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The ultimate aim of the art of swordsmanship lies in its transcendence.



You master it not for the sake of killing others, but for the sake of not being killed. Not to overcome others, but to overcome the self.



Tesshu Yamaoka (1836–1888)

Swordsman and calligrapher of the Meiji era











 


Author's Note

On the morning of September 24, 1877, on a hill called Shiroyama overlooking the city of Kagoshima in southern Japan, somewhere between three hundred and five hundred men made their last stand against an Imperial army of approximately thirty thousand soldiers, supported by five warships anchored in the bay. The Satsuma men had swords and a dwindling supply of rifle ammunition. The battle lasted roughly four hours. When it ended, the age of the samurai was, by most measures, finished.

This is a novel. Takeda Hiroshi, his wife Yuki, his brother Kenji, his friend Matsuda Ryoichi, the merchant's son Tanaka Goro, and the widow Hana are fictional people. But the world they inhabit is as historically faithful as I could make it, and the historical events that frame their story are real. The dates are real. The Haitōrei Edict, which banned samurai from wearing swords in public, was issued on March 28, 1876. The abolition of hereditary stipends, the Kinroku-Kosha Shobun, was announced in August of that year. The Satsuma Rebellion began on January 29, 1877. The siege of Kumamoto Castle lasted from February 22 to April 14. The Battle of Shiroyama was fought on September 24, 1877.

Saigo Takamori, Beppu Shinsuke, Tani Tateki, Kirino Toshiaki, and Murata Shinpachi are historical figures who appear in these pages. I have tried to represent them with accuracy and with respect for the complexity of their circumstances and their convictions. Saigo Takamori in particular remains one of the most examined and debated figures in Japanese history, a man whose legacy has been claimed by opposing political factions for a century and a half. The novel does not resolve the debate. It does not intend to.

A note on the government's posthumous treatment of Saigo Takamori: he was pardoned officially and his court rank restored in 1891, fourteen years after his death. A large bronze statue of him stands in Ueno Park in Tokyo. His face has appeared on Japanese currency. The man the government declared a traitor in 1877 became, within two decades, one of the national heroes of the country that declared him so. History is not always unkind to the people it defeats.

The questions this book raises, about honor and its cost, about the relationship between tradition and change, about what we owe the world we inherit and what we owe the world we are building, have no clean resolutions. They are not the kind of questions that have resolutions. They are the kind that a person carries, and the carrying of them is itself a form of answer.



[I]Kenji Muraoka



 


Preface

There is a hill in Kagoshima called Shiroyama.

If you visit it today, you will find a park. There are cedar trees and a walking path and a viewing platform at the summit from which, on a clear day, you can see the city below and the bay beyond it and, rising from the bay, the volcano called Sakurajima, which has been there considerably longer than the city and the park and everything else in the view. There are benches. There are information panels. There is a small museum nearby that tells the story of what happened on this hill on the morning of September 24, 1877, in the careful and respectful language that history uses when it has had enough time to stop being angry about things.

I first visited Shiroyama on a Tuesday in November, many years before I began writing this book. I went because I was in Kagoshima for other reasons and a friend who knew the area told me I should go, that it was worth the walk. I went without particular expectations. I had a general knowledge of the Satsuma Rebellion and the samurai era the way that most educated people have a general knowledge of things they have not specifically studied: enough to place it in time, not enough to feel it as real.

The hill changed that. Not because there is anything dramatically visible there. There is not. The battle was long ago and the ground has had a century and a half to recover and it looks like what it is, which is a forested hill in a city in southern Japan on a Tuesday afternoon in November. But there is something about standing on ground where a specific thing happened that is different from reading about the thing in a book, even a very good book, even a book with excellent maps. Standing there, I found myself thinking about the specific men who had stood in this specific place on that specific morning, and about what they knew and what they believed and what it cost them to be there, and I found that I could not think about these things in the abstract way that history sometimes permits. The ground would not allow it.

I went back to my hotel and made notes for two hours. Those notes were the beginning of this book, though I did not know that then. I thought I was simply making notes.

What I was trying to understand, in those notes and in the years of research and writing that followed them, was not primarily the military or political history of the Satsuma Rebellion, though that history is fascinating and I have tried to render it accurately here. What I was trying to understand was something more personal and less resolvable: what it means to be the last generation of something. What it means to be a person whose entire formation, whose values and skills and sense of self, were built for a world that is ending while you are still living in it. What you do with what you were trained to be, when what you were trained to be is no longer what the world requires.

These are not exclusively historical questions. They are available to anyone who has ever belonged to a tradition that changed, or a community that dispersed, or an institution that lost its original purpose, or a profession that technology made unnecessary. The samurai of the Meiji period experienced these questions in an extreme and compressed form, over the space of a decade rather than a generation, with the additional weight of a warrior culture that had made the acceptance of death a daily discipline. But the questions underneath the extreme circumstances are ordinary human questions, and I have found, in the years since that Tuesday afternoon on Shiroyama, that they are questions I cannot stop thinking about.

This novel is my attempt to think about them through people. Hiroshi and Yuki, Matsuda and Goro and Hana, are not historical figures and do not represent any specific historical individuals. They are composites and inventions, built from the historical record and from imagination in roughly equal proportions. But the world they move through is as real as I could make it, and the dilemmas they face are the dilemmas that real people faced, and the emotions they experience are, I believe, the emotions that a person of genuine seriousness would experience in their circumstances.

A note on the title. When Samurai Wept is not a title about defeat, though it contains defeat. The samurai of the classical tradition were not supposed to weep, or were supposed to have trained themselves past the point where weeping was a response available to them in ordinary circumstances. That the men of Shiroyama wept, and that some of them wept not at the moment of their defeat but afterward, in private, for things larger than their own endings, is something I encountered in the historical record and could not get past. Weeping, in a tradition that had done everything possible to make weeping unnecessary, is a form of honesty about what has been lost. This book is about that honesty.

I am grateful to the historians whose work made this novel possible, to the people of Kagoshima who spoke with me about the city and its history, and to the hill called Shiroyama, which will not allow the past to be entirely abstract.



[I]Kenji Muraoka

[I]Kagoshima, 2024
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Chapter One

The Last Cherry Blossom

Sakurajima was breathing again.

Hiroshi stood at the edge of his garden in the grey hour before sunrise and watched the volcanic smoke curl from the mountain's broad shoulders, rising in slow columns against a sky that had not yet decided its color. In thirty-five years of mornings in Kagoshima, he had grown so accustomed to the volcano's presence that he sometimes forgot to see it, the way a man forgets the sound of his own heartbeat. It was simply there, as the bay was there, as the city was there, an organizing fact of the landscape that receded into the background of consciousness and lived instead in the peripheral awareness, noticed most sharply when it changed. On mornings like this, though, when the air was cold and the city had not yet stirred and the only sounds were the wind across the water and the distant bell of the Sofukuji temple marking the hour, Sakurajima reasserted itself. It rose from the bay with a completeness that photographs could not capture, because photographs reduced the mountain to a shape, and what Sakurajima was, experienced from the shore in the early light, was not a shape but a presence.

It had been there before the Shimazu clan raised their first banner on Kyushu. It had been there before the first samurai drew his first sword in the first courtyard of the first castle ever built in this corner of the world. It was indifferent to all of that, to the entire elaborate human history that had played out in its shadow, and it would continue to be indifferent long after the last of that history was finished. Hiroshi found this thought both humbling and, in its strange way, comforting. The volcano did not care what happened to the samurai class. The volcano did not care about government edicts or hereditary stipends or the question of whether men like him had a place in the new Japan that the men in Tokyo were so busy constructing. This was not coldness. It was simply the perspective of something very old, and perspective was, Hiroshi had come to believe, one of the more honest gifts that age could offer.

He pushed the thought away and raised his bokken.

The wooden practice sword cut the cold air without sound. He moved through the forms his father had drilled into him in this same garden, on this same square of packed earth beside the koi pond, before Hiroshi could read or write his own name. Jodan no kamae, the high guard, the blade raised overhead with both hands, the body slightly forward, weight centered over the balls of the feet. Then the transition through chudan, the middle guard, the blade leveled before him, the hands relaxed around the hilt with the particular quality of relaxed readiness that had taken him years to distinguish from simply being relaxed. The pivot, the step, the controlled strike that was neither fast nor slow but timed, the way a musician times a note: not to the beat of an external rhythm but to the internal one that the movement itself creates. The bokken moved through the forms and the forms moved through him, and for those minutes in the grey morning there was no distinction between the two.

He had performed these movements perhaps two hundred thousand times in his life. They no longer required thought in any ordinary sense. They had become something that thought and movement collaborated to produce, a third thing that was neither pure intellect nor pure body but the combination of both, refined by repetition until it had the quality of something natural, the way walking is natural to a man who has walked for thirty-five years and no longer has to remember how. His father had called this quality mushin, no-mind, and had explained it very simply: you practice until the form disappears and only the principle remains, and then you practice more until the principle becomes the body itself. Hiroshi had spent thirty years understanding what his father meant by that, and he was still not certain he understood it fully, which was itself a form of understanding.

The cherry trees along the garden wall were nearly in full flower. He noticed this in the precise peripheral way he noticed most things during practice, without turning his attention to them, the way you notice a sound without stopping what you are doing to listen. Another three days, perhaps four, and the blossoms would reach their peak, the branches so dense with white and pink that the wood beneath them would be invisible, the entire tree transformed into a shape of flowering. Then the wind would begin its patient work, and the petals would fall in the slow, deliberate way of falling things that are not heavy enough to fall fast, drifting and circling and settling on the surface of the koi pond and on the moss-covered stones of the garden path, and in a week it would be finished and the trees would be green and ordinary again. That was the thing about cherry blossoms. Their beauty was not just their appearance but the context of their appearance: the brevity, the specific moment in the year when they occurred, the knowledge that in seven days they would be gone. A man who could look at them without feeling something shift in his chest was a man who had stopped paying attention to the world.

He finished the forms, bowed once toward the mountain, as his father had taught him and as his father's father had taught his father before that, and stood for a moment in the quiet garden with the bokken at rest. The bow was not performance. It was not directed at Sakurajima specifically, though Sakurajima happened to be in the direction he bowed. It was a form of acknowledgment, the daily gesture of a man reminding himself that he was not the center of the universe and that this was not a tragedy.

He went inside.

Yuki was kneeling at the low table with her dark hair pinned back and both hands wrapped around a cup of tea she had not yet drunk. She looked up when he came in, and there was the brief assessment in her eyes that she always performed when he returned from morning practice, checking for something, he had never asked what, perhaps simply confirming that he was still himself. She did not smile, because she almost never smiled before she had finished her first cup of tea. This was one of the many things about her that he had ceased to notice for years and then, noticing again in the way you sometimes notice very familiar things after a long period of not seeing them, found that he loved with a specific and stubborn tenderness.

"The blossoms will be full in three days," he said, sitting across from her.

"Two," she said.

He looked at her. She was looking into her cup. She had the quality, which he had observed over eighteen years of marriage, of being quietly right about things in a way that did not require her to make a point of it. She stated what she believed and moved on, and if the world subsequently confirmed her belief, she accepted this confirmation without comment, which was both admirable and occasionally irritating.

"The outer branches have already passed their peak," she said, without looking up. "In two days."

He considered





























































