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PREFACE





In writing these memoirs, the retrospective of ninety years has assumed unanticipated perspectives and new meanings. It is normal in age to look back reflectively over the lengthening decades of one’s life, picking out people, events, and problems.


Thinking over the determining factors of my life I cannot but consider them to have been unusual. First, my having been born in the East in Hong Kong. My earliest impressions, however, were of Japan, where I was taken care of by my grandparents because my mother died when I was born. My father and mother were both of middle-class Anglo-Celtic stock. When I was four years old my father married again and I was then taken back to Hong Kong. By neither marriage were there any brothers or sisters – thus I was a lonely child. At the age of ten I was sent home to England to be educated at the Jesuit college of Beaumont on the edge of Windsor Home Park.


I mention these early days because such were the given conditions which undoubtedly affected the whole of my life. My barrister father had been made a colonial judge in Singapore in 1895. Home on leave towards the end of my schooling, he came to see me at Beaumont to consult the Rector about my future. I had excelled only in drawing, elocution and cricket. It was with some anxiety that my father sent me to the Slade School of Art. To me this was sheer joy. I had found my vocation, my first friends and a real master. Life began to take on meaning.


Reflecting on the past along the miles of lamp-posts, detail is curiously sharper in the distance than in the foreground. Values alter: people and events fall into place: the infinite intensifies: W. B. Yeats called it ‘shrinking into the truth’.


This book has been written between two hemispheres – its theme is their meeting. The sometimes rather disjointed recollections, fragments and essays have been placed, as far as possible, in order of sequence, and annotated, to give more coherence. Much concerning my private life I have deliberately omitted. Of the remarkable people I have known, some were in the unfamiliar backgrounds of the Orient. Japan has been my second home and many are the friends who have been with me in spirit for at least half a century. Even those who have gone over the border I do not feel are so far away. Something exists, something continues; their thoughts still work on mine and affection for them lasts as long as I live.
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Chapter 1


EARLY YEARS, 1903–1909





I remember drawing boats when a small boy, aged about seven, in Hong Kong. I always loved drawing. It was at the age of sixteen that my father sent me to the Slade School of Art, where I studied under the famous Henry Tonks and met my lifelong friend Reggie Turvey, who had just arrived from South Africa.


On my own for the very first time in my life, and feeling very shy and lost, the youngest student in the school, fresh from Beaumont, I must have sensed a similar shyness in him, also the sincere desire for truth and beauty which tempered both our lives.


We stood to easels, drawing at arm’s length with charcoal on Michelet paper, from plaster casts of Greek sculpture, from morn till night. For me this was sheer agony, for I had done little else than laboriously copy reproductions of academic pictures such as those by Alma-Tadema or Lord Leighton, P.R.A., with Conté crayon, stump and rubber, almost with the end of my nose.


Reggie was a born colonial He was English and some years older than me. His ancestors hailed from Bedfordshire, as had mine, two hundred years ago. There is a village called Turvey in that county. A branch of my family, whose ancestors went out to South Africa by ship in the eighteenth century, intermarried with the Turveys and have the same family crest. Goodness knows, but there seemed to have been preparatory roots for our lifetime friendship centuries ago.


Reggie and I walked miles of pavement and galleries, talking art. Already he had entered the mysteries of oil paint, eating old paint tubes into the night, comparing notes and enduring the lash of the tongue of Henry Tonks – Tonks with his gritty eye and tomahawk nose, tall in shiny blue serge, who had given up his job as house surgeon at Bart’s Hospital to use his aseptic scalpel on us at the Slade; Tonks who became a second-class artist in the Impressionist manner, but a good draughtsman and perhaps the best teacher in all England. Often we saw some girl cowering in tears behind a plaster-cast. He spared none; his bitter tongue was fearless and true. Here is tribute and thanks to him. His surgery changed our skins – saved our lives maybe. Tonks, who enunciated ‘action, construction, proportion’ as the flaming guardians of the paradise of art; who, sitting on one of the student’s ‘donkeys’, after a glance at his drawing, buried his face in his hands, paused long, and then asked, ‘Why do you do it?’; and who once said to me grudgingly, ‘You may be able to draw one day.’ I remember on one occasion he flung open the studio door, stood there in deadly silence, then burst out: ‘I want to know whether a day will come when I shall see a sign of art in this room,’ and slammed the door behind him.


Tonks was the teacher, but a good painter – and one whom Reggie admired – was Wilson Steer. My greatest admiration went to Augustus John, who had been at the Slade ten years earlier. As to his drawings, Tonks, stern Tonks, was reported to have said of one of them, ‘Michaelangelo could not have done it better.’


Outside the windows, yellow London fog and grime, the sound of horse-buses, growlers and hansoms, sulphurous steam belching from the Underground. Sometimes in that high room we heard the cry ‘meat, meat, cat’s meat’, and I was so ignorant and innocent that I believed it was the flesh of that animal which was for sale!


How like the keen but sunny east wind were the enthusiasms of those days. I was alive and flying for the first time. Then came a blow: a specialist told my father, home on leave from Malaya, that he had cancer and only a year to live. It was in a room in Maddox Street that my father told me quietly what the doctor had said. He was but fifty-three. There was a barrel-organ playing in the street below.


Tonks was consulted about my future. He said that I was too young for him to judge, but, with my drawings in front of him, he could not advise my father to let me be an artist with only one hundred pounds per annum to live on. I left the Slade: this was a terrible setback, but my father’s need of me at home came first.


Before I left London and went to live in his house in Bournemouth, my father kindly let me go with my two friends, Turvey and Brundrit – who was also at the Slade – to paint in Wensleydale in Yorkshire for a fortnight. How lovely it all was! Brundrit’s mother and aunt kept house and fed us well. I still have the impression that the best traditional English food is in Yorkshire. Their high teas!


We three walked miles and painted assiduously, but, looking back, I cannot recall a single picture of mine of any real merit. So far I had been too busily engaged on those three dogmas of Henry Tonks – action, construction and proportion – to give my mind over to the pure delight of beauty. It was not until a couple of years later that I had any genuine conviction of living expression in my own work. Reggie’s paintings had always interested me; definitely he was a natural painter with a good sense of colour. We were free-spoken in mutual criticism, as fellow students are. That companionship of the studio and the occasional, if discriminating eye of a sincere teacher, is what the young students most need, rather than the academic years of art schools and their accuracies of technique. Brundrit was skilled and, as we foresaw, eventually become an R.A., but it was Reggie who, although not what I would call clever or a draughtsman, had the real gift of paint. It was hard leaving my friends as well as those moors and dales.


My stepmother was a good wife, but we hardly agreed about anything except her cooking. For my father, I had a sort of adoration; not even towards the close of his life, however, could he break through the barrier of silence between us. Later I learned that when he was in Hong Kong and Singapore, he had given help to many a young man running to excess of one kind or another. A few days before he died, he asked me to go the the new cemetery at Parkstone and select a site for his grave. With the words ‘In manus tuas Domine’ (Into Thy hands O Lord), his stone still stands.


To fulfil a deathbed promise to my father, I planned to enter the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, but found out that I was too young by a year to take the competitive entrance exam. My own mother’s sister, Edith, whose husband, Dr. William Evans Hoyle, was the director of the Victoria Museum in Manchester, suggested that I should come to them. From her I experienced the nearest thing to a mother’s love. I did not like wet Manchester, but, after the south, I found something more real, if grim, about the people, whether of town or university. It was a literary household, where I met university professors. My aunt and uncle read at Shakespeare groups, and even I was asked to take part. I became attracted by their daughter, Muriel, and one day on Jacob’s Ladder in the Cheshire hills, we both became aware of a shared love. On returning that evening, we told her parents. Distressed, they gently but firmly shook their heads because of our kinship. Her father, being an M.D., felt dubious. We took this seriously and parted. I returned rather desperately to London.


Shortly afterwards I began life as a bank clerk in Lombard Street having, to my surprise, passed the entrance exam. For compensation I lodged in the art world of Whistler’s Chelsea. It is true that I made a few friends in the bank and even persuaded two or three of them to get rooms near me, or go for country walks on fine Sundays, and share the reading of Ibsen’s Brand or Borrow’s Lavengro of an evening. I travelled much in imagination with Borrow, first by coach from Norfolk to London, where I starved with him as he wrote The Life of John Snell in a fortnight, and was paid by the publisher in the originally proposed guineas, not pounds! Thereupon he left London and set off on the roads of England, living as a tinsmith with gypsies as companions, before the reign of Queen Victoria. I had often seen the Queen as an old lady whilst I was at school when we were walking in Windsor Home Park, and duly doffed my hat. How George Borrow taught me to love the roads of England! The people he met on them and their racy speech – Petulengro, Isobel Berners, the shepherd at Stonehenge, the man in black, the flaming tinman, and all the others. I read and reread. I even emulated Borrow in walking down to Bournemouth, picking up a couple of tramps en route, sleeping with them, a thin overcoat between us and frost on the ground because we could not find a haystack to burrow in for warmth, rising at 2 a.m. half frozen, and running a mile to get the circulation going: re-waking at dawn and sleeping out in the sun on the chalk downs above Winchester, and again awakened by the feet of people walking to church that Sunday morning. When Borrow walked England, Blake may have still been alive: it was Henry Lamb, whilst young and unknown, who introduced me to these two authors. Such were the associates of my youth. With them I have walked and talked in spirit ever since.


Whilst living in Chelsea, Lamb became friendly with some of those artists and writers who later took part in the Bloomsbury group – the children of Leslie Stephen, Vanessa Bell and her husband, and sister Virginia Woolf, also Lytton Strachey. I believe the Friday Club, a sort of junior New English Arts Club, was their first group activity, and I became a member and was asked to contribute. The first work I ever exhibited with this society was a water-colour done in the hills behind Prestatyn in North Wales, and I was very encouraged when it was picked out for praise by the art critic of The Times.


During my nine months at the bank, the only refuge had been an occasional evening in Lamb’s studio. There, too, I met Augustus John and savoured the free mind of this adventurous and creative artist. I thought, and still think, John was one of the best draughtsmen England has produced.


My family knew the Lambs in Manchester, where Henry’s father was professor of mathematics at the university and where, after leaving the Slade, I got to know his son. A natural draughtsman and a brilliant mind, of himself Henry stated: ‘I should have been Augustus John’. Nevertheless he stood upon his own two feet from the start and painted that extraordinary portrait of Lytton Strachey sitting in a basket chair with his long legs trailing on the ground – now in the Tate. Like John, he became an R.A. I do not really know why either of them joined the Academy, as both had a real standing in the New English Arts Club, which was, of course, anti-academic.


Lamb, before he came to London, was a medical student in Manchester, but seemed to devote himself to art to such an extent that his father called him to his study one day and told him that he was just wasting money. Henry then put in a month’s hard work and came top in his finals. He related to me how after that he told his father that nevertheless he was going to London to take up serious painting, whereupon his father gave him a five-pound note. He and his girl found cheap lodgings in Paultons Square, Chelsea. This was the artists’ poor but lovely area – no roaring buses, the Embankment so beautiful at night, as Whistler discovered. What that couple lived on I do not know, but he went to John’s night classes in nearby Flood Street. On his first evening Augustus came in late straight from some party looking well groomed and remarkably handsome, picked up a drawing board, and instead of using it sat behind this new student and watched him for half an hour. They talked and Augustus invited Henry to his home. These two contemporary artists, in the background of Whistler’s Chelsea, were my mental companions. I remember walking the then quiet Embankment, about the time I made a copy of a Whistler nocturne, wondering when and how I could throw him off my back. From him I must have caught some dream of Japan. What Whistler held for me and for many other artists was an unfamiliar asymmetrical Oriental sense of composition and a highly refined taste.


Work in the bank proved utterly alien. I loathed the heartless repetition – balancing to a penny three million or so pounds of duplicate exchange bills per week. This dogsbody routine was generally finished alone in the vaults as late as 10 o’clock at night. My sympathies went to my predecessor, who had also had artistic leanings. The nice old French head of department recounted how this man got so fed up one night that, stuffing his papers into his bag, he walked over London Bridge, paused midway and, looking down on the water, dropped the bag and its contents in and went home with a light heart. Next morning he arrived as usual at one minute to nine, still light-hearted, and settled down on his stool. The bank messenger came along and said, ‘The manager wants to see you, sir.’ There in his office was the dripping bag and its papers – delivered by the river police! He was dismissed with three months’ sympathetic extra pay.


Later, after nine months’ hard work, I resigned, much to the annoyance of the manager, but without sympathy. He accused me of using the bank as a ‘stepping stone’. Many years later, at a collector’s dinner party, I found myself sitting next to the same bank manager – by then Sir Charles Addis. Towards the end of the meal when we were feeling comfortable and mellow, I reminded him of our last meeting, and asked him what sort of stepping stone he thought banking would be for the career of an artist. The mumbled reply was unconvincing, and a chuckle went round the table.


When my stepmother heard of my intention to leave the bank, she wrote to the bank doctor. He took me out to dinner and afterwards told me frankly that my stepmother had asked him to take me out to see whether I was quite normal! This Irishman, Hartigan, was my own mother’s doctor and had ushered me into the world, so he had a natural interest in my favour.


Altogether it had been a bad year. I had been thwarted in art, in love, and I had lost my faith as a Roman Catholic. My first desire was to get rid of the taste of the bank. For companionship I decided to buy a dog. Early one morning I went to Chelsea Bridge under whose arches on the south side of the Thames, lost dogs were kept. Never did I hear such barking – a human voice was inaudible. The brown Irish terrier I bought cost me ten shillings. It had a collar and I was given a piece of rope. Wild for freedom, he pulled me all the way back to my digs in Chelsea. On the way I stopped at a butcher’s for sixpennyworth of scraps – a strip of meat over two feet long. The animal was ravenous and grabbed one end of it when I was off-guard, swallowing over half. I hesitated to pull it back out of him and he, in consequence, took a full hour to consume the rest. I began to wonder what sort of dog I had bought.


There was some cause for anxiety: I had planned to take refuge with old family servants at their cottage on the sea road between Prestatyn and Rhyl in North Wales. Arriving in the evening, the dog was shut up for the night, tied to something solid so that he could not reach their larder. We had not reckoned on the length of his body. When I came down next morning to take him to the beach for a run before breakfast, the larder door was open and two pounds of good fresh butter were gone: he must have reached it with his hind leg!


The next adventure was when I took him on to the mountains looking down on the Welsh coast. Suddenly he was over a stone wall full pelt after a flock of sheep. I followed as hard as I could, shouting. Presently, seeing blood on the ground and realizing if a farmer or magistrate heard of it that the dog’s life would be at stake, I put on a spurt. Such was my effort that the buttons for my braces broke off, and there was I on top of those Welsh mountains hanging on to my trousers chasing – as I thought – a sheep-killer. Blood was no longer visible and I caught up with the sheep in a half-circle facing my dog. I took hold of him and he was given the beating of a lifetime, but I decided against reporting the incident and took the next path to the plains. After that I avoided the hills for some time, but when we next passed sheep on the road the dog looked the other way and I felt reassured. There was no more trouble of that sort.


In 1908 when I settled down in Northmoor Farm at Wareham in Dorset and I began to paint on the banks of the river Piddle, came the final and tragic adventure with my companion, whom I had called Pan. As usual I took him out with me. He found birds and river life more interesting than my painting and wandered off one evening. Nowhere was he to be found before dark, nor did he come back that night. Next morning I continued searching and finally went to the railway station where we had arrived a fortnight earlier. I was told that such a dog had taken refuge under a goods-wagon the night before – that it had been run over and its mangled body had already been buried…. I felt sick.


Taking refuge in my work, I did some paintings and drawings with some signs of vision. I was at least searching for truth in beauty. I walked, rowed, caught a few fish and gradually rid myself of the grubby memories of Lombard Street.
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FIG. 2. Three sailing boats








Before leaving Dorset I had an invitation to a tea-party at a country house within cycling range. There, to my astonishment a fellow guest was Henry Tonks. I recall that he helped himself to a spring onion with his sandwich, and I, who had hated onions from childhood, was so impressed that I ate one and liked it. I have liked onions from that day forward. To my former master I said, ‘Mr. Tonks, you turned me down on three successive occasions. Nevertheless I am going to be an artist I’m going to Japan.’ He put his cup down, shook me by the hand and wished me farewell and good luck. I never saw him again.


After the summer in Dorset, I returned to London and rejoined Reggie Turvey – now at the London School of Art.


In the spring of 1908 my grandparents returned to England after many years in Japan, and when visiting them, by sheer chance I met my cousin Muriel again. After the long silence, nothing had changed between us, so we put the matter of our shared feelings before her father, Dr. Hoyle, once again. This time both he and my aunt agreed that there did not seem an insuperable reason against marriage, and now that our feelings were clear and strong they would defend our engagement. Joy returned – despite opposition from some of the family. In the summer I made my first journey abroad to join Muriel and her grandparents on the Riviera for a fortnight. From Menton, I went on alone for a six-week tour of Italy. Although I had disentangled myself from Christianity as well as Catholicism, Christian art was in no way alien to me. Thus I was open to Giotto, to the birth of Neo-Classicism in Perugia – founded by a certain Dr. Squarcione – and its development by Perugino and Mantegna. I pursued the high road of the Renaissance – from Rome to Venice with all their famous artists; I was athirst and alone. How can I tell of those pristine weeks in the vineyard hills behind Menton, amongst the seven hills of Rome on the banks of the Arno, in Medici Florence, the untouched walled hilltown of Perugia, on Giotto’s walls in Padua, or on the waterways of dream-like Venice?


After my first night in Rome, leaving my guide-book, I plunged into the narrow back streets and emerged on the great open space before St. Peter’s. I think he himself must have led me gently toward Michelangelo’s façade, up the steps and slowly towards the altar, even to the seated iron figures of himself, legs crossed, one half-foot of iron kissed away over the centuries. I leaned against a pillar and watched a fussy, bespectacled German (surely!) measuring the immeasurable with a footrule, whilst a simple country woman knelt on the hard floor, patient with her burning candle of faith, which she placed in an empty socket, then went and kissed that same iron half foot once more. My allegiance to Rome was gone, but not my respect for her faith.


By the time I reached Paris, where my chum Reggie joined me, I was overflowing. Presently we took in the Barbizon painters and then, with contemporary enthusiasm rekindled, the Impressionists. We stayed a month before returning to Chelsea and the London School of Art, where we learned something from John M. Swan about paint and tone in a long traditional descent from Velazquez. William Nicholson was persuaded with difficulty to come in one day – immaculate in suède gloves and a swagger cane. He peeled off one glove delicately, sat down on my donkey, with two strokes drew me an elbow and said: ‘Simplify.’


When Frank Brangwyn opened a little etching class upstairs, I joined it. Line was my métier rather than oil-paint, in which Reggie excelled. He was a born painter and colourist. One of the first plates I made, called The Coal Heavers, showed a little Brangwyn influence. I still think there was some life in it. I had Brangwyn almost to myself for an hour or two each week. I think he respected me for asking him not to draw on my plates; at any rate at the end of my second term he said to me, ‘How long have you been in art schools?’, and I replied, ‘Including the Slade, altogether five terms.’ He said, ‘Enough, get out! Go to nature!’


Ever since I started at the London school, I had contemplated going to Japan in order to try to understand Eastern art and the life behind it. The books written by that stylist who first described Japanese life and culture in sensitive English – Lafcadio Hearn – had aroused in me the desire to return to the East where I was born. On my first day at this art school I had met a young Japanese student, Kotaro Takamura – a sculptor who studied under Rodin. I sought his advice. I remember one evening knocking on the outer door of his studio in the King’s Road. He did not answer. I knocked again, louder this time – then I heard footsteps slowly coming down the corridor towards me. The door half opened: very quietly he said: ‘Forgive me, I am meditating.’ I think he used the word ‘Zen’. I apologized. ‘Tomorrow I shall explain’, he said. The next day I heard for the first time a little about Zen Buddhism. Later, in Japan, Takamura became a well-known sculptor, a good art critic, and poet. He remained my friend all through his life. He was a little troubled about my going to Japan because he foresaw the difficulties I was bound to encounter without knowledge of the language and customs, also the uncertainty of making a living. Nevertheless he gave me an introduction to his father, who was a sculptor for the Imperial household. I told Takamura that I planned to take my etching press with me and earn a living teaching etching.


In the spring of 1909 I sailed for Japan, third class on board a German liner. It cost me £28.



















Chapter 2


JAPAN, 1909–1910





First Impressions


We reached Nagasaki en route for Tokyo in April. My ship had four hours in port; the spring day was fine, blue and gentle. I walked straight through the grey-tiled town, all my senses open to first impressions. Leaving the town I climbed perhaps three hundred feet and came to open fields, one of which was yellow with na-no-hana (mustard flower): I paused, time stopped; the once-familiar sweet scent of blossoms carried me back to childhood. Patchwork fields, conical straw hats, farmers’ brown faces, indigo-blue cotton garments – and everything hand made on a small scale.


Hunger assailed me; stopping a passer-by but knowing no words I pantomimed my needs: he scratched his head, screwed up his already thin, flat eyes, grinned hugely and with a ‘Ha ha’, pointed to a wayside inn in the distance. There I repeated my performance and was ushered in. I took off my shoes, climbed the steep stairs, entered a quiet, unfurnished room, sat on a flat cushion on the floor and waited. After a while a maid came in carrying a small, low table; then food. She knelt, bowed deeply and set out the meal: clear soup in a lacquer bowl with a large fish’s eyeball floating in it like a poached egg; sweet omelette roll; a pink half curled sea-bream; stalks of raw, pink ginger; some pickles and a little dish of vegetable resembling chopped boiled cabbage. This seemed the most familiar, so I took it, using chopsticks, in one mouthful. I do not know who was the more surprised, the maid or me, for it was hotter than mustard! She could not restrain her laughter behind a chubby hand – but I was in pain! I found it rather difficult to remove the flesh of the tai (sea-bream) from the bones, so she helped. All except for the poached eye of that fish, I enjoyed the food, including takuan (giant radish, with a fierce odour) amongst the pickles. Tea and three good bowls of rice went with it. I paid my bill and made my way back to the ship. 
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Next morning on deck looking at the matchless apparition of Mt. Fuji rising high above the clouds, I gasped and recalled Lafcadio Hearn’s words, ‘higher, still higher’. Alongside stood an engineer – a matter-of-fact, sturdy Scot who, tired of my enthusiasms said, ‘Oh for God’s sake shut up – don’t you understand you cannot make friends with the Japanese? I know, I’ve been married to one for thirteen years!’ Poor woman!


Later in the day we landed at Yokohama and on the advice of the purser I went by rickshaw to a nearby Japanese hotel. Fortunately a young man on the staff, who spoke some English, helped me. All the maids seemed to make my room their headquarters, plying me with questions.


My first excursion was to Tokyo, twenty miles away, to present a letter of introduction from Kotaro Takamura, my London friend, to his father Koun, the court sculptor. Before I set out the young man at the hotel asked if I would like a hot bath on my return, to which I readily agreed. On reaching the terminus at Shinbashi in Tokyo, I walked up to a sabred, white-uniformed gendarme and showed him my letter. He looked at it, realized I spoke no Japanese, went into a police box, telephoned for a replacement and waited until it arrived before beckoning me to follow him with a downward movement of his hand. We mounted a tram which took us across Tokyo near to Mr. Takamura’s gateway. There the gendarme bowed and left me trying to thank him without words. I turned and entered the outer gate, the name and address on which I could not read. The enclosing fence of split bamboo was very charming to the eye. I approached the inner vertically barred sliding doorway. There was no bell; I paused, wondering what to do; then I coughed. Somebody heard me and a maid came, saw me and let me in. She took the card in my hand, and my friend’s younger brother, who spoke some English, came to my assistance. Taking off my shoes I followed him in. The guest-room to which I was taken was almost empty but beautiful in proportion and material; bare wood, well grained, with taut matting. He went out of the room and returned with his father. Polite questions and answers; green tea and cakes. My legs tucked under my buttocks began to ache but I took no notice; this, then was a Japanese home. With the help of the younger son’s broken English, we had forty minutes’ conversation with the bearded old man; then I thought it was time to leave, I said farewell, bowed, rose to go; but both my legs had gone to sleep and I fell full length! Consternation and laughter amidst my abject apologies. A chair was placed for me on the polished verandah until my long legs recovered their obedience. I returned to Yokohama chastened and full of wonder.


On arrival at the hotel, tea and cakes and many questions from the girls. Then the young man informed me that my bath was ready, so I said, ‘Good, ask the girls to retire and I’ll undress.’ He looked perplexed so I said it again, adding that in England we did not disrobe in mixed company. He muttered something to the maids and they all went off into titters behind their hands and sheepishly left the room. Then I took off my things, put on the hotel kimono and followed him down the corridor to the bathroom. He slid open a flimsy door, showed me where to put the kimono, gave me a small blue-and-white cotton runner for a towel, opened another door and handed me over to banto San (the backwasher), who planted me on a very low stool on the wet floor, sluiced me with hot water and then attacked my back with a piece of hair-cloth and deep massage, winding up with sharp blows on either side of my neck and further sluicings of hot water. Then he led me to the large, built-in wooden bath. By this time I could just see through the steam the heads of those inquisitive girls – in the bath – awaiting my arrival! This was too much for my young English modesty: I turned tail and fled to my room, where I cross-questioned that young man about the customs of the land. He assured me that no impropriety was intended and that men and women bathed together in Japan, adding that in his country people saw the naked body but that he had been told that foreigners looked at it. With this initiation I found food for thought and wonder which I have not lost to this day.





Life in Japan


When I landed I had no knowledge of the language. I learn better by ear and at twenty-two, my blotting-paper, so to speak, had not been overused. I had an introduction to Baron Iwamura, who taught English at the Imperial Art School in Ueno Park in northern Tokyo, but in due course he handed me over to his assistant Kamenosuke Morita, who was of great help during those early days and became a friend. Language and accommodation were the first necessities and he provided both, for he lived below Ueno hill on the most northern edge of Tokyo in what was once the village of Iriya, where the great potter Ogata Kenzan first lived in about 1731 when he came to Edo.


Morita offered me his small annexe consisting of only two rooms, which was alongside his own house. I was looked after by an old woman with whom I communicated by signs and the one question ‘Nan desu ka?’ – ‘What is that?’ – which I had learned. I received from her the same dull and indigestible food every day – small fish and rather undercooked rice – but it was my first house and I was inordinately proud of it, although as the days passed my digestion suffered. I withstood the pain for at least a month before complaining to Morita who said, ‘Oh! You must see my doctor’, and took me forthwith. He looked at me, then asked ‘What are you eating?’ ‘Japanese food only’, I replied with a touch of pride. ‘Go back to bread quickly’, he said, and gave me some pills.


I had heard a man calling out the words ‘Pan, pan, haikara pan, Rossia pan’, which means ‘bread, bread, high-collar (very up-to-date), bread, Russian bread.’ The old woman bought some for me and upon my word if I had thrown a lump at the wall it would have stuck; but the pains diminished nevertheless, and soon I found something rather more like our idea of bread, gradually extending the range of the, mostly Japanese, diet. Nothing could convince me, however, that the old woman was a born cook, but I had come to Japan prepared for all sorts of sundry endurance. To help me, the doctor had provided a medicine extracted from the fifteen-inch-long, two-and-a-half inch-wide giant white radish.


Walking along the narrow paths between the paddy fields outside my house I observed farming on the great plain of Tokyo. Towards evening the landscape was punctuated by eight-foot-high piles of washed white radishes, or daikon. They are a substantial part of Japanese diet, though, as I had already discovered, when pickled prove highly odoriferous to the foreign nose! My amah in childhood must have surreptitiously fed me with them, for I liked this delicacy and its cheesy sort of smell. At any rate it had a chemically useful effect in the process of digesting the rather hard rice.


My immediate task was to establish the first hundred most useful Japanese words. New importations were one thing, but the sounds of old Japanese words had no connection with Western roots such as we Europeans have with French, Latin and Greek. I had been pointing at objects using that one phrase, ‘Nan desu ka?’ – table, lamp, soap. The old woman replied, ‘taburu’, ‘rampu’ and ‘shabon’. The first two are easy, the third I guessed to be derived from the French savon and was tempted into thinking that Japanese would be easy to learn at that rate. I was mistaken.


Much time was spent of an evening talking to Morita in English, asking a thousand questions and at times going out with him and his cousin to buy necessary furnishings for my simple life. At that period shops were open late at night.


Then came the rains. Five weeks of steady, quiet downpour and overcast skies. It was very humid. My shoes began to grow fungi! Everything dripped! – frogs croaked – even insects took refuge indoors and produced a kind of music. Human beings also had inclinations towards musical expression. I heard a bamboo flute which was eighteen inches long – very woody; sad and poignant; closely in harmony with the atmosphere. Some daughter of a neighbouring house plucked despairing notes from a thirteen-stringed horizontal harp – a koto – very melancholy. A group of men sang at night the choruses of noh drama in unison – sonorous, with a seriousness reminiscent of plainsong. The induced mood was poetic. I began to read two-lined translations of Japanese haiku (seventeen-syllabled poems).


However evocative all this was of Oriental music and poetry, when the sun burst forth at last every thatched roof in view steamed to the opening heavens and the rate of vegetative growth was astonishing. The black, volcanic, sodden soil below – the late June sun above. I think it was then I first heard that the stem of a bamboo grew in height one foot each day in the following month of July. This was proved by direct observation in later years.


I was engaged to marry my cousin Muriel, and had become sufficiently lonely to desire her companionship ardently, so I wrote to my uncle and aunt suggesting the possibility of marriage if I were to build a house in which we could live. During talks with my friend Morita I discovered the astonishing fact that a house of modest but sufficient size could be built for less than £200! To my great joy this did not meet with blank disapproval. So I set about looking for a piece of land belonging to one of the temples on Ueno hill. Sure enough, I found one. Morita warmly recommended a team of country craftsmen and helped discuss the layout with the master builder. Meanwhile I arranged for some of my capital to be realized.


How interesting that next month was, even though the heat was becoming considerable. Each day I went up to watch the workmen dig the foundations. For every post that supported the construction under what was to be a heavily-tiled stable roof, a hole had to be dug and two or three stones placed one above the other, one always horizontal and the nose of the last just protruding from the ground. The skill of the team, whether using saw or plane in the opposite way to ours, or the adze cutting towards bare toes, was astonishing. Compared with our Western concrete foundations, everything was simple to the understanding yet apparently efficient. In spite of lack of speech, I became on friendly terms with the workmen by sending in shaved ice sweetened with various flavours.


The skeleton of the whole house was erected in a day without using any nails. The unknotted wood was left unpainted – paint is not used in Japanese houses, the material being allowed to speak for itself. Superlative workmanship was assured by the fact that the carpenters spent one-third of their time in sharpening tools. On the following day the heavy roof-tiles were put into place and a flag was raised on the top. We all partook of an uproarious dinner, for which I supplied the beer and macaroni from a nearby shop. It was the one time in my life when, with sufficient persuasion, I joined in the singing, with a folk-song from my own land.


The master builder was able to grasp those ideas which were not according to Japanese custom, but for foreigners who needed greater comfort. I liked the idea of no shoes in a house and the hard springy tatami mats on which one sat or slept – always spotlessly clean – so practically the only thing requiring alteration was the flooring of the main room. The two central tightly-compressed straw mats six feet by three feet in size, and four inches thick, were replaced by a table-top with short legs which could be raised or set flush to cover a well underneath. When used as a table, our Western legs could slip under it to a lower flooring of wood. This enabled us to have a class of Japanese university students later on – for English conversation. They could sit around this table in their accustomed way on small flat cushions. When winter came, we placed a small charcoal warmer with a protective grille in the bottom of the well to keep our feet warm. I was told later that this idea was taken up and used in some Japanese interior designs.


In my first summer in 1909 before Muriel came, the weather became really hot, and Morita suggested a journey up the mountains. I countered with an adventurous proposal to go up the Sumida river as far as possible in a hired boat with a long stern oar, and camp on board. It did prove feasible and it was adventurous, for we were both very nearly drowned within the first few hours! I had not as yet learned to use an oar on a pivot, although my friend was experienced. We loaded up with food supplies etc. and set forth on a glorious afternoon. The great square sails of river-barges – often to be seen in Japanese colour prints – were going upstream.


While I was arranging the luggage, Morita stood sideways with the handle of the eighteen-foot fish-tail of an oar keeping taut tethered by a cord to the flooring of the boat. Grasping the oar with both hands he propelled the boat quite easily with a figure-of-eight movement. All went well until he suddenly shouted, ‘The pivot has fallen overboard!’ Without the peg the oar was useless. Stripping off his coat, he dived in after it. I presumed that he could swim back on the slowly moving stream, but when about fifteen yards away he raised a hand and, with a cry, disappeared. There was nothing else for it – I dived in after him, but as I swam remembered the danger of being clutched by a drowning man, so I approached from behind, seizing his collar as he came up – but he had swallowed water. Before we went down I took a good gulp of air which brought us to the surface. Again we went down; I had taken another deep breath but something more drastic was required, so as we came up I hit him under the jaw as hard as I could, which ended his struggles and enabled me to shout across the river to where a man was fishing from a boat. Eventually he understood the situation, rowed over and rescued Morita while I swam to the bank. Then he retrieved the peg and finally brought the boat near so I could get on board.


Morita slowly recovered but did not feel very friendly towards me for some time. As yet he could not see the necessity for my hitting him. That came later, over supper. We did not proceed very far that evening and moored to an anchor, hoping to escape mosquitoes. We were vastly mistaken and had a very unpleasant night. Next morning, however, we set off again with him in charge of the oar, and stopped at the first riverside Japanese hotel where we managed to hire a mosquito-net. All day we rowed upstream until the water was so shallow we could go no further, so stripping off most of our clothes we jumped overboard and pushed. Finally we came to a stopping place and moored to an overhanging tree. That night we enjoyed a big meal cooked over a fire on the bank, after which we slept soundly.


Next morning we observed that the food was fast disappearing and considered how it could be replenished. As luck would have it, we espied a man wearing a flattish conical hat making his way along the footpath on the bank side of the river on his way to the next village. From the two ends of the pole over his shoulder hung vertical boxes with drawers full of various kinds of sweetmeats for children, so we decided to be children and bought so much that the man grinned as he went on his way. That served for the time being. The next day we went to the aforementioned village – perhaps a mile away – and seeing some likely-looking birds at a small farm, bought a hen which we plucked, cleaned and cooked. This lasted two days.


I had brought my oils and did a painting next afternoon. Sitting smoking after supper, we saw Japanese lanterns approaching from the village. Two elders asked us if we would be their guests for a hot bath the following evening; they would come again to collect us. We accepted. The next evening we followed them in the gloaming, and felt, rather than saw, a big wooden tub of hot water at least three feet deep and out of doors. I disrobed, sluiced myself down, soaped, sluiced again and then stepped in and squatted up to my neck in very hot water. The moon rose and the tub became visible in the middle of a crowded space between houses. All the villagers had come to see the foreigner having a bath. This time I didn’t bat an eyelid! I enjoyed it. Apparently the villagers enjoyed it too! Morita had his bath, then, shouting our thanks, we made our way back to the boat and embarked under the light of the harvest moon. We took turns, rowing all night.


Upon our return we found the house, consisting of two main twelve-foot-square rooms, two smaller rooms, kitchen, bathroom, etc. and a studio of fair size – all for two hundred pounds – now approaching completion. As soon as my studio was ready and my etching press installed, I advertised in the daily press that I would have a small exhibition and demonstrate etching processes for three days. A university professor who spoke French was one of the visitors. The next day I received a letter from him which read as follows:-


‘Dear Mr. Leach, B.,


I wish to send you my thank for you show me method; but I like velly much to say more – thank for the taste of putrid mildness I find in your work….’


I stood still, astounded – completely nonplussed. That letter was in and out of my pocket all day until Sakya turned up in the evening; he was an English-speaking and very kind young friend, the foster-son of an old abbot at the temple on whose land my house was being built. When I showed the letter to him, he raised his eyebrows, scratched his head and said: ‘Very curious – I will show it to my priest.’ The next morning Sakya came hot-foot to tell me that his priest recognized in these surprising words a Chinese classic compliment. The phrase was in reference to the qualities in certain foods such as the notorious Chinese seven-year eggs; we British appreciate the equivalent in our over-ripe Stilton cheeses or high game.


As a result of this exhibition, a few students came to me, all of whom were members of a new society formed by a group of postgraduates of the Imperial University (see chapter on Yanagi).


One of the saddest things that happened in my life in the Far East was the advent of Kame-chan. A boy of thirteen, fresh from primary school, knocked at the door of my new house and Omiya-san, the maid, came and informed me. Might he see me in the porch? There he stood with a newspaper-cutting in his hands – a review of my exhibition with a reproduction of one of my etchings. In hesitant English he enquired, ‘You make this?’


I said, ‘Yes.’


‘Can I work – anything – for you? I want to be an artist.’


We sat in the house porchway and, perplexed, I considered the matter. He was the son of poor parents: they had no objection to his coming – it was not done behind their backs. I told him I wanted to think it over; could I see his schoolmaster? Could he come in two days’ time, with him if possible? I consulted my Japanese friends, and they did not seem to think the idea was altogether unusual; it was even a custom with some boys on leaving school to live in a private household and do any odd jobs required for pocket money and their keep; they usually went on to some other form of occupation eventually.


From the outset it struck me that if he wanted to follow my profession it might be difficult for him financially, especially being trained by a foreigner. He was prepared to do anything. I thought of the garden and the weeding and so on, errands, and, of course, cleaning my studio. His father and mother called on me – simple people, and not very well educated. I saw his headmaster; no objection was raised, so I thought, ‘Well, it will cost very little – he may have some talent, why not try?’ Then I gave him the answer that he might come, and made the necessary arrangements. He learned English rapidly – so fast, that presently, with the help of a dictionary, he was reading some of my art books – of a kind one would not expect a Japanese boy of thirteen to be interested in: William Blake, Walt Whitman, etc. – stiff for a young lad! He kept the studio tidy; he did jobs gladly and was himself a normal, willing boy, but his heart was really in foreign art. At that stage he was drawing in our Western way, although of course I talked to him about it; but as the months passed and stretched into nearly a year, I grew anxious about his future.


Kame-chan brought his father and his schoolmaster to see me, to whom I explained my anxiety more thoroughly. They talked the matter over and agreed that there were grounds for my fears, so his parents took him home and got him a job.


For about a year I did not see him, then one day by chance we met on the top of a tram. His account of life in a brass factory seemed to me awful. I cannot forget the look of hope in his eyes that I might be able to help him. Later, after another meeting with his parents, we arrived at a compromise whereby he went as an apprentice in a little pottery workshop next door to where Kenzan – who was then my master – lived. All seemed to go well for some time. My wife, Muriel, was always very kind to him and so were the maids, but there was something odd about him: the biting of his lips (a habit he could barely stop), and an action like constant spitting which became worse.


Eventually we called a doctor who asked a series of questions about his parents and ourselves. Then he explained sadly that the boy had dementia praecox – a form of insanity. I felt stricken. The doctor assured us that we were in no way to blame, but I have often wondered whether if that boy’s life had been more ordinary he might have remained within the ranks of normality. Things became too difficult, and after consulting my Japanese artist friends, who too were nonplussed, the doctor suggested that he, Kame-chan, should go into an institution for the mentally defective. There I went to see him and was horrified by the life of the inmates. Very plain food, people of various ages sitting in a darkened room gumming flaps of envelopes all day long, with the exception of half an hour in the garden for exercise. I was appalled: it was enough to make anyone go mad.


My Japanese friends came to my assistance, and helped me to get him jobs in shops, but he couldn’t keep any of them for long. The second time I went to Peking he came with us. There I let him go out drawing, which he loved to do with pen and ink. I liked some of his drawings showing the influence of Van Gogh and some of my Japanese artist friends to whom I showed them on our return a year later, agreed with me that he had talent in them. However, he became very difficult, and on our return to Japan from Peking we handed him over to his parents, and on doctor’s advice he was put back into the institution.


There I visited him from time to time, on one occasion even taking potter’s clay, for which he had asked. Subsequently he showed Umehara, the foremost painter in Japan, and myself, what he had been doing with it, speaking as if it were a masterpiece. (See plate 14b.) I looked at it blankly. Umehara afterwards said, ‘I felt exactly the same – no expression of any kind in the lump he showed us, but his intensity made me doubt my own verdict.’ I felt desperate, but when we finally left Japan there was no alternative but to leave him with his parents. It was very sad. Sometimes we have to learn how best to balance between joy and sorrow, so I have included this tragic story about the boy who came to me with such hope and eventually, I heard, died at home of consumption. In the etching I did of him I think is caught some of his despair.


By this time I had made good friends with Sakya. He helped me to acquire two good servants – a maid and a cook. I was really getting ready for the arrival of my cousin Muriel. Her mother – my beloved Aunt Edith – had written to say that she was going to bring her out from England for our marriage.


We met at Kobe and were married in the chapel of the first Christian University in Japan in Kyoto, the Doshisha, at which my grandfather had taught English. Then on to Tokyo and our new house, my aunt staying in a nearby Japanese hotel, which she very much enjoyed.


Strangely, I do not remember much from this period, except that we were very happy. The servants had decorated the house and gave my wife both a formal and a warm welcome, as also did Sakya.


Living was very cheap. We lived that first year on about a hundred pounds. The maids received less than a pound per month, besides their food and clothing. By Japanese custom it was a man’s world, and women servants were dependent upon their mistress of the house being their further teacher and friend, and they gave absolute and touching loyalty. How well I remember O Mya San, our maid, flying into a rage of indignation at a boy who had flung a stone into the air over the house, which landed on my studio window, breaking a pane – this in a land where children are treated with utmost kindness.


Neither my wife nor I could cook, so we learned a dish at a time from a book. We had as staples, rice and poor bread aplenty; an ounce or two of always tender beef, fried, an excellent variety of fish, also eggs and milk – all used sparingly but with fearful repetition. Caramel custard I seem to remember being served daily, for months on end. Oh yes, what we did learn we knew how to do for the rest of our lives!


After my aunt had returned to England and we settled down, in what must have been the early spring of 1910, we decided to make our first expedition into the mountains to Mount Akagi, about a hundred miles north, where our earliest Japanese friend Takamura was born. We took a train as far as possible, then from the station a sort of ‘diligence’ – a horse-drawn country bus, which drove round precipitous curves on appalling roads. At the foot of steepening heights about 3,000 feet below a visible pass, we were dumped down from the midst of equal proportions of humanity and foodstuffs – some of it live fowls. We set out with our light packs to the last village before climbing began. There we were accosted by a persistent young peasant who kept repeating, ‘Please teach English.’ With the westering sun descending the sky and that pass towering overhead, this was disconcerting because so patently impossible. He must have been an odd sort of village idiot who toiled up those rocky slopes. Finally he desisted and stood disconsolate whilst we climbed on as quickly as we were able, for we had no idea what to expect when we reached the pass.


The sun had gone down when we looked over the top. We could see many cattle tracks descending towards a lake and a single light to which we groped our way. It was a mountain inn. Bath, supper and sound sleep. Next morning we awoke in our quilts on the floor and a maid brought us green tea and those salted wild plums. How almost stingingly sharp, with the plummiest of all tastes! It certainly had the intended effect of waking one up.


We walked miles up and down the wooded or grassy slopes of what must have been a crater far back in time. This was humanly untouched nature; trees fell when their time came leaving a grey streak of dead wood reflected in the clear water, until we disturbed it with our naked bodies.


The following morning we set off for the plains. Coming down a steep-sided valley barefoot we swung round a bend and there before us, bathed in sunlight, was a mountain of red pines baying at the high moon with the enormous single voice of a thousand cicadas, ‘mee, mee, mee – meeeeeeee!’ … The sound came to a pause, then some old bull insect started up again and all the others joined in the chorus of a whole mountainside. Further down we came to reeds and swamps below our path; from them the sound of the Japanese nightingale – a cadence of sound – very sweet in comparison to the roaring insect voice of the mountainside. We walked many miles and eventually reached the town and train, which took us back to our spotlessly tidy home.


In the spring of 1910 my friend Reggie Turvey was due to return from England to his home in South Africa, and I persuaded him to travel by an Eastern detour to visit us and share our Japanese life. We found him a room nearby but he lived with us and used my studio. Summer was approaching, and in the humid heat we began to long for the countryside, or at least coastal breezes. With the help of friends I contrived to hire two or three large rooms in a Zen temple near a fishing village on the large Boshu Peninsula which forms the other side of the Tokyo bay. The mouth of this narrow valley with the morning sun on one flank and the afternoon sun on the other seemed to offer us an attractive variety of landscape to draw or paint, but our move was planned without foresight or anticipation. We had imagined there would at least be plenty offish but all of the best catch was sent to the capital by small steamer at 4 or 5 a.m. Vegetables were few, mostly pumpkin, almost no fruit, no meat; even eggs were rare. Then none of us could be called cooks, nor had we learned much Japanese.


When we went out to paint, however remote, the news went round the village like wildfire and a crowd of inquisitive children soon formed a small gaping wall of curious faces between us and our subject matter. My gentle and patient English chum became irritable and asked me to say a few words to shoo them away, but they took no notice whatsoever, not understanding that a Western artist of that epoch drew from nature, whereas oriental artists drew from memory – and indoors. Then came the buyu, a horrid little black flying insect the size of a flea, which attacked any bare patch of our richer flesh, dug in and was gone, leaving a stream of blood and furious irritation. We certainly fed and worked under difficulties. When the belated rains came, incessant for eleven days and nights, insect life took refuge under the great thatched roof of our sanctuary. For protection we lived by day as well as by night under room-sized mosquito-nets. Our few books having been fully read, we fell back on a pack of cards apiece at a game called ‘racing demon’, the ultimate winner to pay for the best possible dinner on our return to Tokyo!


We were hungry; our postal supply of long French loaves from the capital arrived very late and very green. We whittled them until meagre white cigars were left, which we apportioned with scrupulous fairness together with the melted butter.


At last the sun came out and we visited the sea-shore. Muddy landslides from the hills every few hundred yards had made the sea positively yellow.


My wife Muriel accepted our ordeals with fortitude and behaved like a heroine all through, but my friend Reggie opted for his Drakensberg mountains in South Africa. He had had enough. We felt sad about it. I should have realized that his warm English nature was not suited to this kind of life. We returned to Tokyo and prepared for his departure.


Before our visit to Boshu, Reggie had introduced us to Kenkichi Tomimoto, a young Japanese architect, whose acquaintance he had made on his way out to Japan by ship. Tomimoto had studied at the Goldsmiths’ College in London. Much of his time had been spent in the Victoria and Albert Museum, where he had been attracted by crafts from all over the world.


I took to him from the outset. He was a legacy to me from Reggie.
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