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Beauty, beautiful things, those are now my most deadly enemies.

Yukio Mishima, The Temple of the Golden Pavilion


The Life and Death
of YUKIO MISHIMA


PROLOGUE

A Personal Impression

I first encountered Yukio Mishima, whose name is pronounced Mi-shi-ma with short vowels, on April 18, 1966, when he was to make an after-dinner speech at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Japan in Tokyo, as our guest of honor. At that time, then only forty-one, Mishima was already confidently spoken of as a future winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature. He came with his wife, Yōko. The Mishimas took their seats at a head table, flanking John Roderick, an Associated Press journalist who was then president of the club. I was seated at a little distance from the top table, but I observed that Mishima was small, wiry in physique, and brisk—he had his hair cut very short, almost in a crew cut. His skin had a slightly unhealthy pallor. No doubt he was working himself too hard, I thought, knowing that he always wrote straight through the night. Mishima spoke fluent English. Yōko was a complete contrast. Also small, she was ten years younger than her husband and looked it. Petite, with a round face, she kept her counsel and spoke little—she had, by that time, two very young children.

In his introductory remarks that night Roderick described the career and achievements of Yukio Mishima. He was born Kimitaké Hiraoka—Yukio Mishima was a pen name—in 1925, the eldest child of an upper-middle-class family living in Tokyo. His school record had been excellent and he had graduated top of his class at the exclusive Gakushūin (the Peers’ School) in 1944. At the age of nineteen he had traveled to the palace in central Tokyo to receive a prize, a silver watch, from Emperor Hirohito in person. (The following year, 1945, he had received a summons to an army medical, as a draftee, but he had failed that medical and had never served in the Japanese Imperial Army.) After the war, following graduation from the elite Tokyo University Law Department, he had taken the toughest job examination of all, the Ministry of Finance’s entrance examination, and passed with flying colors. Yet he had rejected a career in government—he would surely have pressed on to become a bank president or the like—and had opted to become a writer, a still more competitive choice of career. Seizing his opportunity, he completed a first major work, Confessions of a Mask, published in 1949, a book that touched on homosexual themes—and made him famous. At twenty-four he was hailed as a “genius” by Japanese critics. Thereafter, he published novels one after another at rapid speed. His outstanding works were The Sound of Waves (1954), a retelling of the romantic legend of Daphnis and Chloë in a Japanese setting, and The Temple of the Golden Pavilion (1956), a novel based on a celebrated arson incident in Kyoto—not long after war’s end, a monk set fire to one of Kyoto’s most famous old temples, burning it to the ground. Both works were translated and published in America in the 1950’s (though publication of Confessions of a Mask was delayed for a couple of years after its actual translation, to allow The Sound of Waves, a less controversial work, to come out first and to set Mishima’s reputation in the West as an uncommonly brilliant new writer). Mishima, said Roderick, was not only a novelist. He was a playwright, a sportsman, and a film actor. He had just completed a film of his short story Patriotism, a movie in which he played the part of the protagonist, a young army officer of the 1930’s who committed suicide with his wife—the officer by hara-kiri, his wife by cutting her throat. Mishima was a man of many parts, concluded Roderick, a Leonardo da Vinci of modern Japan. That reference to Leonardo sounded a shade exaggerated, and it was delivered with a deliberate smile.

Mishima then stood up. He spoke, mainly, of his wartime experiences. He described the bombing of Tokyo in March 1945 and the appalling fires that swept the city, killing hundreds of thousands of Tokyoites on the worst night. “It was the most beautiful fireworks display I have ever seen,” he said in a jocular manner. Finally, he came to his peroration, concluding in his forceful if grammatically incorrect English, and spiking the ending with a surprising reference to his wife (“Yōko has no imagination”—spoken with a comic grimace):

But sometime, sometime during such a peaceful life [Mishima had spoken of his married life]—we got the two children—still the old memory comes to my mind.

It is the memory of during the war, and I remember one scene which happened during the war, when I was working at the airplane factory.

One motion picture was shown there for the entertainment of the working students, which was based on the novel of Mr. Yokomitsu. And it was maybe Maytime of 1945, the very last of the war, and all students—I was twenties—couldn’t believe that we could be survived after the war. And I remember one scene of the film. There was a street, a street scene of Ginza, before the war, a lot of neon signs, beautiful neon signs; it was glittering and we believed we couldn’t see all in my life, we can never see it all in my life. But, as you know, we see it actually right now, in the Ginza street, there are more and more neon signs on it. But sometimes, when the memory during the war comes back to my mind, some confusion happens in my mind. That neon sign on the screen during the war, and the actual neon sign on the Ginza street, I cannot distinguish which is illusion.

It might be our . . . my basic subject and my basic romantic idea of literature. It is death memory . . . and the problem of illusion.

Mishima spoke slowly, enunciating his words. His pronunciation was idiosyncratic; he said “urtist” instead of “artist.” That he made mistakes in English, both in grammar and in pronunciation, did not seem to bother him one bit. He was remarkably un-Japanese in that respect—he seemed wholly unself-conscious.

After he sat down, there were questions. I wanted to know how Mishima, having spoken so freely about the war, accounted for Japan’s entry into World War II, clearly a lunatic decision, I thought. Mishima’s explanation proved to be extraordinarily roundabout. He went back to 1936—to that most celebrated of botched coup d’états, the February 26 incident—and traced the influence of that failed putsch up to the attack on Pearl Harbor. I found his line of thinking difficult to follow: he had thought hard about the subject, one sensed, but couldn’t quite get out a conclusion, talking to foreigners. A colleague of mine, Sam Jameson of the Chicago Tribune, then asked Mishima another question. He wanted to know the origins of the Japanese rite of seppuku—known as hara-kiri in the West—a subject on which Mishima gave another unique kind of answer (I have polished his English a little here):

Once I was asked that question by the English cineast, Mr. Basil Wright, and I replied to him in a letter: “I cannot believe in Western sincerity because it is invisible, but in feudal times we believed that sincerity resided in our entrails, and if we needed to show our sincerity, we had to cut our bellies and take out our visible sincerity. And it was also the symbol of the will of the soldier, the samurai; everybody knew that this was the most painful way to die. And the reason they preferred to die in the most excruciating manner was that it proved the courage of the samurai. This method of suicide was a Japanese invention and foreigners could not copy it!”

As Mishima spoke, his words were punctuated by loud guffaws from the audience. He joined in the laughter with a peculiar, raucous, dry laugh. Huh-huh-huh. It was a throaty, nervous sound that made one itchy in turn. The first impression was of a curious guy—a little disconcerting, a little uneasy-making. In the years that followed, up to the time of his death in 1970, I kept track of him, and made it my business to get to know him—as a reporter for The Times of London. He was, far and away, the most famous Japanese of his day, thanks in part to the all-round characteristics Roderick had mentioned that night, and partly to something else, his power of speech. Even twenty-five years after his death, his is the voice from Japan, the voice that carries, as if he were still alive, giving interviews to the press. He had a unique vision of his country, and he expressed himself in pungent images that no other Japanese of modern times has ever matched. There is a saying here: “The nail that sticks out shall be hammered down.” Japanese people don’t like to stand up and shout, for fear of being hammered. The paradox is that Mishima, when the moment came, hammered himself down.

I leave the reader to discover the rest. Nothing has been changed in this book, with the exception of the last part, now called Epilogue (1995).

Tokyo, February 1995


ONE

The Last Day

1

Off to the Parade

Yukio Mishima rose early on the morning of November 25, 1970. He shaved slowly and carefully.

This was to be his death face. There must be no unsightly blemishes.

He took a shower, and put on a fresh, white cotton fundoshi, a loincloth. Then he dressed in his Tatenokai uniform.

His wife, Yōko, had gone out with the children, taking them to school. He had the house—a large, Western-style home in the southwest suburbs of Tokyo—to himself.

Mishima checked the items he was taking with him that day. He had a brown attaché case containing daggers, papers, and other things; he also had a long samurai sword and scabbard.

On a table in the hall he placed a fat envelope. It contained the final installment of his long novel, The Sea of Fertility, on which he had spent six years. The envelope was addressed to his publishers, Shinchōsha, who would send someone for it later that morning.

At ten o’clock he made a couple of short phone calls. He spoke to reporter friends whom he wanted to be on hand to witness the events of the day. But he did not explain exactly what was to happen.

Shortly after ten he saw a Tatenokai student walk up the path through the garden from the front gate. This was Chibi-Koga, a short youth with a pointed nose. Mishima went out of the house to greet him.

He gave three envelopes to the student. They were addressed to Chibi-Koga, to Furu-Koga, a second student in their small group, and to Ogawa, the tall, pallid boy who was the standard-bearer of the Tatenokai.

“Take these out to the car,” Mishima said to Chibi-Koga. “I will be out in a moment. Read the letters now!”

The student went back down the path.

Mishima gathered his belongings—the attaché case and the sword. He fixed the sword to his belt on the left side. Then he left the house.

An elderly man with silver hair—Azusa Hiraoka, Mishima’s father—looked out of his house, next door to that of his son.

“Ah! So he’s off to another Tatenokai parade,” thought the father disapprovingly.

Mishima went down the steps into the quiet suburban street.

The Tatenokai party had come in a white Toyota Corona, a medium-size car. It was parked down the street.

Mishima climbed into the front seat, next to the driver, Chibi-Koga. He turned to face the others—Furu-Koga and Ogawa. With them was a third student, a stolid, thickset youth with heavy jowls—Masakatsu Morita, the leader of the Tatenokai under Mishima, and a close friend.

“Have you read the letters?” Mishima asked. “You follow? You are not to kill yourselves. That’s clear? Just take care of the general. See that he doesn’t commit suicide. That’s all.”

Mishima and Morita were to commit hara-kiri. The three younger members of the party were to stay alive. At their trial, according to Mishima’s letters, they were to expound the principles of the Tatenokai; they were to follow the slogan Hōkoku Nippon (“The Imperial Reconstruction of Japan”), a wartime, imperialist slogan.

Mishima had put into each of the envelopes a sum of about $120, three 10,000-yen notes for each of the students, to cover initial expenses.

“All right, let’s go,” said Mishima. “Start up!”

2

The Fight in the General’s Office

The car with Mishima and his four students arrived at the Ichigaya base of the Jieitai, in the heart of Tokyo, just before 11 a.m.

The guards at the gate saw Mishima in the front and waved Chibi-Koga through. They telephoned the HQ of the Eastern Army at Ichigaya to let the staff know that Mishima and his group had arrived.

Chibi-Koga drove up the steep road leading from the front gate to the top of the little hill on which the HQ stood. He parked at the edge of a big parade ground in front of Eastern Army HQ.

The men got out of the car. Mishima led the way toward the building, carrying his attaché case. His sword swung at his side.

The army HQ building was yellow-gray in color and three stories high. In the center of the boxlike building was the main entrance, which had a large, squat portico. Atop the portico was a spacious balcony; it faced the parade ground across which Mishima and his men walked.

An aide-de-camp to General Kanetoshi Mashita, the commander of the Eastern Army, came out of the main entrance. He was a major, dressed in the blue-gray uniform of the Jieitai.

“Do come in,” he said to Mishima. “General Mashita is waiting for you.”

The officer, Major Sawamoto, led the way. The Tatenokai party followed him into the dark entrance hall. They went up a circular flight of stairs to the first floor.

“I won’t keep you a moment,” said the major to Mishima. He disappeared into room 201, the general’s office, just at the top of the stairs.

The Tatenokai group stood outside.

To left and right there were long, dark corridors with high ceilings. Senior officers of the Eastern Army, the command responsible for Tokyo and the surrounding Kanto plain, worked on this floor.

On either side of the door of room 201 were opaque glass windows. Glass alone separated the corridor from the general’s office beyond.

Major Sawamoto reappeared at the door. “Do come inside,” he said. “The general is ready.”

Mishima went through the door, followed by his men.

The major pointed to four chairs lined up close to the door. “You sit here,” he said to the students. Major Sawamoto then withdrew from the room, shutting the door behind him.

Mishima went forward to greet General Mashita. The general was a dignified officer with gray hair. He was fifty-seven and had served through the Pacific War; he had a quiet, unpretentious manner.

“How nice to see you again,” he said to Mishima.

The office was not large, no more than twenty by twenty-five feet. It had a high ceiling and tall windows facing south over the balcony outside. Bright sun streamed through the windows.

Access to the office was from all four sides: from the entrance door, from the balcony, and from two tall doors set in the paneling on either side of the room. One door led to the chief of staff, the other to the office of his deputy, a vice chief of staff.

“Please come and sit over here,” the general said to Mishima. He gestured toward a low table around which were armchairs.

Mishima took a seat next to the general.

“Please sit down,” Mashita said to the students. At Mishima’s suggestion they had brought their chairs up to the middle of the room; they sat in a row in their yellow-brown uniforms.

“I brought these Tatenokai members to meet you, General,” Mishima said. He introduced them one by one.

Mashita nodded.

“We have just finished an exercise at Mt. Fuji. During the exercise some of our men were injured. These four with me today distinguished themselves by carrying down the wounded men from the mountain.”

“Ah, is that so?”

“I wanted them to have the honor of meeting you,” Mishima continued. “That’s why I asked for today’s meeting. Later today we will have a regular Tatenokai meeting at which these four will receive a commendation.”

“Mm, I follow.”

“The reason why we are in uniform today is that we are holding our monthly meeting.”

“I see.”

Mishima had taken off his sword before he sat down. The weapon was propped up against one of the chairs where Mashita could see it. An orange tassel hung from the hilt.

“Tell me,” said Mashita, who had been eyeing the weapon, “what is this sword that you have with you? Did anyone ask you about it on the way in? I am not very clear about the rules on swords, as we don’t carry them any more ourselves.”

“It’s all right to carry this sword,” replied Mishima. “It is a military sword. An antique. I carry an expert’s authentication.” Mishima produced a piece of paper. “The sword was made by Seki no Magoroku, according to this. It’s a genuine seventeenth-century blade. The Seki school.”

The general glanced across at the sword. The hilt had diamond-shaped panels with mother-of-pearl inlay. It was an exceptional piece.

“Would you like to see it?” asked Mishima.

“Yes,” replied the general. “It has sambon sugi, hasn’t it?” He referred to the smoky, wavy pattern of the tempering of a sword of the Seki school.

“Let me get it out,” said Mishima. He stood and picked up the sword and drew the blade from the scabbard with a practiced motion. He held the glittering weapon upright.

He and Mashita studied the blade for a moment. Its surface was obscured by grease.

“Koga,” said Mishima to Chibi-Koga, “a handkerchief!”

The words were a cue for Chibi-Koga.

The student got up from his chair and came toward the two men by the table. In his hand he carried a tenugui, a thin, strong towel.

This was the “handkerchief.” Chibi-Koga was to use it to gag General Mashita. His instructions were to slip the tenugui over the general’s face, from behind.

At that moment, however, the general walked away. He went to his desk to fetch some tissue to wipe the sword.

The student was in a quandary. He could not wait where he was; that was not in the plan. And he was incapable of improvisation.

Chibi-Koga handed the towel to Mishima and went back to his seat.

Mishima methodically wiped the blade. He held it up, admiring its razor-sharp edge. It was in flawless condition.

The general, who had returned to the table, stood with Mishima, who handed the weapon to him. He pointed the sword upright and caught the light in it.

“Yes, I see them,” he said to Mishima, as he glimpsed the semicircular, smoky shadows which ran along the blade.

“It’s superb,” said Mashita. “I’ve never seen anything like it in private hands before.”

He handed the sword back to Mishima and sat down. It was 11:05 a.m.

Mishima glanced at the row of students sitting on their chairs close by. Chibi-Koga came forward for the second time. Mishima gave him a look of silent command.

The youth stepped one pace forward, going behind Mashita, and thrust his hands suddenly, clumsily around the general’s neck, throttling him.

Chibi-Koga’s action was the cue for the others to move.

Furu-Koga and the lanky Ogawa came forward to help him. From their pockets they took two lengths of rope; with this they bound Mashita’s arms and legs and tied him to the chair.

Mishima moved to the center of the room, holding the sword in his hands, high in the air.

Morita’s task was to fasten the doors. Using wire and pincers, he worked quietly, securing the door handles. There was nothing solid to fix the wire to, and he did not make a good job of it. With the help of the other students he moved up Mashita’s heavy desk to block one of the doors; the second door they barricaded with table and chairs, adding a potted palm as well.

Mashita, gagged and bound, observed all this. At first he had thought that this was a commando exercise of Mishima’s. When he looked him in the eyes, however, he realized that Mishima was not rehearsing.

Mishima stood in the middle of the office, eyes blazing, sword aloft.

Unknown to him, there was a peephole into the room. The peephole was close to the entrance door, in the opaque glass window on the left-hand side. It consisted of a piece of transparent tape stuck onto the glass on the corridor side; with this it was possible to see through into Mashita’s office, dimly.

Shortly after Mishima’s group had struck, their action had been discovered. Major Sawamoto had come out from an adjoining office and had looked through the peephole, to see whether the men were sitting down, ready to take ocha (green tea). At first he thought a Tatenokai student was giving General Mashita a shoulder massage. But he looked again, realized that something was up—seeing the rope and the gag—and dashed off to fetch his immediate superior, Colonel Hara.

The two men, having tried the main door into the office and found it blocked, had informed General Yamazaki, the chief of staff, who had been in conference with a dozen officers in the room next to Mashita’s. One by one the officers had peeped through the hole and had seen Mashita. Then they assembled in Yamazaki’s office again.

From there they could hear furniture being moved about next door, while they decided what to do.

“What kind of game is this?” one officer asked.

“We will go in and find out,” the general said.

By this time the Tatenokai party had done their best with the barricades. Mishima was about to move to the next stage of his plan: to compel the general to order his men to summon the garrison at Eastern Army Headquarters, about a thousand men. He wanted the soldiers to assemble on the parade ground in front of the HQ building; he would make a patriotic speech to them from the balcony.

His plan was already beginning to go wrong.

At 11:20 a party of men beat on the door leading into Mashita’s room from the office of the chief of staff. “Open up!” they shouted. “Open up!”

Mishima gestured to the students to stand behind him and moved toward the door, sword held high. Chibi-Koga stood by Mashita with a dagger, taken from the attaché case. His orders were to remain by the general being held hostage.

The army officers beat on the door with their fists. “Open up! What’s going on? Open up!”

One turned the handle and pushed. The weak barrier collapsed and five army men, three colonels and a pair of master sergeants, rushed into the room. Colonel Hara was in the lead.

Mishima barred their way. “Out!” he screamed at them.

The men were quite close to Mishima. They hesitated, facing him. None had weapons. Colonel Hara had an old wooden sword, which he had snatched up before going in.

“Out!” screamed Mishima once again.

The men facing him made no move.

Mishima swung the sword at them, swishing over their heads. Some moved, others flinched. The sergeants edged toward him, with a colonel leading the way.

“Out! Out! Out!”

Suddenly Mishima attacked. He aimed glancing blows at the men. A colonel ducked away. Mishima slashed him in the back. The man raised an arm in self-defense and Mishima hit him again.

A sergeant came at Mishima, who struck him on the wrist, almost severing his hand.

“Out!” screamed Mishima.

He stared wildly at the men.

He slashed at a second colonel, three blows in succession on the arms and the back, as Colonel Hara sought to parry the blows with his wooden sword.

The two uninjured men in the party helped the others out of the room. The door slammed to behind them. The wounded men were bleeding profusely.

Orderlies were summoned and a second conference ensued. The officers were excited and unable to think clearly; the sudden emergency was too much for them. Their main concern was for the safety of General Mashita, but they were also worried about their careers. A major scandal was in the making. Who would take responsibility for the fracas? What did Mishima want out of it? Failure to appreciate the importance of the last question led General Yamazaki to act unwisely; he decided to lead a second party into Mashita’s office without having a plan of action and without arms, not even staves. He chose six officers and men to accompany him.

The men forced the door leading into Mashita’s room from the vice chief of staff’s office. Yamazaki was at the head of the party and entered the room first. Mishima was immediately in front of him, holding his bloodstained sword in the air. The general hesitated. Behind Mishima was the general’s commanding officer, tied up in a chair; Chibi-Koga held a knife to his right side.

At Mishima’s elbow stood three students. The pallid Ogawa had drawn a black truncheon. Furu-Koga was behind him, a heavy ashtray in his hand. Close to Mishima stood Morita; he had a dagger.

Yamazaki had expected a situation like this. Still, he could not believe his eyes.

Mishima saw the half-dozen men behind Yamazaki. How many more would there be? With his sword he kept them bunched in the corner of the room, not allowing them to deploy to either side of him. His own men were not strong.

“Well!” Mishima shouted. “Now you’ve seen! Take a good look! If you do not leave, I will kill the general.”

Yamazaki looked past Mishima at his commanding officer. He wanted guidance.

“I repeat,” Mishima screamed, “get out or else!”

“Stop this fooling,” Yamazaki said loudly. “Calm yourself.”

“Out!” screamed Mishima once more. He took a step toward Yamazaki, holding the sword at the general’s neck.

“Stop this play-acting,” said Yamazaki.

“If you don’t leave,” Mishima repeated, “I will kill the commanding general.”

The army officers edged forward. The men in the lead had climbed over the barrier of furniture, with the others behind them. Then there was a crash and a tinkling of glass. Other Jieitai men had smashed the opaque glass window between Mashita’s office and the corridor. They looked in.

Suddenly Mishima backed off. He needed room to use his sword.

Yamazaki spoke again. “We do not understand what you want. Tell us.” It was a parley.

Mishima suspected a trick. There were seven army officers altogether, including Yamazaki. Mishima had only three men; Chibi-Koga had to stay by the general.

Mishima swung his blade at Yamazaki, deliberately missing: “Out!”

The officers behind Yamazaki moved forward. One jumped toward Morita.

Mishima had taken up a posture with the sword held back over his shoulders again. He took a step to the rear and aimed a blow at Yamazaki. The general ducked, Mishima slashing him in the back. It was a light wound, but Yamazaki staggered. An officer caught him from behind and held him for a moment.

One officer grappled with Morita, trying to wrench the knife from his hands.

Three men came at Mishima simultaneously.

Striking back and forth, chopping down, right, left, right, left, he beat the men about their arms, shoulders, and backs with the open blade.

Blood stained the uniforms of three colonels.

Morita had lost his knife to his opponent.

“Out!” Mishima screamed at the officers. “Out!” He swung the sword over their heads. “Out! Or I will kill the general.”

Yamazaki and his men had no time to think whether Mishima was bluffing or not.

“Out!” he shouted again, slashing at a colonel who had come too close, and hitting him on the arm.

The Jieitai men could not understand what Mishima was after. Had he gone mad?

Mishima gave them no more time. Prodding the men with his sword and administering broad strokes to their buttocks, he herded them out of the office.

The seven men tumbled back into the vice chief of staff’s room as the door crashed shut behind them. They heard Mishima’s men setting up the barricades again.

Yamazaki, though not badly injured, was in a state of collapse. The deputy, Colonel Yoshimatsu, vice chief of staff, took over command. He called for orderlies and conferred with his officers.

Then Colonel Hara, watching from the corridor, took the initiative. “What are your demands?” he shouted, staring through the broken window at Mishima, who stood a few feet away from him.

The two men began to shout at each other. Mishima insisted that the Jieitai officers summon a parade in front of Eastern Army HQ, and Hara said he would do nothing of the kind. Finally Mishima passed a handwritten note to Hara, giving his demands in detail. The colonel went to confer with his senior officer, Colonel Yoshimatsu, in a staff room close by. The men phoned the Jieitai main headquarters in the Defense Agency a mile away, asking for instructions; they were told to handle the situation as they saw fit.

In Mashita’s office, Mishima forced the pace. He was behind schedule as a result of the two Jieitai attacks. He had intended to start his speech at 11:30, after compelling Mashita and his men to summon the garrison to parade in front of the Eastern Army HQ.

It was already 11:30. Mishima felt a danger that control of the situation would slip from his hands.

He wiped the sword. Then he walked toward Mashita, raising the weapon in the air. He held the sword over the general.

“Take the gag off,” he said to one of the students.

“Now listen, General,” Mishima began. “I have some demands to make. If you accept them, I guarantee your safety. If you do not, I shall kill you and then commit hara-kiri.”

“What is this folly?” Mashita said.

“Read the demands to the general,” Mishima ordered. One of the students took a piece of paper from the attaché case. It contained a short list of conditions on which Mishima would spare Mashita’s life.

“Read!”

All soldiers at the Ichigaya garrison—a thousand men of the 32nd Infantry Regiment, a signals unit, and the HQ staff—were to gather in front of the HQ building by midday.

Mishima would make a speech to them from the balcony outside the general’s office.

There must be no interruption of the speech. He must be heard in complete silence.

The Jieitai must summon the forty Tatenokai members who were waiting at Ichigaya Hall, a Jieitai center just outside the gates of the base. They must be present to hear Mishima’s speech.

There would be a period of truce, lasting ninety minutes. During this time the Jieitai must guarantee not to attack Mishima and his group.

At the end of the truce Mishima would hand Mashita over to his own men. If, however, the truce were broken, or it looked as if it might be, Mishima would kill the general and commit suicide.

He wanted instant action.

“This is foolish,” Mashita said. “What is there to gain?”

Mishima ignored him. “I will give these demands to your officers. You will order them to obey me,” he said.

He wasted no more time on the general. It was late.

Mishima walked over to the broken windows looking out into the corridor beyond.

“Who is in command?” he shouted. “Bring him here.”

A soldier rushed off to inform Yoshimatsu. The officer appeared a moment later. “I have taken over, as Yamazaki is injured. What is it?”

The two men faced each other through the broken window. Yoshimatsu saw the sword in Mishima’s hand.

“I have made my demands,” replied Mishima. “If you do not comply, I will kill the general and commit suicide.”

The officer looked through the broken window. On the far side of the room was Mashita, tied to the chair.

“The general orders you to carry out my orders,” said Mishima.

Mashita nodded.

“When?” asked Yoshimatsu.

“Now. And hurry!”

It was 11:35.

Yoshimatsu went back to his office. It was decided to call in outside help.

The Eastern Army staff telephoned a police station near the gates of the Ichigaya base. They asked for ambulances as well. They also communicated their decision to the Jieitai headquarters at Roppongi, two miles away. And they decided who should make the announcement to the garrison, summoning the soldiers to parade; they would do this after the police arrived.

Mishima, meanwhile, was relaxing quietly with his men. He had no notion that the police were being summoned.

The students took out a set of hachimaki from the attaché case. The headbands were dyed with red circles—the Rising Sun—and emblazoned in black Chinese ink: Shichisho Hōkoku (“Serve the Nation for Seven Lives”), a medieval samurai battle slogan.

“Loosen your collars and tie on the hachimaki,” Mishima said to the students.

The movements of the men were watched by soldiers posted outside, by the broken window. Mishima did not care. He took a cigarette from a pack he had brought in his case and puffed away cheerfully.

The loudspeaker announcement summoning the garrison to parade would be made at any moment. In the meantime, Mishima and his group had nothing to do but wait.

At 11:38 there was the sound of police sirens. At first it was faint, coming from the main road which ran below the hill at the top of which stood the Eastern Army HQ. The sirens came closer; the cars must be coming up the hill, inside the base.

A cavalcade of vehicles came to a halt in front of the HQ building on the parade ground. Helmeted men in white jumped out of ambulances and ran into the building, under the portico. Armed police accompanied them.

“What a lot of people for the party!” Mishima said.

A moment later an announcement was made on the camp loudspeakers. All troops were to assemble in front of Eastern Army HQ. Men ran to the parade ground from all over the base. In a short time, nearly the whole garrison had assembled.

Within the building, the police were taking charge. Men in dark blue uniforms appeared at the broken window and peered in at Mishima.

“What weapons do they have?” the police wanted to know.

“A sword. Mishima has it. And a dagger—the student next to Mashita has it.”

The police calmly accepted the truce.

They posted men on the stairs, in the corridor, and at the doors leading into Mashita’s office. They had no thought of using their weapons. Mishima was trapped.

Police cameramen were posted at the broken window; their photos would be useful in court. Mishima and Morita were both in full view.

Reports were made to the Jieitai headquarters at Roppongi and to Metropolitan Police Headquarters at Sakuradamon near the Imperial Palace, also two miles away.

At 11:45 the first helicopters arrived. They flew northward from the direction of the palace. Some were police helicopters and landed on a pad at the back of Eastern Army HQ. Others were newspaper and TV helicopters and circled above the building; they began to film the crowd of soldiers standing around on the parade ground. They filmed the HQ building and the large balcony in front of it and also the ambulances into which injured men were being carried on stretchers

The Tatenokai party of forty students, however, was not in sight. Their leaders had refused to obey Jieitai orders to assemble on the parade ground at Ichigaya; they had not understood that the orders came from their leader.

Shortly before midday, Morita, a squat figure, appeared on the balcony, followed by Ogawa. The two students came out of one of the windows of Mashita’s office and walked toward the front of the balcony carrying papers and cloths in their hands.

The balcony was large. It was thirty feet from the windows of the general’s office to the front of the balcony.

The students, with the ends of their hachimaki trailing over their yellow-brown uniforms, came up to the parapet. Leaning over the edge of the balcony, they threw out long cotton streamers, facing the crowd. They fastened the banners to the parapet so that they dangled over the parade ground; on them were written conditions under which General Mashita’s safety was guaranteed.

One of the conditions was that Mishima’s speech would be heard in silence. However, the noise at that moment was tremendous. Soldiers shouted excitedly at one another. Police bikes, cars, and ambulances were all running their engines on the parade ground. And more cars were arriving all the time, including press vehicles flying company pennants. The helicopters made the most noise as they came in close to film the scene.

The two Tatenokai students were dropping papers over the edge of the balcony on the crowd below. Some of the papers were caught by the light breeze and drifted out over the parade ground.

The papers were copies of Mishima’s gekibun, his last manifesto, a document modeled on statements made by rebel army officers in the numerous abortive coup d’états of the 1930’s in Japan.

The gekibun read (as I have condensed it from two thousand words):

We, members of the Tatenokai, have been handsomely treated by the Jieitai. Why are we biting the hand that fed us?

It is simply because we revere the Jieitai. The Armed Forces are the soul of Nippon.

We have seen the Jieitai treated like a toy by the nation’s leaders. And thus the Jieitai protects the very instrument which denies its right to exist: the Peace Constitution [the Constitution of 1947, drafted by the Allied Powers].

Opportunities to rectify this dreadful error have been missed. On October 21, 1969, the Jieitai should have been mobilized and thrown into the battle against anti-war demonstrators. The Jieitai should then have taken power and demanded revision of the Constitution.

The chance was missed. The honor of the nation is at stake. The Jieitai is unconstitutional; and no steps are being taken to save it. [Mishima was referring to Article 9 of the Constitution, according to which Japan will “never maintain” armed forces.]

Our fundamental values, as Japanese, are threatened. The Emperor is not being given his rightful place in Japan.

We have waited in vain for the Jieitai to rebel. If no action is taken, the Western powers will control Japan for the next century!

The manifesto ended with this appeal:

Let us restore Nippon to its true state and let us die. Will you value only life and let the spirit die? . . . We will show you a value which is greater than respect for life. Not liberty, not democracy. It is Nippon! Nippon, the land of history and tradition. The Japan we love.

The soldiers on the parade ground picked up copies of the gekibun. Some read the document. Others stuffed the papers into their pockets. The men were puzzled. Most of them were young and had had no experience of the war. For twenty-five years Japan had been at peace, and the alliance with America, the cornerstone of Japanese foreign policy, had been challenged only by the left. Nothing in the experience of these young men had prepared them for this assault from the right. Many of them knew of the existence of the Tatenokai, but they had no notion of its purpose. Nor did they understand why Mishima—a famous novelist—had involved himself in this enterprise. Adding to their bafflement was the spectacle of wounded men being carried from the building. Why had Mishima attacked and injured their officers?

At midday precisely, Mishima himself appeared on the balcony. He strode forward to the front of the balcony, a small figure in the yellow-brown uniform of the Tatenokai.

The men below saw only his head, with a hachimaki bound around it, the symbol of the Rising Sun in the center of the forehead.

He leapt up onto the parapet. His small, wiry frame came entirely into view. The buttons of his uniform shone brightly in the November sun. He wore white gloves on which bloodstains were visible.

He braced himself, shoulders back, his hands on his hips.

3

Tennō Heika Banzai!

“It is a wretched affair,” Mishima began, “to have to speak to Jieitai men in circumstances like these.”

The helicopters were making a great noise. Many in the crowd could not hear Mishima’s words.

“I thought,” Mishima continued, “that the Jieitai was the last hope of Nippon, the last stronghold of the Japanese soul.”

His words were blotted out by the helicopters.

“But . . . . . . . . . Japanese people today think of money, just money. Where is our national spirit today? The politicians care nothing for Japan. They are greedy for power.

“The Jieitai,” Mishima continued, “must be the soul of Nippon. The soldiers! The army!

“But . . . . . . . . . we were betrayed by the Jieitai!”

There were shouts from the crowd.

“Cut it out now!”

“Bakayarō!” (An untranslatable swear word.)

“Arse-hole!”

Mishima grew excited. “Listen! Listen! Hear me out! Listen! Listen! Listen to me!”

He resumed. “We thought that the Jieitai was the soul of national honor!”

There were shouts.

“Come down from there!”

“We don’t agree with you!”

Mishima went on. “The nation has no spiritual foundation. That is why you don’t agree with me! You don’t understand Japan. The Jieitai must put things right!”

There was violent hooting.

“Listen!” shouted Mishima. “Be quiet, will you! Listen!”

“Bakayarō!”

Mishima tried to go on.

“Kiss your arse,” shouted a soldier below.

“Don’t you hear!” Mishima shouted back. “I ask you to be quiet! Listen! Hear me out!”

“Stop playing the hero!” another heckler shouted.

“Just listen to me!” Mishima hurled back. “What happened last year? On October 21? There was a demonstration, an anti-war demonstration. On October 21 last year. In Shinjuku. And the police put it down. The police! After that there was, and there will be, no chance to amend the Constitution.”

“So what?”

“So the Jimintō [the Liberal Democratic Party], the politicians, decided that they could just use the police. The police would deal with the demonstrations. Don’t you see?”

“Hooray. Call the police. Dial 110, somebody!”

Mishima fought on. “Look! The government did not use the Jieitai. The Armed Forces stayed in their barracks. The Constitution is fixed forever. There will be no chance to amend it. Do you understand?”

“No, no. Absolutely not!”

“No, we don’t follow you.”

“No!”

“All right,” Mishima said. “Listen! Since last October 21, since that time, it is you who protect the Constitution. The Jieitai defends the Constitution. There will be no chance to amend it. Not for twenty years! The Jieitai waited for that chance, with tears in their eyes. Too late!”

“Japan is at peace!”

Mishima looked at his watch. He had been speaking for less than five minutes.

“Why don’t you understand? Think about October 21 last year! Since that time I have waited for the Jieitai to act! When would the Jieitai come to its senses? I waited. There will be no further chance to revise the Constitution! The Jieitai will never become an army! It has no foundation, no center!

“The Jieitai must rise. Why?” he went on.

“Come down! Come down!”

“To protect Japan! You must protect Japan! To protect Japan! Yes, to protect Japan! Japanese tradition! Our history! Our culture! The Emperor!”

His audience exploded with shouts and jeers.

“Listen! Listen! Listen! Listen!

“A man appeals to you! A man! I am staking my life on this! Do you hear? Do you follow me? If you do not rise with me, if the Jieitai will not rise, the Constitution will never be amended!” He paused. “You will be just American mercenaries. American troops!”

“Bakayarō!”

“Stop talking!”

“Come down!”

Mishima could scarcely make himself heard above the din.

“I have waited for four years! Yes, four years! I wanted the Jieitai to rise! Four years!

“I have come to the last thirty minutes,” he said. “Yes, the last thirty minutes. I am waiting. I want . . .”

His words were lost in the noise of helicopter engines.

“Are you bushi? Are you men? You are soldiers! Then why do you stand by the Constitution? You back the Constitution that denies your very existence!”

There were mock cries of alarm from the crowd.

“Then you have no future!” roared Mishima. “You will never be saved! It is the end. The Constitution will remain forever. You are finished!”

He hammered the point. “You are unconstitutional! Listen! You are unconstitutional! The Jieitai is unconstitutional! You are all unconstitutional!”

There was no reaction from the crowd.

“Don’t you understand? Don’t you see what is happening? Don’t you understand that it is you who defend the Constitution? Why not? Why don’t you understand? I have been waiting for you. Why don’t you wake up? There you are in your tiny world. You do nothing for Nippon!”

“Is that why you injured our men?”

“They put up a resistance.”

“Don’t be stupid! What do you mean, ‘resistance’?”

Once more Mishima appealed to the men. “Will any of you rise with me?” He waited ten seconds.

“Bakayarō!”

“Who would rise with you?”

“Madman!”

“No one?” Mishima asked.

“Are you a man?”

“You say that! Have you studied Bu [the warrior ethic]? Do you understand the way of the sword? What does the sword mean to a Japanese? . . . I ask you. Are you men? Are you bushi?”

Mishima’s voice grew calmer. “I see that you are not. You will not rise. You will do nothing. The Constitution means nothing to you. You are not interested.

“I have lost my dream of the Jieitai!” he added.

“Come down!”

“Drag him down from there!”

“Why does no one stop him?”

“Bakayarō!”

Most of the crowd looked on in silence as the sporadic heckling continued.

“I salute the Emperor!” cried Mishima.

“Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai!”

As he shouted this traditional salute (“Long live the Emperor! Long live the Emperor! Long live the Emperor!”), Morita, who had been standing behind him—only his head visible to the men below—joined in. The two Tatenokai leaders raised their hands thrice as they shouted.

“Shoot him!”

“SHOOT HIM!”

Mishima jumped down from the parapet onto the balcony behind it. With Morita at his heels, he retraced his steps to the general’s office. He stooped at the low window and went down into the room beyond, out of sight of the TV cameras. Then Morita, too, disappeared. The window was closed.

4

Hara-kiri

Mishima came down a little flight of red-carpeted stairs that led back into the general’s office.

“They did not hear me very well,” he remarked to the students.

Morita followed him into the room.

Mishima started to undo the buttons of his jacket. He was in a part of the room, close to the door into the chief of staff’s office, from which he could not be seen through the broken window by the men in the corridor.

The general’s gag had been removed. He watched as Mishima stripped off his jacket. Mishima was naked to the waist; he wore no undershirt.

“Stop!” cried Mashita. “This serves no purpose.”

“I was bound to do this,” Mishima replied. “You must not follow my example. You are not to take responsibility for this.”

“Stop!” ordered Mashita.

Mishima paid no heed. He unlaced his boots, throwing them to one side. Morita came forward and picked up the sword.

“Stop!”

Mishima slipped his wristwatch from his hand and passed it to a student. He knelt on the red carpet, six feet from Mashita’s chair. He loosened his trousers, slipping them down his legs. The white fundoshi (loincloth) underneath was visible. Mishima was almost naked. His small, powerful chest heaved.

Morita took up a position behind him with the sword.

Mishima took a yoroidōshi, a foot-long, straight-blade dagger with a sharp point, in his right hand.

Ogawa came forward with a mōhitsu (brush) and a piece of paper. Mishima had planned to write a last message in his own blood.

“No, I don’t need that,” Mishima said. He rubbed a spot on his lower left abdomen with his left hand. Then he pricked the knife in his right hand against the spot.

Morita raised the sword high in the air, staring down at Mishima’s neck. The student’s forehead was beaded with perspiration. The end of the sword waggled, his hands shook.

Mishima shouted a last salute to the Emperor. “Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai!”

He hunched his shoulders and expelled the air from his chest. His back muscles bunched. Then he breathed in once more, deeply.

“Haa . . . ow!” Mishima drove all the air from his body with a last, wild shout.

He forced the dagger into his body with all his strength. Following the blow, his face went white and his right hand started to tremble. Mishima hunched his back, beginning to make a horizontal cut across his stomach. As he pulled at the knife, his body sought to drive the blade outward; the hand holding the dagger shook violently. He brought his left hand across, pressing down mightily on his right. The knife remained in the wound, and he continued cutting crosswise. Blood spurted from the cut and ran down his stomach into his lap, staining the fundoshi a bright red.

With a final effort Mishima completed the crosscut, his head down, his neck exposed.

Morita was ready to strike with the sword and cut off the head of his leader. “Do not leave me in agony too long,” Mishima had said to him.

Morita clenched his wrists on the hilt of the sword. As he watched, Mishima toppled forward on his face onto the red carpet.

Morita brought the sword crashing down. Too late. The force of the blow was great, but the sword smacked into the red carpet on the far side of Mishima. He received a deep cut in the back and shoulders.

“Again!” the other students called out.

Mishima lay groaning on the carpet, smothered in his own blood and twisting from side to side. Intestines slid from his belly.

Morita struck once again. Once more his aim failed. He hit Mishima’s body, not the neck. The wound was a terrible one.

“Once more!”

Morita had little strength left in his hands. He lifted the glittering sword for the third time and struck with all his might at Mishima’s head and neck. The blow almost severed the neck. Mishima’s head cocked at an angle to his body; blood fountained from his neck.

Furu-Koga came forward. He had experience in kendo, in Japanese fencing.

“Give me the sword!” he said to Morita.

With a single chop he separated body and head.

The students knelt.

“Pray for him,” Mashita said, leaning forward as best he could, to bow his head.

The students silently said a Buddhist prayer.

The only sound in the room was the sobbing of the young men. Tears ran down their cheeks. There was a bubbling from the corpse; blood pumped from the neck, covering the red carpet.

A raw stench filled the room. Mishima’s entrails had spilled onto the carpet.

Mashita lifted his head. The students had not finished. Morita was ripping off his jacket. Another student took from the hand of Mishima, which still twitched in a pool of blood, the yoroidōshi dagger with which he had disemboweled himself. He passed the weapon to Morita.

Morita knelt, loosened his trousers, and shouted a final salute, as Mishima had done: “Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai! Tennō Heika Banzai!”

Morita tried without success to drive the dagger into his stomach. He was not strong enough. He made a shallow scratch across his belly.

Furu-Koga stood behind him, holding the sword high in the air.

“Right!” said Morita.

With a sweep of the sword Furu-Koga severed Morita’s head, which rolled across the carpet. Blood spurted rhythmically from the severed neck, where the body had slumped forward.

The students prayed, sobbing.

Mashita watched. “This is the end!” he exclaimed.

“Don’t worry,” one of the students said. “He told us not to kill ourselves. We have to hand you over safely. Those were his orders.”

“You must stop,” Mashita cried. “You must stop.”

The students unbound Mashita. He rose to his feet, massaging his wrists. On one hand he had a deep cut. Otherwise, he had been uninjured in the scuffle.

“Make the bodies decent,” he ordered the students.

They took up the men’s jackets and spread them over the bodies, covering the torsos. They lined up the two corpses on the floor, feet pointing toward the main door of the office.

Then they took up the heads and placed them, neck down, on the blood-soaked carpet. The headbands were still in place.

The students prayed for a third time, before the two heads.

Then they rose to their feet and walked toward the main entrance. They dismantled the barrier and pulled open the door.

The students stood there, looking out. The police looked back. The yellow uniforms of the youths were lightly spotted with blood, their cheeks tear-stained.

No one moved.

An officer rushed to Mashita. “Are you all right, sir?”

The general nodded. But he was on the verge of collapse.

The police still did not move.

“Well,” an inspector cried out finally, “arrest them!”

The police doctors went into the room. At 12:23 they confirmed that Mishima and Morita had died by hara-kiri and beheading.

An announcement was made downstairs to the press. A crowd of about fifty reporters and TV cameramen were standing together in a small room; I was the only foreigner among them.

A Jieitai officer stood on a low rostrum at the front of the room. “They are dead, Mishima and one other,” he announced.

“What do you mean, ‘dead’?”

“Their heads are off, yes, off, their heads are off, off, I tell you, off.”

5

“Out of His Mind”

The first reaction to Mishima’s action was complete incredulity. There had been no case of ritual hara-kiri in Japan since immediately after the war; most Japanese had assumed, if they ever thought about it, that the practice was extinct. And Mishima had been one of the best-known men in the country.

The police were very confused. Officers at the Metropolitan Police Headquarters in Tokyo did not believe the first reports. A senior officer was dispatched with the orders “If the body is still warm, do your utmost to save his life.”

The Japanese press were also at a loss. A reporter for the Mainichi Shimbun, a leading daily paper, phoned in his story from Ichigaya, just in time for a late afternoon edition. “Go back and check your facts,” the desk editor who took the call instructed him; and he drafted the headline INJURED MISHIMA RUSHED TO HOSPITAL.

At his home in the suburbs Azusa Hiraoka, Mishima’s father, had been having a quiet smoke and watching television when the first report of the “Mishima Incident” flashed on the screen.

“Yukio Mishima . . . made an attack on the Jieitai camp at Ichigaya.”

Azusa’s thought was: “Now I will have to go and apologize to the police and everyone else involved. What a bother!”

The next line read: “Kappuku” (cut his stomach). Azusa worried that his son’s right hand might have been injured too. Modern surgery would take care of him otherwise.

The next announcement was: “Kaishaku” (beheaded).

“I was not particularly surprised,” Azusa said later. “My brain rejected the information.”

The first official comment on the affair was made by Prime Minister Eisaku Sato.

Sato, a stocky, handsome figure in a morning coat, emerged from the Diet, the parliament. He had been making a speech at the opening of the autumn session, in the presence of the Emperor. Sato had known Mishima personally and had helped him, indirectly, to have his Tatenokai trained by the Jieitai.

Reporters gathered round the Prime Minister. “Would you comment on the Mishima Incident, Prime Minister?”

“He must have been kichigai, out of his mind,” Sato said. And he got into his big, black President car and was driven away to his office.

Shortly afterward the police announced the
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