of these ten days . . . furnishes an eloquent commentary on the results which have flowed from the labors of the missionaries. Freed from the restraints of severe penal laws, the natives almost to a man had plunged voluntarily into every species of wickedness and excess, and by their utter disregard of all decency plainly showed, that although they had been schooled into a seeming submission to the new order of things, they were in reality as depraved and vicious as ever.”
Four years later, in the summer of 1847, Melville was still railing at Judd. Evert Duyckinck, godfather of American writers at mid-century, noted in his diary: “A visit from Herman Melville with a picturesque account of Dr Judd at Lahaina, making up his diplomacy from fat natives lolling in the shade.”
During his sojourn in Honolulu, Melville found a quiet refuge in the reading room of another missionary, the Reverend Samuel Chenery Damon, chaplain of the Seamen’s Bethel. The Bethel, an architectural reminder of New England, was a plain white building of two stories with a cupola on top. A plainspoken Massachusetts man and a graduate of Amherst College, the Reverend Mr. Damon was vigorous and open-minded, except with regard to alcohol. He took a lively interest in visitors from the West and from Asia, and almost single-handedly ran the communications operation in Honolulu. Damon published a weekly paper called The TemperanceAdvocate and Seamen’s Friend, mixing extracts from religious and literary texts with advertisements and news of Pacific ports and whaling ships. The Friend was the newspaper of the Pacific, treasured by whaling men far from home and passed from ship to ship. Damon was also happy to hold and redirect mail left in his hands for safekeeping. In the chapel’s reading room, Melville wrote letters, read American newspapers, and browsed among Damon’s books.
The surprise arrival a few weeks later of the Acushnet cut short Melville’s sojourn in Honolulu. Fearing that Dr. Judd would inform Captain Pease of his presence, Melville sought a means of escape. As the  Acushnet prepared for one more venture to the coast of Japan in search of the sperm whale, Melville enlisted in the American navy and shipped aboard the frigate United States. By the time the ship arrived in Boston, on October 3, 1844, Melville was ready to try his hand at a new profession.
Melville’s first book, Typee, was published in 1846, less than two years after his return, and sold well enough to make him famous as a sort of modern Robinson Crusoe. A sequel, titled Omoo—the Marquesan word for “rover,” or rather, Melville specified, “a person wandering from one island to another”—appeared the following year. Typee is really two books: an idyll about native life in the Marquesas and a bitter diatribe against missionaries in Hawaii. The suspense Melville kindles around the identity of the tribe that welcomes him—cannibal Typees or peace-loving Happars—is quickly dissipated. In a scene reminiscent of Dr. Judd’s identification of the Japanese sea drifters, Melville learns, to his horror, that he has stumbled into a camp of cannibals.
The discovery that he is indeed among the Typees sets in motion a deeper investigation into native psychology and customs, contrasted with those of Melville’s own tribe of civilized Europeans and Americans. Melville finds among the Marquesans no crime, no poverty, no sickness, but rather “universally diffused perceptions of what is just and noble.” He suggests that the missionary traffic ought to be reversed: “Four or five Marquesan Islanders sent to the United States as Missionaries might be quite as useful as an equal number of Americans dispatched to the Islands in a similar capacity.”
The Typees are beautiful, in body and soul, and if their warriors occasionally eat an enemy’s flesh in a solemn ceremony, what of that? Among the Typees, Melville finds his Friday: the “beauteous nymph” Fayaway. Crusoe—as his crusading name implied—converted Friday to Christianity. Melville, by contrast, wants to be deconverted by Fayaway and her tribe. Part fairy or fay, and “faraway,” Fayaway is the embodiment of all Melville’s longings. No pages are more idyllic, or made a greater impression on Melville’s readers, than those that describe Melville and Fayaway adrift in a canoe on a lake in the valley. Ever the rover, Melville reclines in the stern while Fayaway, the lookout, stands in the bow and unfurls her tapa robe to the wind. “We American sailors pride ourselves upon our straight clean spars, but a prettier little mast than Fayaway made was never shipped a-board of any craft.”
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Herman Melville, 1861.
How much of this actually happened? It hardly matters. The green world of the islands was always a dream—for Melville, Gauguin, and later “Omoos.” The point was to keep the spoilers out, to prevent Dr. Judd and his sanctimonious crew from chipping away at the coral reefs and confining the native women in cotton smocks. If the missionary plague spread from Hawaii to the Marquesas, there was always Japan, which had wisely expelled her Christian missionaries during the early seventeenth century and locked the doors. “So, hurrah for the coast of Japan! Thither the ship was bound,” Melville wrote wishfully at the end of Omoo. Japan was the ultimate “other,” a world arrested in the sleep of centuries, promising not the unfettered freedom of Fayaway and the Marquesas but something more courtly and stern, an island fortress impregnable and unbreached.

III. The Adventurer
By 1846, when Typee appeared, Manjiro was determined to go to sea again. Tired of the dusty and confined cooper’s trade and bored with helping around Captain Whitfield’s farm, he eagerly accepted the invitation of Captain Ira Davis of Fairhaven, who had served as Whitfield’s harpooner, to join the crew of the whale ship Franklin. The ship made a first stop in Boston—Manjiro carefully sketched the harbor—and then crossed the Atlantic and sailed around the Cape of Good Hope, reaching the Pacific from the west. Manjiro began the voyage as cook’s assistant, a lowly job (one senses prejudice at work), but soon showed his acuity at navigation and other skills. Once, when some of the sailors failed to harpoon a huge turtle from the ship, Manjiro put a knife between his teeth and dived into the ocean in hot pursuit. He disappeared below the surface for a long time and emerged triumphantly with the turtle, its throat slit.
While hunting whales near the island of Guam, in February 1848, Captain Davis began to behave strangely, flying into rages and threatening the crew with a musket. The men met in secret and determined to restrain the captain for his own safety. It was a daring decision; the crew knew that the charge of mutiny was a serious one. When the captain was put in chains in his cabin, and dropped off in Manila to be hospitalized, the crew held an election to replace him. The navigator took charge of the ship, and Manjiro was chosen as first mate—a signal honor under the circumstances. Manjiro, now a seasoned seaman and navigator, returned to Fairhaven at the end of August 1849, after a voyage of three and a half years.
Within days of Manjiro’s return to Fairhaven, news reached New England that gold had been discovered in huge quantities in California. Manjiro joined other young men of the region in the race across the continent in search of wealth and adventure. By now he had another goal as well. He hoped to find enough gold in the Sacramento Valley to pay a sea captain willing to drop him on the forbidden coast of Japan. Manjiro, the castaway, the orphan, the picaresque hero, the loyal Confucian—Manjiro wished to see his mother before she died. With mules and provisions purchased at the shantytown of San Francisco, Manjiro made his way into the mountains. Working on his own, he was sufficiently successful panning gold to buy his way aboard a steamship to Honolulu. The friends he had left behind were delighted to see him, and apprised him of their lives in the intervening eight years. Denzo and Goemon said they were ready to join him, despite the considerable risks, in a return voyage to Japan. Toraemon, happy with his new life in Hawaii, begged off. Jusuke, whose leg wound suffered in the surf of Torishima had never properly healed, had died a few years before.
It was the Reverend Samuel Damon, chaplain of the Seamen’s Bethel in Honolulu, who took Manjiro’s case to heart. Damon raised money for Manjiro’s return to Japan through an announcement on December 14, 1850, in the  Friend. Someone contributed a copy of Nathaniel Bowditch’s Practical Navigator for the venture. Damon helped find the captain of a ship, the  Sarah Boyd, willing to take the three Japanese within reach of their home islands. Meanwhile, Manjiro had located a used whaleboat that he could afford to purchase as a landing craft. People who met Manjiro often used words such as fearless and adventurous to describe him. Calling his whaleboat Adventurer shows that he endorsed this view of himself. These whaleboats—shaped like canoes with oars, and carried on board whaling ships instead of lifeboats—were used to pursue whales; they were beautiful craft, as Melville wrote—“like noiseless nautilus shells their light prows sped through the sea.” Damon knew the dangers Manjiro was risking. He knew that by Japanese law Manjiro was a criminal subject to execution for leaving Japan and returning. But he also saw Manjiro, schooled in the methods of the United States and the modern world, as someone who might “open” Japan to the benevolent West.

IV. Melville’s Japan
Mid-December 1850. As the Reverend Mr. Damon in Honolulu scrambled to  outfit Manjiro with Bowditch and a whaleboat, Damon’s other rover, Herman Melville, was completing his own imaginary journey to the coastal waters of Japan. Holed up in his snow-girt farm in the Berkshire town of Pittsfield, Massachusetts, Melville was writing the final chapters of Moby-Dick. “I have a sort of sea-feeling here in the country, now that the ground is covered with snow,” he wrote to his friend Evert Duyckinck on December 13, 1850. “I look out of my window in the morning when I rise as I would out of a port-hole of a ship in the Atlantic. My room seems a ship’s cabin; & at nights when I wake up & hear the wind shrieking, I almost fancy there is too much sail on the house, & I had better go on the roof & rig in the chimney.”
Melville at thirty-one was respectably married—to Elizabeth Shaw, daughter of Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw of the Massachusetts Supreme Court—and the author of four books of maritime adventure, none of which had examined the disreputable trade that had taken him to the Pacific in the first place. Moby-Dick had begun to take shape during the spring of 1850. That summer, while vacationing in the Berkshires in western Massachusetts, Melville first met Nathaniel Hawthorne, fifteen years his senior and already regarded as a major American writer. Melville hoped to give his White Whale some of the same symbolic force that Hawthorne had accorded his own just-published  Scarlet Letter. In September, determined to live near his new mentor, Melville bought the Pittsfield farm he called Arrowhead, and by Christmas, in less than a year of writing, he had finished drafting Moby-Dick, which he dedicated to Hawthorne.
Moby-Dick is both an unsurpassed novel of adventure and a book of extraordinary cultural reach. Everyone knows the bare outlines of the plot. A bookish schoolteacher named Ishmael, who confides he has “nothing particular to interest me on shore,” takes to the sea aboard a whaling ship. “With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword,” Ishmael says; “I quietly take to the ship.” The grim suicidal joke turns out to be a premonition. The captain of the Pequod, one Ahab of Nantucket, is a monomaniacal madman obsessed with tracking down the Pacific-roving whale that chewed off one of his legs. While the novel is as damning as Typee concerning the soul-killing constrictions of “snivelization,” there are no idyllic islands inhabited by half-naked nymphs in Moby-Dick. The only means of escape is the floating island of the Pequod, the only destination the White Whale’s shifting haunts. And no country figures more prominently in the plot and symbolism of Melville’s dark masterpiece than Moby Dick’s favorite refuge, the waters of Japan.
From the outset, the journey of the Pequod is shadowed by hostile and  mysterious Japan. Ishmael travels from his home island of Manhattan to New Bedford, where he visits Father Mapple’s Seamen’s Bethel—the New Bedford counterpart to the Reverend Mr. Damon’s Bethel in Honolulu. Ishmael contemplates the memorial tablets on the chapel wall, including one that foreshadows the fate of the Pequod and its mad captain:

THE LATE CAPTAIN EZEKIEL HARDY,
WHO IN THE BOWS OF HIS BOAT WAS KILLED BY A SPERM WHALE ON THE COAST OF JAPAN
 
The Pequod, Ishmael soon learns, has already met with near disaster in the typhoon-tossed waters off Japan. Her three straight masts of pine were “cut somewhere on the coast of Japan, where her original ones were lost overboard in a gale.” If the Pequod was literally “dismasted” off the coast of Japan, so metaphorically was its captain, Ahab, in a previous encounter with Moby Dick. “Aye, he was dismasted off Japan,” says one of the Pequod’s harpooners, “but like his dismasted craft, he shipped another mast [i.e., a wooden leg] without coming home for it.” As if he has not made it sufficiently clear that the Pequod’s fate is intimately linked to Japan, Ishmael adds: “You may have seen many a quaint craft in your day, for aught I know: square-toed luggers; mountainous Japanese junks . . . but take my word for it, you never saw such a rare old craft as this same rare old Pequod.”
Straight toward the islands of Japan—east from Nantucket around the Cape of Good Hope, past Australia and into the Pacific Ocean—Ahab is determined to go to wreak his revenge on the White Whale. As the Pequod  approaches its destination, Melville’s descriptions evoke a Japan of lacquerware and rising suns, and of burning spiritual clarity: “Now, sometimes, in that Japanese sea, the days in summer are as freshets of effulgences. That unblinkingly vivid Japanese sun seems the blazing focus of the glassy ocean’s immeasurable burning-glass. The sky looks lacquered; clouds there are none; the horizon floats; and this nakedness of unrelieved radiance is as the unsufferable splendors of God’s throne. Well that Ahab’s quadrant was furnished with colored glasses, through which to take sight of that solar fire.”
“Eyeing the same sun with him,” but with no need of colored glasses, is Ahab’s closest associate among the exotic crew of the  Pequod, the ineffable harpooner Fedallah; “only the lids of his eyes half hooded their orbs, and his wild face was subdued to an earthly passionlessness.” If Fedallah’s origins “remained a muffled mystery to the last,” Melville asks us to picture him as one of those who “glide among the unchanging Asiatic communities, especially the Oriental isles to the east of the continent—those insulated, immemorial, unalterable countries, which even in these modern days still preserve much of the ghostly aboriginalness of earth’s primal generations.” Fedallah, writes Melville, “was such a creature as civilized, domestic people . . . only see in their dreams”—a dream, we can now be specific, of “insulated, immemorial, unalterable” Japan.
The crisis in Moby-Dick, when it is made clear that Ahab’s quarry is not whale oil but a particular white whale, takes place—and Melville insists upon it—off the coast of Japan. The first mate, Starbuck, enters Captain Ahab’s cabin to inform him that oil is leaking from some of the barrels (called Burtons) in the hold. “And so Starbuck found Ahab with a general chart of the oriental archipelagoes spread before him; and another separate one representing the long eastern coasts of the Japanese islands—Niphon, Matsmai, and Sikoke.” (Melville was mistaken about the nonexistent island of “Matsmai,” an emblem of American ignorance of Japan in 1850, but “Sikoke” is Manjiro’s island of Shikoku.) Always attentive to the contracted goal of the Pequod’s voyage, namely to hunt whales, Starbuck is for pausing in order to bring up the barrels to repair the damage. Ahab, convinced that Moby Dick may well be summering in the cool waters of Japan, will have none of it. “Up Burtons and break out? Now that we are nearing Japan; heave-to here for a week to tinker a parcel of old hoops?” When Starbuck insists, Ahab seizes a loaded musket from its rack and points it at his first mate. Nothing will stand in the way of the Pequod’s fatal encounter with its quarry.
As though the murderous whale is insufficient menace, a storm suddenly swoops down on the Pequod, ripping the canvas from her masts. “Warmest climes but nurse the cruellest fangs,” Ishmael muses in a phrase worthy of Shakespeare; “in these resplendent Japanese seas the mariner encounters the direst of all storms, the Typhoon.” Spliced from a Chinese word meaning “big wind” and the name of the Greek god of the winds, Typhon, the word typhoon is itself a wondrous meeting of East and West. “It will sometimes burst from out that cloudless sky, like an exploding bomb upon a dazed and sleepy town,” says Ishmael. As the crew cowers on the deck of the “bare-poled” Pequod, and Fedallah kneels reverently with head bowed, Ahab is defiant. He has not traveled halfway around the world to escape the dangers that haunt the Japanese seas; he has come to confront them. He has studied his maps of Niphon and Sikoke. He has survived one typhoon and will survive another. The lightning that spangles the sky, Ahab proclaims, “but lights the way to the White Whale!”
Moby-Dick is a work of the imagination, a prodigious dream of journeying  into the unknown. The hostile archipelago into whose waters the  Acushnethad ventured twice, though only after Melville had jumped ship, was an ideal destination for Ahab
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