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FOREWORD

This book was first published in 1979. Since then I have illustrated nine picture books, writing six of them myself. Looking back on this small body of work, I see that my stories are essentially autobiographic. I did not plan this consciously, but The Ink-keeper's Apprentice set the tone. So in this reissue of my homage to my great teacher (sensei), Noro Shinpei, I decided to give my real name to the narrator. In Japanese it has three syllables, Seii, but the last i is usually dropped. My father had adopted the English spelling long ago, and over the years I've become attached to this hybrid of a name. 

In 1982, I returned to Japan for my first-grade class reunion and discovered that my mentor, with whom I had lost contact for twenty-five years, was alive and well. We met in a Tokyo cafe and talked of the old days. His wife had died a few years before, and his grown children had left home. Tokida, my fellow apprentice, had returned to Osaka and was not heard from again. I reminded Sensei of the lesson he had taught me, that to draw is to discover. "And to be astonished," he now added. Then he led me to a well-known Shinto shrine and bade me to make a wish. When I left him, he said he had prayed that I would become a great artist. I had prayed that Sensei would live a long life.

Last year, when Grandfather's Journey was published, I sent him the first copy I received from my publisher. And Sensei replied:


Thank you for the book. When I opened the package and saw the cover, I swallowed a breath. It is a splendid work. The boy who used to run around on the roof of the inn where I worked has become a mature artist. Next year I will be an old man of eighty, but I plan to go on living awhile, to watch your craft deepen.

Allen Say, 1994








ONE

ENGLISH CONVERSATION SCHOOL, said a small hand-painted sign on the door. I looked at the crumpled newspaper article in my hand to check the address, and my heart sank. No mistake, I'd come to the right place. 

I had never been in this part of Tokyo, and the shabbiness of the neighborhood depressed me. The dead-end street was full of cracks and puddles, and the two-storied office building in front of me looked more like a run-down barracks than a place of business. I looked blankly at the rain-soaked side shingles and thought of rows and rows of decaying teeth stacked on top of one another. The place just didn't seem like the home of the great man I'd come to meet.

Suddenly a deafening noise exploded, and the screeching sound of electricity drowned me. The large speaker of a nearby movie theater began to blast away the theme music, announcing the start of the first afternoon show. I looked back toward the bustling train station where I'd gotten off a train only a few minutes before, and wondered if I should go back. Bicycles darted every which way, enormous shiny American cars cruised like the lords of the avenue, charwomen rummaged among the ruins of bombed buildings to bag whatever trash they could find. In between the blasts from the speaker I heard the calls of the shoeshine boys, and felt a chill. I didn't know what to do. 

I stood there a good five minutes, hoping for someone to come out of the building—for anything to happen. But nobody came out, and nothing happened. Finally, more to get away from the noise than anything else, I rushed through the front door.

The long hallway was dark and empty, smelling of mildew. The evenly spaced doors along the corridor had windows of milky glass, and ghostlike figures moved behind them, whispering in small, dull voices. I went from door to door, reading the nameplates, but the man I was looking for was not on the first floor. It was almost a relief.

The second floor wasn't much better, except a dirty skylight in the ceiling cast a shaft of light along the corridor and made the place seem a little more cheerful. Another ENGLISH CONVERSATION SCHOOL sign was posted on the wall at the top of the staircase, with an arrow pointing to the far end of the hallway. I followed the arrow, and went past the school until there was only one door left. Something small and white glowed on the door, right below the frosted glass. It was an ordinary calling card, pinned there with a thumbtack.

Noro Shinpei, read the four characters. At first glance the name looked like any other, but when it was read aloud it was nonsense. Noro, the surname, means slow, and Shinpei is an army private. Slow Army Private. It was obviously a pen name, but it looked very official and dignified on a printed card. I looked at it again and touched the crisp card to see if it was real. My heart began to beat fast, then I laughed silently. Not because of the comical name, but because I'd finally found the man I'd come to meet.

Feeling weak in my knees, I tapped twice on the glass.


"Enter," said a man's voice. It was more like an order than an invitation. I cracked open the door and peeked inside. Two figures were seated at a long desk, peering up at me with curiosity. 

"A-are you Master Noro?"

"You've found him. Come in and close the door before you catch TB."

Quickly I closed the door and looked around the room. Books and magazines and pieces of paper were scattered everywhere. The desk was cluttered with tins of cigarettes, glass ashtrays brimming with butts, pens and nibs and pencils, brushes of all sizes, and more inkpots than anybody could use in a lifetime.

"The squalor impresses you." Noro Shinpei smiled. His two front teeth were crowned with gold.

"No, sir. I mean it looks fine, sir," I said with a shaky voice.

"We had a visit from the local authorities this morning. The police, you know," he said and laughed. "Well, pull up a chair and sit. Put the books on the floor, anywhere. Hand me a cigarette, Tokida," he told the youth sitting next to him. I put the pile of books on the floor and sat down.

Noro Shinpei was in his late thirties. His long hair looked as if it was always combed with fingers, and he wore a long, cotton-filled winter kimono. Not many men wore kimonos anymore and he looked old-fashioned, sitting there with his hands inside the long sleeves, samurai-style. There was something about Noro Shinpei that reminded me of an old-time ronin. I say old-time because in the old days a ronin was a samurai without a master. A samurai was a warrior, an expert swordsman who dedicated his life to serving a master. Today a ronin is someone without a job.

Tokida looked three or four years older than me. His hair was cropped close to the skull, and his sharp face was full of pimples. He wore a pair of round steel-rimmed glasses, and his shirt was crinkled as if he'd slept in it. He stared at me suspiciously and lit a cigarette. I was impressed.

"And your name?" asked Noro Shinpei.

"Sei, sir."

"That's an unusual name. How do you write that?"


I wrote the two characters on a piece of paper. 

"Kiyoi." He misread my name.

"It's Sei, sir." I corrected him.

"And what can I do for you?"

"I want to be a cartoonist, sir."

"I see...."

A long pause.

"And you want to be my pupil, is that it?"

"Yes, sir."

Tokida blew a big smoke ring out of his puckered mouth. My ears felt hot and the shirt collar tightened around my neck.

"How old are you, Kiyoi?"

"Thirteen, sir. I'll be fourteen in August."

"How tall are you?" He looked me up and down in disbelief.

"A hundred and seventy-three meters, sir."

"Centimeters, you mean."

"Yes, sir."

"Remarkable. A giraffe-boy, the chosen one," he said. He was being polite, punning on giraffe-child which also means a wonder child. Telephone pole was what they called me at school.

"Where do you go to school?"

"Aoyama Middle School, sir."

"A very good school. Is this spring vacation?"

"Yes, sir, two weeks."

"Where do you live?"

"Shibuya, sir."

"Near your school. Were you born in Tokyo, then?"

"Yokohama, sir."

"Do your parents know you came to see me?"

"Yes, sir."

"Did you tell them why?"

"Yes, they don't mind, sir."

"You're quite sure about that? Even if you are a genius, you're a minor and I have to respect your parents' wishes. What is your father's occupation?"

"He's a merchant, sir."


"Now that's a sly answer. He could be anything from a street peddler to a department store tycoon. I get the feeling you're the oldest son." 

"Yes, sir."

"Where is your sense of filial duty?"

"What do you mean, sir?"

"What does your father feel about his heir wanting to become a cartoonist?"

"He doesn't mind, sir, he really doesn't. He only wants me to stay in school. He says I'm going to change my mind when I grow older," I said desperately.

"And do you think you'll change your mind?"

"No, sir," I admitted.

"Of course not. At least that's what you think now. What about your mother?"

"She doesn't mind either, sir, as long as I do well in school."

"You're blessed with a wise mother. Do you know what a good policeman is?"

"No, sir."

"He's a man who thinks everyone is a criminal. Consider your neighbor to be a thief. Do you know that saying?"

"Yes, sir."

"Do you know what a bad policeman is?"

"No, sir."

"A man who regards all artists as criminals," he said, drawing long on a fresh cigarette. "So tell me, why do you want to be a cartoonist?"

The question surprised me. Somehow I didn't expect such a question from a famous cartoonist.

"I'm not sure, sir, but I've always drawn. I'm not good at anything else. I'd rather draw cartoons than anything, sir."

"Drawing before dumplings." He rephrased an old saying. "Tell me, if your father were to forbid you to take up cartooning, what would you do?"

"I would do it anyway, sir."

"And if I don't take you on, what will you do?"


"I don't know.... I'll do it on my own, sir," I said defiantly, though I suddenly felt tired and hopeless. 

"I like your spirit," he said and began to laugh. His laughter took me aback.

"So what have you been drawing?"

"I've been copying mostly, sir. I've copied a lot from your strips."

"Draw something for me then," he said, handing me a drawing pad. "Let's say a horse. Yes, draw a horse, and don't try to imitate my style—or anybody else's for that matter. I want you to draw it in your own way. Tokida and I will go about our business, so relax and take your time."

I didn't move. I couldn't. My knees would have buckled under me if I tried to stand up. I picked up a pencil and licked the lead. I wished Tokida would leave the room, but he showed no sign of getting up. He's probably enjoying the scene, I thought, waiting for me to make a fool of myself. What if my hand shakes, I thought suddenly. Then I heard the theater speaker for the first time since I'd been in the room. The noise was faint, but the mumbling dialogue and the background music comforted me.

The first thing I drew was an ear, the side view of it, then I drew another ear, slightly overlapping the first. Then the slanting line of the forehead, a little bump over the eye, and the dipping "dish nose" of an Arabian horse. I heard the soft lead of the pencil sliding over the paper. My hand didn't shake, and I wasn't afraid anymore.

Soon a side view of a horse appeared on the page. I could have drawn the horse from some other angle but didn't think of it. I was happy with the way the horse was coming out. The snout was about the right length, the legs had all the joints, the tail turned out a little too bushy, and the eye was a bit like a human eye, but it was a horse, all right, and not a bad one. I shaded the animal here and there and handed the drawing to the great cartoonist.

He looked at it through thick coiling cigarette smoke, squinting his eyes. He had a very large nose for a Japanese, pitted with pores, 
and his jowl was blue though it was freshly shaven. Maybe he's part Ainu, I thought, one of those people who lived in Japan long before the Chinese and the Koreans came to claim the land for themselves. 

Tokida craned his neck to peek at my drawing but the cartoonist closed the sketchbook.

"The horse was an excuse," he said. "I wanted to see how you draw. Most boys your age draw like this," he said, drawing a straight line with many jerky strokes. "You seem to have survived your art teachers."

I thought he was paying me a compliment, but wasn't sure, so I said nothing.

"So you want to devote your life to the serious business of cartooning," he asked.

"Yes, sir."

"What can I do to dissuade you?"

"Nothing, sir."

"Then I have no choice but to take you on."

"You mean I can be your pupil, sir?"

"If that is what you want."

Speechless, I nodded my head like an imbecile.

"Then I accept you as my pupil. But there's one thing, Kiyoi. Any talk about money and out you go; is that clear?"

"Yes, sir."

"Don't worry, Kiyoi, I'll make you earn your keep." He laughed. "Tokida here is three years older than you. At least that's what he tells me. Think of him as your partner, an older brother."

Tokida gave me a thin smile. I knew very well he resented me for barging in to share his master. I had read about him in the paper, the youngest budding cartoonist.

"If you have nothing else to do, stay for supper," said my new master.

"Thank you, sir, but my family is expecting me," I lied, and bowed several times to the two of them and walked out of the door as calmly as I could. I floated down the dusty staircase, swam through the hallway, and burst out the front door.


Puddles were still there on the pavement, but now the rainbow of the oil slick caught my eye. The speaker was still blasting away, but now it sounded as though it was celebrating my triumph. I looked up at the ugly building and somehow the shabbiness of it seemed wonderful. 



TWO

Grandmother was surprised to see me. I didn't visit her often, except to receive my monthly allowance and to see my mother when she visited her once a month. Grandmother was wearing her usual dark kimono. Even in the heat of summer she would always wear dark garments. She was a tiny woman, but in spite of her fragile appearance her steely eyes frightened many people. 

"Why do you waste your money on such things?" she said when I handed her the box of chestnut cakes.

"I thought you might enjoy them, Grandmother," I said, knowing her weakness for them. Not even her usual gruffness was going to annoy me today.

"Shall I make a pot of tea for you?" I asked.

"Put the kettle on; I will pour the tea," she said.

Grandmother never allowed anybody to pour tea in her house. Besides, I was not good at it. I went into the kitchen and saw two gleaming sardines on a piece of newspaper by the sink. A bunch of spinach lay next to the fish.


"Stay for supper," she ordered when I joined her in the tea room. 

"I can't, Grandmother, I'm only staying for a few minutes."

"One would think you had something important to do. And what's the occasion? Why the visit?" she asked suspiciously.

"No occasion. I thought I'd come and see how you are. I'm in good health, and I still have most of the money you gave me."

"Don't be fresh. You're too thin. Not eating properly. And look how pale you are."

"I've been studying too hard," I said.

"Ha! That's what you say. Drawing again, I'm sure. I didn't give you permission to live alone so that you could draw silly pictures. Studying too hard, indeed. I wept over your last report card, Koichi. I wanted to crawl into a hole, when I looked at your dreadful scores in front of all the other parents. Dreadful!"

"I'm trying my best, Grandmother, really I am. Have you heard from Mother?" I changed the subject.

"Yes. She'll be here at the end of the month. She's a hard-working woman, Koichi."

"Yes, I know," I said, and opened the package of sweets. Grandmother could never resist the jellied chestnuts. I got the kettle of boiling water from the kitchen and Grandmother took out the tea things from the cupboard. She poured the hot water into one pot, let it cool for a moment, and then poured it into another pot with tea leaves in it. It was always the same. Grandmother sipped the brew noisily. Drinking tea was one of the few things that made her happy. She bit into a chestnut cake and for a moment I thought her eyes softened. I felt like I was watching a tiger. She would never be more relaxed than now. I took a chance.

"Grandmother, have you ever heard of Noro Shinpei?" I asked her.

"What kind of name is that?"

"A pen name. He's a famous cartoonist."

"What a disrespectful name. Slow Soldier ... it's not even amusing. Slow Soldier? Was there something about him in the paper recently? And a boy from Osaka?"


"Yes, the same one," I said quickly. "Tokida is the boy's name. Do you remember, he walked for sixteen days to come to Tokyo and Sensei—I mean, Noro Shinpei." In my mind I was already beginning to refer to Noro Shinpei as a sensei, a master. 

"Yes, I remember," said Grandmother. "It was an unusual story. Why do you ask?"

"No reason. I wondered if you know who he is. I think he's the best cartoonist there is."

"And who cares about a cartoonist?"

"Don't you think I should become a cartoonist?" I asked.

"Don't talk rubbish. Your mother is not sending you to a good school so you can draw silly pictures. A cartoonist, indeed! Remember your blood, Koichi."

"I'm only joking," I said.

That was her favorite expression, Remember your blood. She came from an old samurai family. So had Grandfather. His ancestors had been proud warriors for four hundred years. But the Second World War had made my grandparents paupers. Grandfather was dead now. My mother was supporting Grandmother and me. And Grandmother still held on to old traditions. Such things as a good family name, genteel upbringing, and good schooling were important to her. And most of all, our lineage.

Suddenly I wanted to leave Grandmother's house at once. I had to tell someone about my sensei.

"May I take another set of sheets?" I asked. "I think there's an extra set upstairs." Grandmother nodded without looking up.

I went upstairs to the small six-mat room and found a set of sheets and a pillowcase in the closet. The room was the way I'd left it almost a year ago. It had been my room since I'd come to Tokyo to go to school, and now the only trace of my stay there was some thumbtack holes in the wall where I used to pin my drawings.

"Stay for supper; I bought two fish today," said Grandmother when I came downstairs.

"Thank you, but I really should be going," I said, and looked at my watch. "I have some studying to do."

"I thought this was spring vacation."


"Yes, but they gave us a lot of homework." 

"Do as you wish. But make sure you eat something."

"Yes, I will. I'll see you at the end of the month," I said, and left her.

It was a great relief to leave Grandmother's house. Sometimes I felt like shouting at her. I didn't know why I had gone to see her in the first place. I was used to being alone, but today I felt the need to talk to someone. Grandmother was the only relative I had in Tokyo, and I didn't have a close friend. I had thought perhaps there was a chance Grandmother would understand that I wanted to be a cartoonist. I should have known better.

But even so, nothing could dampen my spirits. Perhaps Grandmother will soften someday, I thought as I walked on the busy street toward the train station. I traced in my mind every detail of Sensei's studio, repeated some of the things he had said, and chuckled to myself.

For no reason I stopped in front of a restaurant and stared absentmindedly at the sample dishes in the window. There were rows of plastic noodles, meats, and fish cakes made out of rubbery material, looking ghastly in the milky light of fluorescent lamps. Ordinarily the sight would have sickened me, but suddenly I felt hungry. I'll order the most expensive dish, I said to myself, and walked in.

***

It was dark when I got home. I squeezed around my bicycle that took up most of the porch, kicked off my shoes, and went in. I'd been living there by myself since I'd left Grandmother's house. The square eight-mat room, about twelve by twelve feet, had a flush toilet by the porch, a washbasin, a tiny closet, and a big sliding window. There were no cooking facilities so I ate all my meals out. It was housing for the poor, the kind of place the old-time residents of Tokyo used to call the eel's bed.

With a good deal of satisfaction I looked around my room in the harsh light of the naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. It was quiet. The only noise came from the round alarm clock with 
two bells on top, beating like my heart. I looked in the chipped mirror above the washbasin and grinned at myself. Then I filled the kettle and turned the hot plate on. Grandmother had given them to me; she said the hot plate would keep me warm on cold winter nights. 

I lit a candle and turned out the overhead light, and thought about the day. Often I read the books I liked by candlelight. Grandmother would never have allowed it. Also she never let me stay up late. It was good to live alone.

I had nearly fallen asleep at my desk when I heard a knock on my door. It was my next-door neighbor, Mr. Kubota. There was a slight tinge of red around his eyes. Drinking, I thought. He was about twenty-one, and his short hair was always neatly parted in the center. He was studying literature at a university, and he also held a second-degree black belt in karate. I had been to his room several times and had beer with him, but this was the first time he came to see me.

"How goes it, Sei-san?" he asked. "Something the matter with your lights?"

"No, I was just thinking," I said, turning on the overhead light. "Can I pour a cup of tea for you?"

"No, thank you, that would sober me up. I'm on my way to the Ginza. A little drinking with some bad friends, you know. I saw your candle burning and thought you'd blown a fuse or something."

Suddenly I thought of Sensei.

"Mr. Kubota, you know who Noro Shinpei is, don't you?"

"The cartoonist?"

"Yes. I'm his pupil."

"What do you mean?"

"I went to see him today and asked him if I could study with him and he said yes."

"Remarkable. Wait a minute, I'll be right back," he said and was gone. In a moment he was back with a half-filled bottle of port wine.

"This calls for a celebration. Here, have some, it'll get your 
circulation going." He handed me the bottle. I poured him some wine in a teacup. 

"Tell me what happened," he said as he drank from the large cup. I told him about Sensei with great excitement. It was wonderful to have a good listener.

"Remarkable," he said again. "I feel as though I'm hearing a story from another age—master and disciple. If you want to learn something, seek out a master. Congratulations. Enjoy what's left in the bottle; I must be off," he said and left me.

I returned to my desk and looked in my diary for the entry I'd made the night I'd moved into the apartment.

I am going to be a famous cartoonist, read the entry.



THREE

The next day I arrived at the studio at ten in the morning. Sensei and Tokida were already at work, sitting in the same places, wearing the same clothes. Sensei's small eyes were bloodshot and his face bristled with a heavy beard. 

"You've come just in time to give us a hand. Tokida and I have been going nonstop since you left. Have you had breakfast?"

"Yes, sir."

"Pour yourself a cup of tea. A magazine reporter is coming over at two to pick up this installment. We'll relax after that. Here, I'll have another cup," he said and handed me his mug. Already I was beginning to feel useful, pouring tea for the master.

"Ready to work, Kiyoi?" Tokida spoke to me for the first time.

"Yes, what can I do?"

"Don't worry, you'll have plenty to do. You don't know what you got yourself into," Tokida said. He spoke with a slight Osaka accent, which is softer and more melodious than the sharp, staccato speech of the Tokyo natives.


It was exciting, and a little eerie, to watch one of the best-known comic serials come to life in front of me. Tokida penciled in the frames on thick bristol boards with a ruler, and Sensei sketched in the rough figures with a soft-leaded pencil. He drew with tremendous speed and energy. Even when his pencil wasn't touching the paper his hand moved round and round as if drawing hundreds of small circles. I kept looking at his hand
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