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About the Book

1868.

In Japan’s exotic pleasure quarters, sex is for sale and the only forbidden fruit is love . . .

Hana is just seventeen when her husband goes to war, leaving her alone and vulnerable. When enemy soldiers attack her house she flees across the shattered city of Tokyo and takes refuge in the Yoshiwara, its famous pleasure-quarters. There she is forced to become a courtesan.

Yozo, brave, loyal and a brilliant swordsman, is pledged to the embattled shogun. He sails to the frozen north to join his rebel comrades for a desperate last stand. Defeated, he makes his way south to the only place where a man is beyond the reach of the law – the Yoshiwara.

There in the Nightless City where three thousand courtesans mingle with geishas and jesters, the battered fugitive meets the beautiful courtesan. But each has a secret so terrible that once revealed it will threaten their very lives . . .
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The courtesan Usugumo of the Kadoebi-ro House in the Yoshiwara with two child attendants, April 1914, courtesy of Ichiyo Memorial Museum, Tokyo.


The Courtesan and the Samurai

Lesley Downer


To Arthur


Living only for the moment, giving all our time to the pleasures of the moon, the snow, the cherry blossoms and the maple leaves. Singing songs, drinking sake, caressing each other, just drifting, drifting. Never giving a care if we have no money, never sad in our hearts. Only like a gourd bobbing up and down on the river’s current; that is what we call ukiyo – The Floating World.

Tales of the Floating World, Ryoi Asai,
written after 1661
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Prologue

11th day of the 4th month, Year of the Dragon, Meiji 1 (3 May 1868)

The last of the cherry blossoms were falling, settling in drifts on the ground. Watching the pink petals float down, Hana wondered if her husband would be back in time to see the cherry tree bloom next year. She could hear him stamping up and down, then a crash as he slammed something on to the floor.

‘The enemy taking the castle. It’s too much to bear!’ came his familiar tones, loud enough to set the servants trembling. ‘Southerners inside the gates, polluting the great hall and the shogun’s private quarters – and all we can do is run! But we’ll be back, and we’ll find a way to drive them out and kill the traitors.’

He burst out of the house and stood in the entranceway, tall and imposing in his dark uniform with his two swords at his side, staring round at the servants and at his young wife waiting nervously to wave him off.

There was a murmur of voices at the front gate. Some youths had gathered there, straw sandals crunching on the packed earth of the road as they shuffled their feet. Hana recognized them. Some lived in the barracks nearby, others in the apprentices’ quarters, and they often came to the house to do cleaning and run errands. But now, in their bright blue uniforms and starched split skirts with swords bristling at their sides, they’d been transformed from boys into men. She could see the excitement on their faces.

They were going to war, all of them, leaving behind only herself, her elderly parents-in-law and the servants. Hana wished with all her heart that she could go too. She could fight every bit as well as any of them, she thought.

Hana was seventeen. As a married woman, she kept her eyebrows neatly shaved and her teeth polished black, and her long black hair, which, when loose, swept the floor, was oiled and coiled into a neat coiffure in the marumage style that young wives wore. She had put on her best formal kimono, as she always did to say goodbye to her husband. She did her best to behave in the proper way in all things, though sometimes she secretly wished her destiny might have been different.

She had been married for a couple of years; but in all that time her husband had almost always been away at war and she’d hardly had any chance to get to know him. This time he’d been home only a few days and already he had to leave again. He was a fierce taskmaster and when he was angry he beat her. But she’d never expected anything else; her marriage had been decided by her parents and it was not her place to question their decision.

In normal times, she would have been part of a huge household of in-laws, retainers, servants and apprentices, maybe aunts, uncles and cousins, and it would have been her task to keep the house and to serve them. But these were far from normal times. Edo was under attack – Edo itself, the greatest city on earth, a beautiful place of streams, rivers, pleasure gardens and leafy boulevards, where two hundred and sixty daimyos had their mansions and tens of thousands of townsfolk filled the bustling streets. Never within anyone’s memory had the city ever been threatened and now it had been not only attacked but occupied, and hordes of southern soldiers were swarming in.

They had toppled His Lordship the shogun from power and this very day they were taking over the castle. Hana tried to imagine what the castle must be like – the echoing corridors with their creaking nightingale floors that sang out like birds, revealing the tread of the most light-footed intruder, the thousand-matted audience chambers and ranks of liveried servants, the priceless treasures and exquisite tea ceremony rooms and the beautiful ladies of the shogun’s household sweeping along the corridors in their lavish robes. It was dreadful to think of the southerners with their coarse accents and rough manners tramping through the elegant rooms, destroying a culture they would never understand or appreciate.

All Edo knew it, all Edo was horrified. It was the talk of the city. The southerners had issued proclamations ordering people to stay in their houses while the takeover took place and declaring that any resistance would be brutally put down. Hana had heard the servants whispering that half the populace had fled.

‘I’m proud that you’re carrying on the fight, my son,’ Hana’s father-in-law said in his reedy voice. A gaunt old man with a wispy beard, he stood leaning on his sword like a battle-hardened veteran. ‘If I were younger I’d be on the battlefield with you, shoulder to shoulder.’

‘The north still holds out,’ her husband said. ‘At least we can stop the southern advance there. The people of Edo will have to endure occupation until we come back and win the city and the castle again.’

He turned to the youths at the gate and shouted, ‘Ichimura!’ A gawky big-boned lad, with hair flaring out like a bush, started and stepped forward. Glancing around nervously, his eyes met Hana’s and he blushed to the tips of his large ears. She smiled and looked down, covering her mouth with her hands. Her husband pushed the youth towards her father-in-law.

‘My trusty lieutenant,’ he said, slapping him on the back so hard he staggered forward a couple of steps. Ichimura bowed until his back was nearly level with the ground. ‘He’s no beauty but he’s a fine swordsman and he can hold his drink too. I trust him with everything.’

Watching him stumble awkwardly over a paving stone as he went back to join his comrades at the gate, Hana felt a pang of sadness. She bit her lip suddenly realizing she might never see any of them again.

The servants lined up along the path between the front door and the gate were in tears. Hana’s husband was a fearsome master and they were all afraid of him, but they respected him too and knew what a great and famous warrior he was. He went down the line addressing each of them in turn.

‘You, Kiku, make sure you keep the fires stoked, and, Jiro, bring in the firewood and water regularly. Oharu, take care of your mistress, and, Gensuké, watch out for fires and intruders.’ Even crippled old Gensuké was rubbing his eyes.

Hana was near the front of the line, behind her mother-in-law, with Oharu, her maid, behind her. She smelt her husband’s musky pomade as he came towards her. He raised her chin and she saw his strong face and piercing eyes, his furrowed brow and thick black hair oiled into a glossy topknot. There were streaks of grey in it she hadn’t noticed before. She looked at him, realizing it might be the last time she ever saw him.

‘You know your duty,’ he said gruffly. ‘Serve my mother faithfully and take care of the house.’

‘Let me come with you!’ she said fervently. ‘There are battalions of women up north fighting with halberds. I can join them.’

Her husband gave a snort of laughter and the crease between his eyebrows deepened.

‘The battlefield is no place for a woman,’ he said. ‘You’d soon discover that. Your job is to look after my parents and defend the house. You’ll find as much excitement here, maybe more so. There’ll be no menfolk here any more, no one but you, don’t forget that. It’s a heavy burden.’

She sighed and bent her head.

‘Remember,’ he continued, shaking a long, rather elegant finger at her. ‘Keep the gates barricaded and the rain doors bolted and don’t go out unless you have to. The city is in enemy hands now and there’s no one policing the streets. The southerners know who I am and they may avenge themselves by attacking my family. Do you remember what I told you?’

‘If all else fails, if I find myself in danger, go to Japan Bridge and ask for . . . the Chikuzenya.’

‘They’ve served our family for generations.’ His face softened and he cupped her chin in his hand. ‘You’re a good child and a brave one,’ he said. ‘I’m glad I married a samurai girl. You have a warrior’s heart. I’ll remember this lovely face when I’m on the battlefield and you’ll bear me a son when I come back.’

He bowed to his father and asked for his blessing, then turned towards the gate. The men were already lined up there. They fell silent as he took his place at the head of the troop. Hana and her parents-in-law and the servants stood bowing until the last blue jacket had disappeared. The tramp of feet faded into the distance and all that could be heard was the chattering of insects, the cries of birds and the rustling of leaves.


Winter
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10th month, Year of the Dragon, Meiji 1 (December 1868)

HANA WAS ON her knees huddled close to the brazier in the great main room of the house, poring over a book by the light of a couple of candles, trying to absorb herself in the story and forget the silence and gloom around her. Then, somewhere in the distance, she heard a noise. She looked up sharply, her heart thundering, and listened, frowning, not daring to breathe. First it was a whisper, then it grew till it was like the roar of an avalanche – straw-sandalled feet, many of them, pounding along the road towards the house.

The footsteps were coming closer. There was a bang, echoing through the still air till it reached her, deep inside the darkened rooms. Whoever they were, they were beating on the hefty wooden gate. She kept it locked and barred as her husband had instructed, but they would break it down soon enough. She knew no one visited in times like this. It could only be enemy soldiers, come to take her away or kill her.

She clenched her fists, trying to calm the knot of panic in her stomach. Her husband had left a gun for her in the drawer of one of the great chests, but she’d never used it. She was better off with her halberd, she thought.

The halberd was the woman’s weapon. It was light and long, twice as long as a woman was tall and three times as long as a samurai sword, which meant that if a man charged at her with his sword drawn, a woman would have a breath of time in which, if she was nimble, she could slash at his calves before he reached her. Swordsmen instinctively protected their heads and throats and chests but a swipe at the calves always took them by surprise.

Hana had studied the halberd since she was a child. When she wielded it, it felt like part of her own body, and the different stances and five strokes – striking, slashing, thrusting, parrying and blocking – were as natural to her as breathing. But she had only ever fought with a wooden practice stick. She had never yet had the chance to use a real weapon.

Now she jumped up, raced to the entrance hall and lifted the halberd down from its rack across the lintel. It was heavy, heavier than a practice stick. She held it in her hands, feeling the weight of it, and her courage began to grow.

It was a beautiful weapon with a slim wooden shaft, with mother-of-pearl inlay at the top. Hana slid off the lacquered scabbard. The long elegant blade was curved like a scythe and as sharp as a razor. She was glad that she had kept it oiled and polished. She could see her reflection in it, small and slight; but beneath the fragile exterior she knew how to defend herself, she thought fiercely.

The thumping at the gate was growing louder. Oharu came charging out of the kitchen, a cleaver in her hand, her eyes wide and her forehead shiny. She was a thick-legged country girl, strong and loyal. A smell of burning wafted behind her, as if in her panic she had forgotten to take the rice off the fire. Gensuké, the old retainer, followed on her heels, hobbling on skinny bent legs, his eyes popping in alarm. He had taken the poker out of the stove and was holding it like a sword, the tip still glowing red. Oharu and Gensuké had come with Hana when she’d moved to her husband’s house in the city and she knew they would do anything to protect her. Of all the servants, they were the only ones left.

Months had passed since Hana’s father-in-law had sent for her. He had been kneeling in his rooms bent over a letter and, when he’d looked up, there’d been a weary, resigned smile on his face. Hana had guessed straight away there was bad news.

‘We have been ordered home to Kano,’ he said quietly.

‘Should I go and pack, Father?’ she asked uncertainly. There was something disquieting about the way he was looking at her with his rheumy eyes. He pursed his lips and shook his head, scowling in a way that brooked no disagreement.

‘You must stay here,’ he said firmly. ‘You belong in this house. Our son will return one day and you must be here to greet him.’

Hana had nodded, picturing the windswept plain and the streets of samurai houses clustered around the massive stone walls of Kano Castle. There’d been nothing but bad news from Kano in recent months, news of squabbles and internal dissent and of assassinations, neighbour killing neighbour. Nevertheless, both Hana’s and her husband’s families belonged to the Kano domain and had to obey the orders of the Lord of Kano, though her husband had also set up a residence here in Edo close to the shogun’s castle, from which to pursue his military duties.

She remembered the servants weeping as they clattered about, packing trunks and baskets. They had set off that same day, her parents-in-law in palanquins and the rest on foot, leaving the rooms still smelling of tobacco smoke and the drawers lying open where they had packed in haste. With Oharu’s help she had stored away cushions, low tables and armrests, piling them in cupboards alongside futons and lacquered wooden pillows. The grand reception rooms where her husband and father-in-law had entertained guests, the family quarters, the servants’ areas and the kitchens which had once been full of people, chattering and laughing, eating and drinking, now fell silent.

A month after they left, dreadful news had filtered through of executions in Kano. It was said that everyone connected with the resistance had died – Hana’s own parents as well as her parents-in-law. As she had suspected, they had left her behind to save her. She had wept for days, then steeled herself. They had ordered her to stay alive for a purpose and she must do so.

But she had lost everything. All that was left was the house and her memories of her husband. He at least was still alive. He had sent a letter saying he was on his way to Sendai, capital of one of the northern domains.

In the past, the wooden rain doors that formed the walls of the house would have been pushed right back, letting daylight fill the rooms. But now Hana kept them firmly closed and bolted and the big empty house was as dark and chilly as if the sun had never risen. Slivers of light shone through the gaps where the panels met and fell in pale lines across the tatami, like the bars of a cage. In the months that had passed since her parents-in-law had left, she’d had little to do but huddle beside the hearth and read by the light of a candle.

Even the street cries outside the gate had stopped. The tofu sellers and goldfish sellers, the hawkers of sweet potatoes and pedlars of clams no longer made their rounds. Hana hardly ever heard the clatter of feet or the babble of voices any more, or smelt roasting chestnuts or grilling octopus. Most of the neighbours had fled – though where they had gone and whether they had reached their destinations remained a mystery.

There were shouts of ‘Open up or we’ll break down the gate,’ as Hana tucked up her skirts and tied back her sleeves. She knew the halberd was useless in a confined space, but outside she would have plenty of room to swing it. The great front door was barred and bolted, and she ran to the kitchen door at the side of the house and shoved it open, letting icy air flood in. In the sudden glare of daylight she could see the huge smoke-blackened beams and the smoke whirling over the hearth. She blinked, then darted outside, Oharu and Gensuké close behind her.

The sun was shining in a sky washed clear of colour and frost sparkled on the frozen earth. A few withered leaves still clung to the gnarled branches of the big cherry tree. Hana raced towards the gate at the front of the house and took up her position a good distance from it, one foot in front of the other, holding the shaft of her halberd firmly but loosely.

From the shuffle of feet, Hana could tell there were a lot of men on the other side of the gate. ‘Open up. We know you’re there,’ a voice bellowed.

She heard scrambling and cursing and the clatter of falling stones and a man appeared, heaving himself on to the tiled roof of the high earthen wall, his breath puffing out like smoke. He must have climbed on to another man’s shoulders to get there. Hana stared at his broad high-cheekboned face. Perched on the wall, he looked as huge and fearsome as an ogre, with bushy hair and long arms encased in a tight-sleeved black uniform.

He gave a guttural snort. ‘No one here. Just two girls and an old serving man,’ he called down to his companions. There were scornful laughs on the other side of the wall.

Hana took a deep breath and tried to focus but it was hard to hear anything except the blood pounding in her ears. She could see the hilts of the man’s two swords sticking out of his belt. Her only chance would be to strike the moment he jumped down, but the thought of drawing blood and maybe even killing someone was terrifying. Shaking, she reminded herself that she was a samurai and she had to defend the house.

She pointed her halberd at the man. ‘Stay where you are. I know how to use this and I will if I have to.’ She tried to keep her voice firm but it sounded weak and quavery and sparked another burst of laughter from the other side of the gate.

Leering down at her, the man put his hand to his sword. Hana heard the screech of metal as he drew it from its scabbard and at the same moment he jumped. There were bangs on the other side of the wall as the men there battered again at the gate.

As the man hit the ground he stumbled and lost his footing. Before he could regain it, Hana lashed out with all her might. Light glinted from the blade of the halberd as it swung in a great arc, whistling through the air, and Hana felt it take on a momentum of its own. Quivering with horror, she staggered back, seeing the man’s chest gape open like a mouth and a sheet of blood spray out. She had expected to feel resistance but there was none. The blade had cut through flesh and bone as easily as if they were water.

The man made a choking sound and flailed, lunging helplessly for his sword, then crumpled to his knees and keeled over. He looked shockingly small and young as he lay twitching on the ground, blood pumping from his mouth and chest. Oharu and Gensuké rushed over to him and wrenched his swords from his belt.

Hana was still staring at the man when more soldiers appeared on the top of the wall. Now she’d killed one of them they’d certainly kill her, she realized. Screaming at the top of her voice she stabbed at one with her halberd. She had to twist to get the blade out, then pushed the man until he fell backwards. Another jumped into the grounds but Oharu swung the big sword she’d picked up in both hands and managed to slice his thigh, sending the man staggering back, clutching his leg and yowling. A third man swung his sword at Gensuké but Hana knocked it out of his hands with her halberd and slashed at his calves.

More men were climbing the wall and blades burst through the wooden panels of the gate.

‘Quickly, Oharu,’ Hana said, panting. ‘We must get inside and barricade the house.’

A moment later, Oharu was forcing the great wooden bolt through the rusty old hasps of the side door, her broad face clammy and her hands shaking.

‘We’ve been lucky so far,’ Hana gasped. ‘But we can’t fight them all.’

‘It’s you they’re after,’ said Oharu. ‘You must get away.’

‘And leave you behind? Never.’

‘We’re servants, they won’t hurt us. We’ll stay here and slow them down.’

Oharu tilted her head and put her finger to her lips. There were footsteps outside in the grounds. The men had broken through the gate and were racing towards the house. Heart thundering, Hana grabbed a quilted jacket and threw a scarf around her head and face, then picked up her skirts, pushing open the doors as she ran through one shadowy room after another, with their musty smell of damp.

Ever since her parents-in-law had left she’d kept a bundle of belongings ready at the back of the house, in case she had to leave in a hurry. Now she snatched up the bundle and wiggled the bolt that held the rain doors shut, but to her horror it wouldn’t budge. She picked up a wooden bowl and whacked the bolt till it shot out, then shoved back the rain door. As daylight flooded in, she turned and looked for a moment at the huge porcelain vase in the alcove, the hanging scroll, the great wooden chests with their iron handles and hasps, the neatly patched paper doors and worn tatami mats, each with its ghostly memories of times gone by. She tried to fix the scene in her mind, realizing with a sob that she was seeing it for the last time.

Stepping on to the narrow veranda at the back of the house, she slammed the rain door shut behind her and tied on her straw sandals, fumbling clumsily with frozen fingers. Pine trees swaddled in straw ropes to protect them from the cold stood around the garden. The stone lantern and moss-covered rocks were laced with frost and the pond was frozen over.

The grounds of the house were a maze, but she knew them well. Clutching her bundle, she dodged along the paths and through the trellises to the gate in the back wall and pushed it open. Behind her there were crashes as the soldiers broke down the front door of the house, and the sound of chests being overturned.

Then Hana heard footsteps coming across the garden behind her. Heart thumping, she rushed out into the street and darted along the side of the house, down one tiny lane, then another and another. She ran on, gasping, not daring to stop until she was out of sight of the house, then bent over, panting, feeling the frosty air burning into her lungs.

She felt for her dagger, tucked securely in her sash, and tried to remember what her husband had told her. The ferry. She needed to get to the ferry.
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BY THE TIME Hana reached the river her legs were shaking. The water stretched, dark and oily, in front of her, reflecting the lowering sky and the line of willows along the bank. In the past it had been crowded with cargo craft and passenger ferries jammed with travellers, but now it was almost empty.

Bobbing in the reeds was a small boat with a flat bottom and a pointed prow. There was a man squatting in the stern with a scarf wrapped around his head and a narrow-stemmed pipe poking from the folds, sending puffs of smoke coiling into the air. A pair of beady black eyes peered out at Hana, then a hand removed the pipe, holding the stem delicately between two stubby fingers.

‘Where are you going so fast, young lady?’ croaked a voice in a strong Edo burr.

A woman alone in a boat would be easy to spot, Hana knew. She needed to find a ferry where she would be hidden among other passengers, but she couldn’t see any.

‘Japan Bridge,’ she whispered, trying to keep her voice from shaking. ‘Can you take me there?’

She had never been that far by boat before and she was afraid to think how much it would cost, but she had no choice.

‘Japan Bridge?’ The old boatman nodded, staring at Hana like a frog eyeing a fly. ‘One gold ryo,’ he croaked, enunciating the syllables clearly.

Hana gasped. She didn’t have anything like that much. Then she heard a commotion in the distance. Black-uniformed men were bursting from between the houses and charging across the grassland towards the river. Without a second thought she jumped into the boat with such haste that it plunged from side to side, sending water slapping against the hull.

The boatman climbed to his feet with infuriating slowness. His scrawny legs were encased in skinny black trousers and his shapeless cotton jacket barely protected him from the icy blasts that whipped across the surface of the water. With his pipe still jammed between his teeth, he took a pole from the side of the boat and dropped it into the water with a splash, then leaned on it so hard Hana was afraid he was going to fall in. The boat rocked as he gave a mighty heave and edged it away from the bank.

Hana stared straight ahead, the back of her neck prickling, convinced she could hear feet thudding along the towpath behind them, but when she steeled herself and looked around there was no one there. She slumped down in the boat and, with no one but the boatman to see her, buried her head in her arms. The world had never seemed so huge or she so small.

Hugging her bundle, she wondered what had happened to Oharu and Gensuké and her thoughts drifted back to the day she’d sorted through her kimonos with Oharu, deciding which ones to pack, even though it had seemed ridiculous to be packing when she probably wouldn’t need to leave the house at all. In the end Oharu had carefully folded Hana’s red silk wedding kimono together with another of her best kimonos and laid them in a wrapping cloth along with Hana’s cosmetics set and her favourite book, The Plum Calendar.

The boat rocked, setting Hana thinking of another momentous boat ride, when she had knelt in a red-curtained palanquin and listened to the murmur of the river as it bore her to Edo and to the unknown man she was to marry. Oharu had been in the boat too and every now and then she had piped, ‘Madam, are you all right? Is there anything you want?’ It had been such a comfort to hear her voice. Oharu had been there on the day of the ceremony too, helping her into kimono after kimono, putting on the red silk kimono last and pulling the sash so tight Hana could hardly breathe.

Hana pictured her parents waving her off hopefully, thinking they had made the best possible match for her. None of them could ever have guessed that soon after she married, the disturbances that had racked the country would turn into full-scale civil war. And now her whole family was dead and she was alone and, with every stroke of his pole, the boatman was taking her further and further from all that she had left – the house, Oharu, Gensuké. She gave a sigh of despair. Whatever happened, she had to find a way to get back, she told herself.

For now, the most important thing was to stay alive. Go to Japan Bridge, her husband had told her, then ask for . . . Panic-stricken, she searched her memory, but she couldn’t remember the name of the place she was supposed to ask for, where she would find people who could help her.

Soon Hana started to hear sawing, chopping and banging, and smelt the fragrance of freshly cut wood mingled with pungent odours of rotting fish, vegetables, human excrement and the rank smell of the river. She raised her head. They were gliding along between high stone-clad banks. In the past she’d seen children playing with balls and sticks, mountebanks selling their wares and couples snatching illicit meetings under the trees, but now there were only a few people hurrying along, shoulders hunched against the cold.

‘We’re supposed to call it Tokyo now,’ said the boatman with a sniff. ‘Edo was good enough for me, but now we’re to call it Tokyo, or so our masters tell us.’ He wrinkled his nose at the word ‘masters’, cleared his throat and spat. The gobbet of spittle glinted in the sun before it splashed into the murky water. ‘To-kyo – Eastern Capital. Whose capital, that’s what I’d like to know. Southern bullies. Give us back our city, I say, bring back His Lordship the shogun.’

He poled on a little way and pulled over to a landing stage under an arched bridge straddling the river. On the other side was a fortified stone gate like the turret of a castle.

‘Japan Bridge was what you wanted, wasn’t it? This is Sujikai Bridge here and that’s Sujikai Gate.’ He waved a gnarled hand. ‘Japan Bridge is through the gate and along the main road. It’s a bit of a walk but you’ll find it.’

Hana fumbled in her purse but to her surprise he shook his head.

‘Keep it,’ he said, scowling. ‘You’ll need it.’ There was a kindly light in his black eyes.

He turned and waved as he poled away and Hana wrapped her scarf around her face and set off fearfully across the bridge. There was bound to be a checkpoint at the gate. In all her packing she hadn’t thought to bring papers, and the guards would be on the lookout for lone women wandering the streets.

But there was no checkpoint, no guards armed with grappling irons, no stern officials checking papers. The walls of the gate were crumbling and the great stone blocks were overgrown with moss. People wandered through unhindered.

A pack of ragged women hung around the gate, their thin cheeks covered with make-up and their lips painted bright red. A man passed by and they ran after him, clinging on to his arms and shrieking, ‘One copper mon, only one copper mon,’ until he swung round, cursing, and shook them off. They turned on Hana as she went by, like dogs defending their territory. Perhaps it was because she was on her own, she thought. When she looked back they were still staring after her.

She hurried across the dusty windswept plaza and looked around, bewildered. ‘Follow the main road,’ the boatman had said, but there were roads leading in all directions. Hana took the widest, but she soon noticed that half the shops and houses were boarded up and many had doors missing and roofs falling in. She had expected a prosperous city, not these half-deserted ruins.

Then she heard shouts and raucous laughter. A gang of youths was swaggering towards her, completely filling the road. She was doing exactly what her husband had warned her against – walking alone through the city. Fearfully, she darted into the nearest side street and heaved a sigh of relief as the youths passed on.

But she was now completely lost. She was in a warren of alleys lined with tumbledown houses, crammed so close together that the eaves blotted out the sky. The walkways were slippery, the drainage channels clogged and the air stank of sewage. She stumbled over something soft and brown – a dead rat, left to rot in the middle of the path. In the past the gates at the ends of the streets would have been locked at dusk but now they hung loose on their hinges. She caught glimpses of young women hanging around in doorways, but they faded into the shadows when they saw her looking at them.

Trying not to panic, she turned into another street and came to a large well with a lid and a pump, bathed in a stray shaft of sunlight. There was a bathhouse in front of her, with light shining from the doorway and clouds of steam pouring out. A woman stepped out carrying a damp cloth full of towels. Her plump face was flushed and shiny and she had another towel draped over her head. Hana rushed up to her, relieved to see someone – anyone – she could approach.

‘Excuse me,’ she gasped. ‘Can you tell me . . .? Do you know . . .’ She stopped, desperately trying to remember the name her husband had given her. Then it leaped into her mind: ‘The Chikuzenya?’ She said it again, as clearly as she could: ‘The Chikuzenya.’

The woman stared at her. ‘Of course, everyone knows the Chikuzenya. It’s up there.’ She waved a large red hand. ‘Go right at the end of the lane, then left, then right again and you’ll see the main road in front of you. The Chikuzenya’s on your left, you can’t miss it. The only thing is . . .’

But Hana was already on her way, remembering the clerk from the Chikuzenya with his round glasses, who used to arrive at the house with his anxious apprentices bent under huge bundles of silk. The Chikuzenya was one of the biggest dry goods stores in Edo. There’d be people there who knew her and would take her in and her husband could come and fetch her when he got back from the war. She’d send a message straight away to Oharu and Gensuké, telling them where she was. Everything was going to be fine.

She quickly found the main road, a broad thoroughfare lined with two-storey wooden buildings, but to her dismay it too seemed deserted and all the houses she could see were boarded up. The largest one looked as if it had been empty for months. The rain doors were streaked with grime and the boards were cracked and rotten.

Then she saw a torn curtain flapping. It was so worn it was almost impossible to see what was painted on it. She peered hard, her heart in her mouth, and made out a faded circle with a character brushed in the middle: Chiku. It was the Chikuzenya.

Hana bowed her head, her last shred of hope gone. Night was falling, the streets would soon be even more dangerous, and she was overcome with exhaustion and hadn’t eaten all day. Worst of all, it was beginning to snow.

Cold and shaking, she slumped down on the street, leaned against the rain doors, buried her face in her hands and started to sob.
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Afterword

Hana and Yozo are fictional but the historical events which form the underpinning of The Courtesan and the Samurai are as close to the truth as I could make them, including the story of the fifteen youths who were sent to Europe, Enomoto’s last-ditch attempt to reinstate the shogun and the desperate battles in Ezo. The shipwreck in Batavia and the lunch with Alfred Krupp, as well as the Kaiyo Maru’s long journey back to Japan, are all true. And, of course, the Yoshiwara really existed.

In real life, Enomoto (whose full name was Takeaki Enomoto) escaped execution, not through any plot by his friends but thanks to his own passionate idealism. This is what happened. Before the last battle, when it was obvious that the northerners had lost, he sent the precious volumes of naval tactics he had brought back from Holland to the commander of the southern forces, saying that his country should have them no matter what happened to him. After his surrender, many leading men in the government (which consisted almost entirely of southerners) demanded his execution, but others argued that he should be spared because he had shown such patriotism. As the fictional Masaharu realized, very few Japanese had been to Europe or had any knowledge or understanding of the West and Enomoto was recognized as being particularly brilliant.

In the end he spent two and a half years in Kodenmacho Prison, until January 1872, when Emperor Meiji issued a pardon for those who had fought on the shogun’s side. Enomoto was immediately given a government posting in Ezo, by then renamed Hokkaido. He went on to become a vice admiral in the fledgling Japanese Imperial Navy, then special envoy to St Petersburg, and was finally awarded the rank of viscount, one of only two northerners to be so honoured. He died in 1908 at the age of seventy-two.

A real-life Yozo would undoubtedly have had a career as brilliant as that of many of the fifteen young travellers, though those who had joined Enomoto in his rebellion against the new regime had to wait until they were pardoned, in 1872. One went on to become deputy director of the naval academy, some were given leading positions in government ministries, one became the empress’s physician and another became surgeon general.

After his two and a half years in prison, Otori (whose full name was Keisuké Otori) became president of the Gakushuin peers’ school (akin to Eton), and later ambassador to China, then Korea. He created an archive to preserve the memoirs and accounts of those who had fought in Ezo on the shogun’s side and had a monument built in Hakodate to the many northern soldiers who perished there. It can be seen to this day.

Hakodate is as cold and snowy as ever. I was there one December to research this book and experienced for myself the dramatic scenery and savage cold and the unpredictable winter weather, with snow storms blustering up in minutes out of what had been a clear blue sky. Of the Star Fort only the five-pointed battlements and the moat remain, along with the graves of some of the leaders and a museum housing relics and uniforms.

I also took a three-hour train ride across the peninsula to see the Kaiyo Maru – for, after more than a hundred years underwater, she was discovered on the sea floor in 1975 and salvaged and reconstructed in 1990. She now stands proudly on the waterfront at Esashi, a beautiful sight with her three masts and huge funnel. Inside, her Krupp cannons are lined up at the gun ports and there are display cases containing all the items that have been retrieved – western and Japanese swords, pistols, Dutch knives and forks, straw sandals, combs, fans, lunch boxes, coins and hundreds of cannonballs. The weather is so atrocious it’s not surprising that she went down. Trying to take a photograph of her with frozen fingers I was driven by the gales right across the dock.

The Commander’s Kyoto militia is modelled on the Shinsengumi, the shogun’s notoriously ruthless police force which patrolled Kyoto and went on to fight alongside the last of the shogun’s troops in Ezo. Commander Yamaguchi is inspired by the great hero and leader of the Shinsengumi, Toshizo Hijikata. The Commander’s death poem is his. The real Hijikata was not from Kano and there’s no record that he ever married, though he was famously popular among the women of the Yoshiwara. He was killed in the last battle in Hakodate at the age of thirty-four and his grave is there.

The French officers who were evacuated from Hakodate were sent back to France. The Japanese government called for them to be court-martialled and executed but the French populace and government were so impressed with their gallantry in sticking by their men that they were not even put on trial. Captain Jules Brunet ended up a general and chief of staff of the French army and in 1881 and again in 1885 was awarded medals by Emperor Meiji, probably at the instigation of Enomoto who by then was Navy Minister.

Sergeant Jean Marlin really did stay behind when his fellow officers went back to France – though what he did and why he stayed are my invention. He died in 1872 at the age of thirty-nine and is buried in Yokohama International Cemetery.

Like Hana and Otsuné, many young women of families loyal to the shogun, particularly those from the lower ranks of the samurai class, found themselves on the streets with no one to support them when civil war broke out, and ended up going into prostitution. The inhabitants of the Yoshiwara in The Courtesan and the Samurai are fictional but the names of the streets and brothels (including the Corner Tamaya) are real and the gatekeeper was always called Shirobei.

At the time of my story the Yoshiwara had been in decline, but when the southerners took power they patronized it and for a while its fortunes rose. New licensed districts were created and the government even built a Yoshiwara for westerners and named it the New Shimabara after the Kyoto equivalent of the Yoshiwara. Seventeen hundred courtesans and two hundred geishas moved there from the Yoshiwara but westerners didn’t patronize it; it seemed they preferred to keeep their pleasures surreptitious and it soon closed down.

In 1871 fire destroyed much of the Yoshiwara. It was rebuilt with western-style buildings, some as tall as five storeys high, and the streets were widened to prevent fire spreading so easily. The Yoshiwara shown in old photographs dates from after this and looks quite different from the way it must have when Hana was there.

Japan was rapidly becoming part of the wider world and this had a devastating effect on the old ways of life, including the Yoshiwara. Foreigners condemned the buying and selling of girls as a form of slavery and in 1872 the government, concerned with how Japan appeared in the eyes of the world, passed the Prostitute and Geisha Emancipation Act, freeing the young women and cancelling their debts. Many, however, had no other way of making a living and the Yoshiwara brothel owners simply renamed the houses ‘rental parlours’ and continued to operate. Prostitution was made illegal in Japan after the Second World War and it went underground.

The Five Streets are still there, clearly marked on the map of Tokyo, though they are now lined with what are euphemistically called ‘soaplands’, with ferocious-looking bouncers outside. The marshland is gone and the Japan Dyke has been levelled and become a road, but there is still a rather bedraggled Looking Back Willow where the zigzag road begins that leads into the Yoshiwara, and until recently there were courtesan shows, where actresses dressed as courtesans served sake to nervous-looking men. When I was there I visited the local graveyard at Jokanji Temple and saw the vault stacked with shelf upon shelf of small urns, holding the ashes of thousands of unfortunate girls who were buried there, most in their early twenties.

Some ten years ago I spent several months living among the geishas of Kyoto and Tokyo to research my book Geisha: The Secret History of a Vanishing World. This experience was of enormous help in enabling me to imagine what life in the Yoshiwara must have been like. While the geographical Yoshiwara is a pale shadow of its past glory, its legend continues. It still exists in stories of the period, woodblock prints and photographs, through which we can imagine ourselves back in the ukiyo – the floating world.

Lesley Downer

February 2010
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