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My Eighty Years in Japan

by Simon Partner

FHEAAZERSER S

During my past twelve months in Japan, I
have lived almost eighty years.

As a historian, I live in Japan both in the
present and the past. The streets of Tokyo,
with their crowds of blonde and brown-haired,
nose-pierced, shop-gazing youths, echo with
the presence crowds-modern girls sporting
bobbed hair and slim dresses on the Ginza,
straw-hatted devotees of the silent screen in
Asakusa, townsmen and threadbare samurai
jostling in the pleasure districts of Edo, and-for
this has been a city of untold suffering-stiff-
limbed bodies piled high from the conflagrations
of the Kanto earthquake and the Tokyo
bombings. Perhapes it was to escape from these
everpressing ghosts that I decided to find out
about another Japan, The 'quiet’ Japan of the
rural countryside, where at first glance much
seems unchanged today from a hundred years
ago, and where the ancestors sleep peacefly in
the graveyards. Yet I have found that even the
mountains and the rice paddies are peopled by
ghostly crowds, clamoring for their brief and
often tragic tragic stories to be told.

Much of my research during the past year has
been on the life of Sakaue Toshié ] E &L %, a

Niigata farmer who is now seventy-six years

old. Toshié embodies both present and past.
She has witnessed such profound changes that
the Japan of her youth is barely recognizable to
the youth of today. As a schoolgirl, she bowed
every time she passed the ‘hoanden’ repository
in which lay a photograph of the Emperor. She
was taught of the glories of Japan's military
conquests, and of need for sacrifice and absolute

—SHEEE (RBTLTSA5—)

obedience. For three decades she worked as a
manual laborer, meagerly paid by the day for
heavy hauling work on docks and river
improvement projects. And in the early
morning and evening, she hacked at her own
tiny fields in order to keep her family fed and
clothed. She lost both her brothers to the war,
and she lived with the stigma and care of a
mentally ill sister for more than forty years,
with no medical care or public assistance
available. She watched the young men leave her
village, first for the war and then for the
factories. Today she leads a life of modest
comfort and pleasure. She has her annual
vacation to Nikko or Okinawa. She spends her
evenings watching television and gossiping with
her friends of seventy years. A former tenant
farmer, she now rents out her fields to a
neighbor in exchange for a share of the crop.
Her gentle voice, telling with simple resignation
of experiences and hardships that are almost
unimaginable to me, is a living testmonial to the
incessant turmoil and change of the past
century. '

I became a historian of Japan by accident.
Even today, I can't explain logically the
sequence of events that has left me a chronicle
of a country I never visited until I was thirty.
But as I listen to the voices around me in the
humid summer evenings-voices of both living
and dead-then I feel strongly the need to tell
these tales, before they are swallowed by the
incessant surge of new life, and forever
forgotten,
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