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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

One evening in the spring of 1936, when [ was a boy of fourteen, my
father took me to a dance performance in Kyoto. I remember only two
things about it. The first is that he and I were the only Westerners in
the audience; we had come from our home in the Netherlands only a
few weeks earlier, so [ had not yet adjusted to the cultural isolation
and still felt it acutely. The second is how pleased I was, after months
of intensive study of the Japanese language, to find that I could now
understand fragments of the conversations I overheard. As for the
young Japanese women dancing on the stage before me, I remember
nothing of them except a vague impression of brightly colored ki-
mono. | certainly had no way of knowing that in a time and place as
far away as New York City nearly fifty years in the future, one among
them would become my good friend and would dictate her extraordi-
nary memoirs to me.

As a historian, I have always regarded memoirs as source mate-
rial. A memoir provides a record not so much of the memoirist as of the
memoirist's world. It must differ from biography in that a memoirist
can never achieve the perspective that a biographer possesses as a mat-
ter of course. Autobiography, if there really is such a thing, is like ask-
ing a rabbit to tell us what he looks like hopping through the grasses of



the field. How would he know? If we want to hear about the field, on
the other hand, no one is in a better circumstance to tell us—so long
as we keep in mind that we are missing all those things the rabbit was
in no position to observe.

I say this with the certainty of an academician who has based a
career on such distinctions. And yet I must confess that the memoirs
of my dear friend Nitta Sayuri have impelled me to rethink my views.
Yes, she does elucidate for us the very secret world in which she
lived—the rabbit’s view of the field, if you will. There may well be no
better record of the strange life of a geisha than the one Sayuri offers.
But she leaves behind as well a record of herself that is far more com-
plete, more accurate, and more compelling than the lengthy chapter
examining her life in the book Glittering Jewels of Japan, or in the vari-
ous magazine articles about her that have appeared over the years. It
seems that at least in the case of this one unusual subject, no one
knew the memoirist as well as the memoirist herself.

That Sayuri should have risen to prominence was largely a mat-
ter of chance. Other women have led similar lives. The renowned
Kato Yuki—a geisha who captured the heart of George Morgan,
nephew of J. Pierpont, and became his bride-in-exile during the first
decade of this century—may have lived a life even more unusual in
some ways than Sayuri’s. But only Sayuri has documented her own
saga so completely. For a long while I believed that her choice to do
so was a fortuitous accident. If she had remained in Japan, her life
would have been too full for her to consider compiling her memoirs.
However, in 1956 circumstances in her life led Sayuri to emigrate to
the United States. For her remaining forty years, she was a resident
of New York City's Waldorf Towers, where she created for herself an
elegant Japanese-style suite on the thirty-second floor. Even then her
life continued at its frenetic pace. Her suite saw more than its share
of Japanese artists, intellectuals, business figures—even cabinet min-
isters and a gangster or two. I did not meet her until an acquaintance
introduced us in 1985. As a scholar of Japan, I had encountered
Sayuri's name, though I knew almost nothing about her. Our friend-
ship grew, and she confided in me more and more. One day I asked if
she would ever permit her story to be told.

“Well, Jakob-san, I might, if it's you who records it,” she told me.

So it was that we began our task. Sayuri was clear that she wanted
to dictate her memoirs rather than write them herself, because, as she
explained, she was so accustomed to talking face-to-face that she would
hardly know how to proceed with no one in the room to listen. I agreed,
and the manuscript was dictated to me over the course of eighteen



months. I was never more aware of Sayuris Kyoto dialect—in which
geisha themselves are called geiko, and kimono are sometimes known
as obebe—than when I began to wonder how I would render its nuances
in translation. But from the very start [ felt myself lost in her world. On

«all but a few occasiens-we-met in the evening; because of long habit,
this was the time when Sayuri's mind was most alive. Usually she pre-
erred to work in her suite at the Waldorf Towers, but from time to time
we met in a private room at a Japanese restaurant on Park Avenue,
where she was well known. Our sessions generally lasted two or three
hours. Although we tape-recorded each session, her secretary was
present to transcribe her dictation as well, which she did very faithfully.
But Sayuri never spoke to the tape recorder or to the secretary; she

spoke always to me. When she had doubts about where to proceed, 1
was the one who steered her. I regarded myself as the foundation upon

which the enterprise was based and felt thatcher uld never have
een told had I not gai her trust. l\low I've cometos
gay e otherwise. Sayuri chose me as her amanuensis, to be sure, but

€ may have been waiting all along for the right candi reseqt
himself.

Which brings us to the central question: Why did Sayuri want
her story told? Geisha may not take any formal vow of silence, but their
existence is predicated on the singularly Japanese conviction that what
goes on during the morning in the office and what goes on during the
evening behind closed doors bear no relationship to one another, and
must always remain compartmentalized and separate. Geisha simply
do not talk for the record about their experiences. Like prostitutes,
their lower-class counterparts, geisha are often in the unusual position
of knowing whether this or that public figure really does put his pants
on one leg at a time like everyone else. Probably it is to their credit that
these butterflies of the night regard their roles as a kind of public trust,
but in any case, the geisha who violates that trust puts herself in an un-
tenable position. Sayuri’s circumstances in telling her story were un-
usual, in that no one in Japan had power over her any longer. Her ties
with her native country had already been severed. This may tell us, at
least in part, why she no longer felt constrained to silence, but it does
not tell us why she chose to talk. I was afraid to raise the question with
her; what if, in examining her own scruples on the subject, she should
change her mind? Even when the manuscript was complete, I felt re-
luctant to ask. Only after she had received her advance from the pub-
lisher did I feel it safe to query her: Why had she wanted to document
her life?

“What else do I have to do with my time these days?” she replied.




As to whether or not her motives were really as simple as this, 1
leave the reader to decide.

Though she was eager to have her biography recorded, Sayuri did
insist upon several conditions. She wanted the manuscript published
only after her death and the deaths of several men who had figared

prominently in her life. As it turned out, they all predeceased her. It
was a great concern of Sayuri’s that no one be embarrassed by her rev-
elations. Whenever possible I have left names unchanged, though
Sayuri did hide the identities of certain men even from me through the
convention, rather common among geisha, of referring to customers by
means of an epithet. When encountering characters such as Mr.
Snowshowers—whose moniker suggests itself because of his dan-
druff—the reader who believes Sayuri is only trying to amuse may have
misunderstood her real intent.

When [ asked Sayuri’s permission to use a tape recorder, I in-
tended it only as a safeguard against any possible errors of transcription
on the part of her secretary. Since her death last year, however, [ have
wondered if I had another motive as well—namely, to preserve her
voice, which had a quality of expressiveness I have rarely encountered.
Customarily she spoke with a soft tone, as one might expect of a
woman who has made a career of entertaining men. But when she
wished to bring a scene to life before me, her voice could make me
think there were six or eight people in the room. Sometimes still, I play
her tapes during the evenings in my study and find it very difficult to
believe she is no longer alive.

—— —

Jakob Haarhuis
Arnold Rusoff Professor of Japanese History
New York University









88 chapter one

uppose that you and I were sitting in a quiet room overlooking a gar-

den, chatting and sipping at our cups of green tea while we talked

about something that had happened a long while ago, and I said to
you, “That afternoon when I met so-and-so . . . was the very best after-
noon of my life, and also the very worst afternoon.” T expect you might
put down your teacup and say, “Well, now, which was it? Was it the
best or the worst? Because it can’t possibly have been both!” Ordinar-
ily I'd have to laugh at myself and agree with you. But the truth is that
the afternoon when I met Mr. Tanaka Ichiro really was the best and the
worst of my life. He seemed so fascinating to me, even the fish smell
on his hands was a kind of perfume. If I had never known him, I'm sure
I would not have become a geisha.

I wasn’t born and raised to be a Kyoto geisha. I wasn't even born
in Kyoto. I'm a fisherman’s daughter from a little town called Yoroido
on the Sea of Japan. In all my life I've never told more than a handful
of people anything at all about Yoroido, or about the house in which I
grew up, or about my mother and father, or my older sister—and cer-
tainly not about how I became a geisha, or what it was like to be one.
Most people would much rather carry on with their fantasies that my
mother and grandmother were geisha, and that I began my training in



dance when | was weaned from the breast, and so on. As a matter of
fact, one day many years ago I was pouring a cup of sake for a man who
happened to mention that he had been in Yoroido only the previous
week. Well, I felt as a bird must feel when it has flown across the ocean
and comes upon a creature that knows its nest. I was so shocked I
couldn't stop myself from saying:

“Yoroido! Why, that's where I grew up!”

This poor man! His face went through the most remarkable series
of changes. He tried his best to smile, though it didn’t come out well
because he couldn’t get the look of shock off his face.

“Yoroido?” he said. “You can’t mean it.”

I long ago developed a very practiced smile, which I call my “Noh
smile” because it resembles a Noh mask whose features are frozen. Its
advantage is that men can interpret it however they want; you can
imagine how often I've relied on it. I decided I'd better use it just then,
and of course it worked. He let out all his breath and tossed down the
cup of sake I'd poured for him before giving an enormous laugh I'm
sure was prompted more by relief than anything else.

“The very idea!” he said, with another big laugh. “You, growing up
in a dump like Yoroido. That’s like making tea in a bucket!” And when
he'd laughed again, he said to me, “That’s why you're so much fun,
Sayuri-san. Sometimes you almost make me believe your little jokes
are real.”

I don’t much like thinking of myself as a cup of tea made in a
bucket, but I suppose in a way it must be true. After all, I did grow up
in Yoroido, and no one would suggest it’s a glamorous spot. Hardly any-
one ever visits it. As for the people who live there, they never have oc-
casion to leave. You're probably wondering how I came to leave it
myself. That's where my story begins.

In our little fishing village of Yoroido, I lived in what I called a “tipsy
house.” It stood near a cliff where the wind off the ocean was always
blowing. As a child it seemed to me as if the ocean had caught a terri-
ble cold, because it was always wheezing and there would be spells
when it let out a huge sneeze—which is to say there was a burst of
wind with a tremendous spray. I decided our tiny house must have
been offended by the ocean sneezing in its face from time to time, and
took to leaning back because it wanted to get out of the way. Probably
it would have collapsed if my father hadn’t cut a timber from a wrecked
fishing boat to prop up the eaves, which made the house look like a
tipsy old man leaning on his crutch.



Inside this tipsy house I lived something of a lopsided life. Be-
cause from my earliest years I was very much like my mother, and
hardly at all like my father or older sister. My mother said it was be-
cause we were made just the same, she and I—and it was true we both
had the same peculiar eyes of a sort you almost never see in Japan. In-
stead of being dark brown like everyone else’s, my mother's eyes were
a translucent gray, and mine are just the same. When I was very young,
I told my mother I thought someone had poked a hole in her eyes and
all the ink had drained out, which she thought very funny. The fortune-
tellers said her eyes were so pale because of too much water in her per-
sonality, so much that the other four elements were hardly present at
all—and this, they explained, was why her features matched so poorly.
People in the village often said she ought to have been extremely at-
tractive, because her parents had been. Well, a peach has a lovely taste
and so does a mushroom, but you can't put the two together; this was
the terrible trick nature had played on her. She had her mother’s pouty
mouth but her father’s angular jaw, which gave the impression of a del-
icate picture with much too heavy a frame. And her lovely gray eyes
were surrounded by thick lashes that must have been striking on her
father, but in her case only made her look startled.

My mother always said she’d married my father because she had
too much water in her personality and he had too much wood in his.
People who knew my father understood right away what she was talk-
ing about. Water flows from place to place quickly and always finds a
crack to spill through. Wood, on the other hand, holds fast to the earth.
In my father’s case this was a good thing, for he was a fisherman, and
a man with wood in his personality is at ease on the sea. In fact, my
father was more at ease on the sea than anywhere else, and never left
it far behind him. He smelled like the sea even after he had bathed.
When he wasn't fishing, he sat on the floor in our dark front room
mending a fishing net. And if a fishing net had been a sleeping crea-
ture, he wouldn’t even have awakened it, at the speed he worked. He
did everything this slowly. Even when he summoned a look of concen-
tration, you could run outside and drain the bath in the time it took
him to rearrange his features. His face was very heavily creased, and
into each crease he had tucked some worry or other, so that it wasn't
really his own face any longer, but more like a tree that had nests of
birds in all the branches. He had to struggle constantly to manage it
and always looked worn out from the effort.

When | was six or seven, I learned something about my father
I'd never known. One day I asked him, “Daddy, why are you so old?”
He hoisted up his eyebrows at this, so that they formed little sagging



umbrellas over his eyes. And he let out a long breath, and shook his
head and said, “I don't know.” When I turned to my mother, she gave
me a look meaning she would answer the question for me another
time. The following day without saying a word, she walked me down
the hill toward the village and turned at a path into a graveyard in the
woods. She led me to three graves in the corner, with three white
marker posts much taller than I was. They had stern-looking black
characters written top to bottom on them, but I hadn't attended the
school in our little village long enough to know where one ended and
the next began. My mother pointed to them and said, “Natsu, wife of
Sakamoto Minoru.” Sakamoto Minoru was the name of my father.
“Died age twenty-four, in the nineteenth year of Meiji.” Then she
pointed to the next one: “Jinichiro, son of Sakamoto Minoru, died age
six, in the nineteenth year of Meiji,” and to the next one, which was
identical except for the name, Masao, and the age, which was three. It
took me a while to understand that my father had been married before,
a long time ago, and that his whole family had died. I went back to
those graves not long afterward and found as I stood there that sadness
was a very heavy thing. My body weighed twice what it had only a mo-
ment earlier, as if those graves were pulling me down toward them.

With all this water and all this wood, the two of them ought to have
made a good balance and produced children with the proper arrange-
ment of elements. I'm sure it was a surprise to them that they ended
up with one of each. For it wasn't just that I resembled my mother and
had even inherited her unusual eyes; my sister, Satsu, was as much like
my father as anyone could be. Satsu was six years older than me, and
of course, being older, she could do things I couldn’t do. But Satsu had
a remarkable quality of doing everything in a way that seemed like a
complete accident. For example, if you asked her to pour a bowl of
soup from a pot on the stove, she would get the job done, but in a way
that looked like she'd spilled it into the bowl just by luck. One time she
even cut herself with a fish, and I don’t mean with a knife she was
using to clean a fish. She was carrying a fish wrapped in paper up the
hill from the village when it slid out and fell against her leg in such a
way as to cut her with one of its fins.

Our parents might have had other children besides Satsu and
me, particularly since my father hoped for a boy to fish with him. But
when I was seven my mother grew terribly ill with what was probably
bone cancer, though at the time I had no idea what was wrong. Her
only escape from discomfort was to sleep, which she began to do the



way a cat does—which is to say, more or less constantly. As the months
passed she slept most of the time, and soon began to groan whenever
she was awake. | knew something in her was changing quickly, but be-
cause of so much water in her personality, this didn't seem worrisome
to me. Sometimes she grew thin in a matter of months but grew strong
again just as quickly. But by the time I was nine, the bones in her face
had begun to protrude, and she never gained weight again afterward. I
didn't realize the water was draining out of her because of her illness.
Just as seaweed is naturally soggy, you see, but turns brittle as it dries,
my mother was giving up more and more of her essence.

Then one afternoon I was sitting on the pitted floor of our dark
front room, singing to a cricket I'd found that morning, when a voice
called out at the door:

“Oi! Open up! It's Dr. Miura!”

Dr. Miura came to our fishing village once a week, and had made
a point of walking up the hill to check on my mother ever since her ill-
ness had begun. My father was at home that day because a terrible
storm was coming. He sat in his usual spot on the floor, with his two
big spiderlike hands tangled up in a fishing net. But he toock a moment
to point his eyes at me and raise one of his fingers. This meant he
wanted me to answer the door.

Dr. Miura was a very important man—or so we believed in our
village. He had studied in Tokyo and reportedly knew more Chinese
characters than anyone. He was far too proud to notice a creature like
me. When I opened the door for him, he slipped out of his shoes and
stepped right past me into the house.

“Why, Sakamoto-san,” he said to my father, “I wish I had your life,
out on the sea fishing all day. How glorious! And then on rough days
you take a rest. | see your wife is still asleep,” he went on. “What a pity.
I thought I might examine her.”

“Oh?” said my father.

“I won't be around next week, you know. Perhaps you might wake
her for me?”

My father took a while to untangle his hands from the net, but at
last he stood.

“Chiyo-chan,” he said to me, “get the doctor a cup of tea.”

My name back then was Chiyo. I wouldn’t be known by my
geisha name, Sayuri, until years later.

My father and the doctor went into the other room, where my
mother lay sleeping. [ tried to listen at the door, but I could hear only
my mother groaning, and nothing of what they said. [ occupied myself
with making tea, and soon the doctor came back out rubbing his hands
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together and looking very stern. My father came to join him, and they
sat together at the table in the center of the room.

“The time has come to say something to you, Sakamoto-san,” Dr.
Miura began. “You need to have a talk with one of the women in the vil-
lage. Mrs. Sugi, perhaps. Ask her to make a nice new robe for your wife.”

“I haven’t the money, Doctor,” my father said.

“We've all grown poorer lately. 1 understand what you're saying.
But you owe it to your wife. She shouldn't die in that tattered robe
she’s wearing.”

“So she’s going to die soon?”

“A few more weeks, perhaps. She’s in terrible pain. Death will re-
lease her.”

After this, I couldn’t hear their voices any longer; for in my ears |
heard a sound like a bird’s wings flapping in panic. Perhaps it was my
heart, I don't know. But if you've ever seen a bird trapped inside the
great hall of a temple, looking for some way out, well, that was how my
mind was reacting. It had never occurred to me that my mother
wouldn't simply go on being sick. I won't say I'd never wondered what
might happen if she should die; I did wonder about it, in the same way
I wondered what might happen if our house were swallowed up in an
earthquake. There could hardly be life after such an event.

“I thought I would die first,” my father was saying.

“You're an old man, Sakamoto-san. But your health is good. You
might have four or five years. I'll leave you some more of those pills for
your wife. You can give them to her two at a time, if you need to.”

They talked about the pills a bit longer, and then Dr. Miura left.
My father went on sitting for a long while in silence, with his back to
me. He wore no shirt but only his loose-fitting skin; the more I looked
at him, the more he began to seem like just a curious collection of
shapes and textures. His spine was a path of knobs. His head, with its
discolored splotches, might have been a bruised fruit. His arms were
sticks wrapped in old leather, dangling from two bumps. If my mother
died, how could I go on living in the house with him? [ didn’t want to
be away from him; but whether he was there or not, the house would
be just as empty when my mother had left it.

At last my father said my name in a whisper. | went and knelt be-
side him.

“Something very important,” he said.

His face was so much heavier than usual, with his eyes rolling
around almost as though he'd lost control of them. I thought he was
struggling to tell me my mother would die soon, but all he said was:
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