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Introduction

by Chet Williamson

That the following work of fiction survives at all is nearly as unlikely as the events that occur in and around the hut of Noichi the woodcutter in the tale itself. My son Colin, a resident of Japan for the past seven years, must take credit for discovering the manuscript in a serendipitous turn of events.

One afternoon he was waiting for a friend in Ueno, a district of Tokyo, when he decided to kill some time by going into a rather shabby antique shop. One of Colin’s hobbies is photography, and, although he uses mostly high-end digital equipment, he has a fascination for older cameras as well, and often tinkers with old analog cameras and parts. When he inquired after such items, the owner of the shop told him that there was a box of old and mostly broken cameras in the storage area that he could examine.

Though Colin found nothing of interest in the box, next to it was another small box full of a mix of Japanese and English language books, a few of them surprisingly pre-war. The item that caught his eye was a manga that dated to the 1950s. It was in Japanese, but also stated “A Ghost Story” in English on the cover. The condition was rough, but it was the type of piece he knew I would like.

The owner said that he had bought the box as part of an estate, and that, since he didn’t really sell books, he would prefer to sell the whole box rather than just the individual manga. He offered Colin the box for three thousand yen. Since Colin suspected that the manga alone was worth that price, he agreed and handed over the equivalent of thirty dollars.

That night when he got home he went through the rest of the contents and found little of interest except for a few pre-war volumes on Japanese natural history, which he decided to take to an actual used book dealer. The bottom of the box was padded with old, yellowed newspapers, and when he took them out to toss into the proper recycling bin he found a torn and stained manila envelope, inside of which was the following manuscript. It was as badly stained as the envelope that held it and bore the faint but unmistakable pungency of cat urine. Still, he read it, and upon doing so he decided to send it to me.

To pique my interest he scanned and emailed me the first page. I have to confess that it failed to excite me, seeming to be a very flat retelling of some Japanese folk tale. Colin assured me, however, that the tone changed dramatically, and when the manuscript arrived by airmail a week later (along with the manga, which I was looking forward to far more than the manuscript), I found that he was right. The story was a quite disturbing one, written somewhat in the style of Lafcadio Hearn.

Hearn, for those not familiar with him, was the son of an Irish father and a Greek mother, and his first name was a variant of the name of the Greek island on which he was born in 1850. He came to America in 1869, where he began his writing career as a reporter for Cincinnati and New Orleans newspapers, writing mostly about dark and violent events. After travels in the West Indies, he went to Japan in 1890, where he remained until his death in 1904. He married a Japanese wife, became a naturalized citizen of Japan, and took the name of Yakumo Koizumi. Hearn has become known as one of the first (and finest) writers to interpret and explain Japanese culture to the West, and retold many classic Japanese ghost stories and horror tales, his best-known collection of these being Kwaidan, published in the year of his death.

It took me some time to discover Hearn’s work, for the paperback horror anthologists I read while growing up seldom used his stories, with a few exceptions: I read “Jikininki” in Bernhardt J. Hurwood’s 1965 Monsters Galore, and Basil Davenport reprinted the short-short, “Mujina,” in the 1953 Tales to Be Told in the Dark, which I read in the later paperback edition. The story inspired a very unpleasant nightmare in which a blank, egg-shaped head drifted up from behind the headboard of my bed. At last I found and was haunted by Kwaidan, and with my son’s own spiritual and physical expatriation to Japan, my interest in Hearn and in all things Japanese has continued to grow.

It’s obvious that “The Story of Noichi the Blind” possesses some parallels to Hearn’s work (for a detailed discussion, see the afterword to this volume, graciously written by Dr. Alan Drew of the University of Western Michigan). Still, I couldn’t begin to imagine, nor can I now, that it could possibly be a previously unknown work by Hearn. But if I wished to learn who the true author was, it certainly made sense to rule out Hearn as quickly as possible.

My first move was to key several phrases from the story into various search engines to determine if the story was in print online, but there were no matches. I then went through the writings of Hearn himself, many of which I found online. One of the local college libraries boasts the 16-volume Koizumi Edition of Hearn’s collected works, published in 1922, and I searched through these as well, but the story was not to be found.

Now that I knew the story was not a previously known Hearn work, I decided to investigate further by trying to somehow date the manuscript itself. I know nothing about typefaces, but I could see that the paper was washi, the traditional Japanese paper made from plant fibers. It’s strong and light and very durable, and though I wouldn’t have thought it would make good typing paper, it seemed to have aged well, despite the stains and the unpleasant smell, of which one received only a hint when holding it at arm’s length.

I made a photocopy of the complete manuscript, then contacted Richard Polt, whom I had met through our mutual interest in mystery writer Harry Stephen Keeler (Richard runs the website for the Keeler Society at: site.xavier.edu/polt/keeler). Another hobby of his is old and antique typewriters (site.xavier.edu/polt/typewriters), and when I sent him a query he offered to examine one of the typewritten sheets to try and determine its vintage. I was reluctant to entrust even a single sheet to the mails, but Richard received it safely.

He replied that the evenness of the impressions suggested to him that it could have been typed on one of the Hammond typewriters, which were quite popular in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and were sold in many countries. On this machine, unlike others, each keystroke tripped a hammer that struck the paper from behind, forcing it against the ribbon and the type instead of vice versa, so that the typeface produced the same amount of force with each stroke, no matter how hard or lightly one hit the individual key. A later email from him told me that a friend of his who is an expert on typescripts definitely identified the typeface as from a Hammond type shuttle.

Of course, all this proved only that the manuscript was typed on a vintage machine
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