
On August 14, 1925, in the hamlet of Kosugi in Niigata prefecture, a

child was born. Sakaue Toshié was born in her family home, a structure

of wood, bamboo, and mud, on the edge of the hamlet abutting the levee

of the Agano River. Her mother gave birth to her in the close, window-

less room that the family used for sleeping. Her mother, whose name was

Tsugino, endured the pains of childbirth lying on the floor on a cotton-

backed mattress, over which were thrown several rough straw mats

stuffed with ashes to catch the blood accompanying childbirth.

A birth was a commonplace event in the life of the village, but it was

also a dangerous one. Tsugino could expect no assistance from modern

medicines. The dangers from infection and excessive bleeding were all

too real. Two out of every ten babies died in childbirth or infancy. Ko-

sugi had no doctor; its births were presided over by Mrs. Yamazaki, the

midwife. In the event of a complication, the doctor must be sent for from

Sōmi, an hour and a half’s walk up the bank of the Agano.

Mrs. Yamazaki was a young woman in her twenties, recently gradu-

ated from midwifery school in the nearby town of Shibata. Her husband

was the priest of the hamlet temple. Mrs. Yamazaki attended virtually

every birth in Kosugi, and she was usually the only medical resource

available. Unlike the old-fashioned “delivery women” (toriagebasan)—

who offered only a few herbal remedies and a supporting hand while the

birthing mother clutched at a rope hanging from the ceiling—Mrs. Ya-

mazaki was fully trained in the importance of sterility and hygiene. She
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no longer allowed the birthing mother to squat holding on to a rope;

vertical births were now considered unsafe due to the risk of hemor-

rhage and the inability of the midwife to inspect the perineum. Instead,

the mother lay on her back in approved fashion. But there was little that

Mrs. Yamazaki could do about the dirt of the room, about the ash-filled

sacks (midwifery school recommended rubber-lined futons, but few ru-

ral families had access to these), or about the dank, dark room.1

Once Toshié was born, Mrs. Yamazaki quickly wrapped her in Tsu-

gino’s koshi-maki, a cotton cloth that Tsugino normally wrapped around

her hips under her kimono. It was considered most unlucky to dress the

baby in its own clothes before the twenty-one-day “end-of-birth-period.”

The baby’s umbilical cord, cut by Mrs. Yamazaki, was carefully wrapped

in a piece of cloth; it would be kept for the child’s entire life, a link to

her origin in the realm of the gods. Kurakichi, Tsugino’s husband, took

the blood-soaked mats outside and threw them on the compost pile, set-

ting others down in their place. Kurakichi buried the placenta under the

earth in the toilet area to the north of the house, far from the “bright”

spirit of the southern side on which the well is located. The placenta was

a part of the spirit world. It must be propitiated, and Kurakichi and Tsu-

gino would say prayers once a year to assuage its possible anger. Mother

and baby lay quietly through the long day, while the unbearable heat of

the summer afternoon soaked through the rough walls of the house.

Toshié was the fourth child of Tsugino and Kurakichi. Her eldest sib-

ling, her brother Rikichi, was already twelve years old. Next to Rikichi

was a sister, Kiyomi, age eight. Nearest to Toshié in age was her brother

Takeharu, who was five at the time of her birth.

Tsugino and Kurakichi were poor tenant farmers. They owned virtu-

ally no land of their own—only the land on which their house stood and

a tiny patch of rice field. They rented a total of 0.4 hectares (about one

acre) of land, on which they farmed a small amount of rice and vege-

tables (mainly for their own consumption), and mulberry for silkworm

rearing. They were not at the very bottom of Kosugi’s social scale—that

place was occupied by those literally unable to support themselves—

but they were not far above. Nevertheless, Toshié’s family was long-

established in Kosugi; indeed, her ancestors had for generations lived in

the very spot where she was now coming into the world.

The house in which Tsugino gave birth to Toshié was also the house

in which Tsugino had been born. This was unusual in Japan, where a

woman normally went to live with her husband’s family upon marriage.

The Sakaue name, too, belonged to Tsugino. Tsugino had been born in
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1887, the third child in a family that at one point included three sons.

Two of Tsugino’s brothers died before reaching their fourth birthdays.

Her surviving brother, Niichirō, was by nature irresponsible, shirking

obligations and wanting nothing more than to be left to his own devices.

He quarreled frequently with his father, and finally he demanded a share

of the family property and left. Meanwhile, Tsugino’s elder sister, Michi,

had been married into a farming family in the nearby village of Ishiyama.

So it fell to Tsugino to inherit the family home and farm. Following es-

tablished Japanese custom, her father arranged a marriage for Tsugino,

and then adopted the man that she married. Tsugino’s husband Kura-

kichi was therefore a muko, an adopted son-in-law: a slave, according

to some, at the mercy of his wife and her family and the butt of many

jokes. Ironically, Tsugino’s father was himself a muko, and, by extraor-

dinary chance, both Toshié and Toshié’s daughter were also to marry

muko. Tsugino’s father, whose name was Rinokichi, gave up the family

headship soon after his daughter’s marriage, but he continued to live

with his daughter and adopted son at the time of Toshié’s birth.

Kosugi is one of seven hamlets that make up the village (since 1995,

it has officially become a town) of Yokogoshi, a dozen miles from the Ja-

pan Sea in Niigata prefecture. Nowadays, one can get from Tokyo to Yo-

kogoshi in less than three hours—by bullet train through the mountains

to Niigata, and then on one of the hourly “express” minibuses.

Today, the route from Niigata to Kosugi is distinctly urban. The bus

travels for a short distance on a busy expressway, exits onto a congested

four-lane road that runs through the outskirts of Niigata into the town

of Kameda, and finally turns off onto a wide two-lane for the short run

into the town center of Yokogoshi. The scene has been urban right up to

the last mile or so, when it is finally possible to glimpse rice fields behind

the suburban stores lining the side of the road. If one is visiting the kō-

minkan (a village meeting hall that now houses the town’s historical ar-

chive), one exits the bus at the agricultural cooperative, and plunges past

a giant video store that seems to be doing a brisk business for eleven in

the morning, into the maze of asphalt lanes that make up the center of

Yokogoshi. If one is to visit the town center, one stays on the bus for one

more stop, exiting beside a largish supermarket. Just after the bus stop,

the road winds sharply, and abruptly climbs the levee onto a large bridge,

which spans the width of the Agano River.

So far, it has been distinctly hard to tell where urban Japan ends and

rural Japan begins. Downtown Yokogoshi is hardly a bustling place, but

it appears to be striving mightily to establish the typical urban landscape
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of Japan: convenience stores, automatic vending machines, parking lots,

even a pachinko parlor or two. Kosugi, though, even today is a different

story.

To get to Kosugi from downtown Yokogoshi, one pedals (on a bicycle

borrowed from the kōminkan) down a wide asphalt path, past the town’s

middle school on the left, and then out into the rice fields. The path runs

in a straight line beside a swift-running, concrete-lined irrigation chan-

nel. On the right is the giant levee containing the Agano River; on the

left are rice fields stretched in an orderly patchwork into the middle 

distance. In the further distance, on a clear day one can see the great

mountain range that divides the Echigo plain—in which Yokogoshi is

situated—from the Kanto plain and the nation’s capital. Skylarks are

singing overhead. The rice, which grows out of flooded paddy fields in

stalks of perfect regularity, is a brilliant green. Finally, one can believe

one is in the countryside.

Kosugi is the first hamlet to the north of Yokogoshi’s central district,

at a distance of one and a half miles. Like central Yokogoshi, Kosugi sits

beside the levee protecting the village from the Agano River. The main

street of Kosugi winds past mostly older houses, many of which are

clearly used for agriculture. Most are in small compounds that also con-

tain well-tended gardens and agricultural buildings of various ages and

purposes. Many contain agricultural equipment of some kind: tractors;

compact, Japanese-style combine harvesters; and pick-up trucks. The

larger compounds are enclosed with elegant stuccoed walls, in some

cases capped with smooth gray tiles. On the walls of a number of houses

are advertisements for various agricultural or medicinal products. Most

of the ads appear to be at least thirty years old, some much older still.

There are few cars on the street, hardly a soul about. The road runs past

a shrine, and then an imposing temple, shrouded under the leaves of gi-

ant oak trees. There is a tiny and ancient-looking general store on the

right, and a slightly newer-looking store further up on the left. Both are

closed for lunch. The appearance of Kosugi has clearly not changed so

greatly since the time of Toshié’s birth.

The ease of access, though, is very much a phenomenon of the post-

war era. Although Kosugi was never truly isolated in the way that many

mountain villages were, it was not nearly such an easy matter in the

1920s to get in and out of the hamlet. In those days, Yokogoshi and Ko-

sugi were connected by a network of footpaths that wound their way

tortuously among the irregularly shaped fields (it was only with the ma-

jor land improvement works from the 1940s to the 1960s that the rice
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fields became the uniform rectangles that one sees today). Yokogoshi

was connected then, as now, by a bus service, but in the 1920s the char-

coal-powered buses were much less frequent, and the bus fare was

enough to make villagers hesitate to go into Niigata on frivolous er-

rands. As an alternative, many Kosugi residents walked to the nearby

town of Kameda, where they could catch a steam train into Niigata, or

they walked the ten miles to Niigata. Even the walk to either Yokogoshi

or Kameda took the best part of an hour. While contact with Yokogoshi

and the surrounding communities was fairly frequent in the warmer

months, in midwinter Kosugi was virtually isolated. This region of Ja-

pan is noted for its very heavy snowfall. When the deep snows came, res-

idents of Kosugi had their hands full just keeping the main paths open

in the hamlet. A trip to Niigata became a major expedition.

The farmers of Kosugi have in many ways been fortunate. The Agano

is one of two great rivers that water the Echigo plain. The river provides

ample irrigation, and the soil of the plain is rich from the silt of previous

floods. The plain grows some of the best rice in Japan. This is koshi-

hikari country: a variety of rice similar to a French wine appellation, for

which Japanese consumers are willing to pay extra on top of the already

exorbitant price they must pay for what remains their staple food. The

farmers of Kosugi are for the most part rice growers, and, for the most

part, the land has been good to them. Kosugi, protected by its position

on a bend in the river, has even been spared the scourge that has accom-

panied access to the ample irrigation waters of the Agano: the devastat-

ing floods that have frequently followed the annual melting of the snows

in the high mountains.

Kosugi is a relatively new village. Although humans have lived in the

area of Yokogoshi for more than four thousand years, much of the land

remained unsuitable for agriculture until early modern times. The un-

controlled flooding of the Agano and Shinano Rivers turned the Echigo

plain into a morass of hundreds of lakes surrounding waterlogged

marshes. Only the higher ground was settled, its villages virtual islands

besieged by the bodies of water that dominated the land. Gradually,

though, the hand of man made itself felt; a marsh adjoining a village was

drained, a barrier was erected against the roaming waters; and a cluster

of fields was added, the green shoots tilting against the muddy immen-

sity of the waters. Kosugi was the product of such an initiative. Reput-

edly, it was established in the middle of the sixteenth century by a samu-

rai named Suzuki Kan’uemon. Suzuki was probably on the losing side in

one of the wars that raged across Japan throughout the sixteenth cen-
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tury. The winners appropriated existing land, while losers were often

given a chance to redeem themselves by reclaiming new land. Suzuki

brought manpower—his band of feudal retainers—and energy to the

task of draining the wetlands, laying out rice fields, and building de-

fenses against the ever threatening river.

After the Tokugawa family won control of Japan following the great

battle of Sekigahara in 1600, Kosugi was assigned, together with a large

cluster of settlements known collectively as “Yokogoshi Island,” to one

of Tokugawa Ieyasu’s faithful retainers, Mizoguchi Hidekatsu. Mizo-

guchi set up his headquarters in the castle town of Shibata, and Kosugi

came under the administration of the Shibata domain. Subsequently,

Kosugi changed hands a number of times. Hidekatsu created a subdo-

main as a gift for his second son. The new subdomain was based in the

town of Sōmi, which is now a hamlet of Yokogoshi on the other side of

the town center from Kosugi. For three generations, Kosugi was ruled

peacefully, if strictly, by the samurai of Sōmi domain. However, the

fourth lord was notoriously dissolute, so much so that his excesses

brought ruin down on the domain. After a senior retainer committed

hara-kiri in protest at his lord’s wicked ways, and another group of re-

tainers staged a revolt in which they murdered the lord’s favorite, the

shogun finally intervened and dissolved the domain, returning its lands

to the direct control of the shogun and his representatives.2 Thus, from

the early eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries, Kosugi was gov-

erned by the shogun’s representative (known as a daikan) who lived in

the town of Suibara. Then when Japan plunged into civil war as the

southern domains rebelled against the shogunate, Kosugi passed briefly

into the hands of the Aizu domain, one of the loyalist strongholds of the

beleaguered shogunal camp. Finally, after the downfall of the shogunate

in 1868, Kosugi was consolidated, together with the eleven domains

that made up the province of Echigo, into the newly created Niigata

prefecture.

From its creation in the sixteenth century until the end of the nine-

teenth century, Kosugi was a village in its own right. But with the amal-

gamation of Japan’s seventy thousand villages beginning in 1890, Ko-

sugi lost its administrative autonomy. Concerned at the deficits many

villages were running from the expense of village schools and adminis-

tration—and perhaps also with the goal of increasing central govern-

ment control—the government cajoled villages throughout Japan into

groups of from five to twenty. Each group was now known officially as

a “village” (mura), while the former villages were reduced to the status
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of buraku or aza (both words are best translated as hamlet). Kosugi in

1901 became a part of the village of Yokogoshi, together with Sōmi

(home of the former domain and now of the great landlord family of

Itō), Yokogoshi proper, and four other hamlets.

There is no such thing as a “typical” Japanese village, and Kosugi has

its unique characteristics, as does every other rural community in Japan.

Using the very broadest brush, one can distinguish four major types of

village community in early twentieth-century Japan. On the plains were

the rice-growing villages that provided the bulk of Japan’s relatively abun-

dant staple diet. Kosugi fits most closely with this group. In the moun-

tains (which comprise more than 80 percent of Japan’s land area) were

the mountain villages that eked a much more precarious living using

whatever resources the land provided—small rice fields on steep terraces;

wheat, millet, and barley; wood and charcoal; and wild game—in addi-

tion to silkworm rearing and other cash-producing enterprises. In north-

ern Japan were the tenuous agricultural lands of the Tōhoku region,

with their short growing season and vulnerability to weather disasters.

The mountain villages of Tōhoku typified rural poverty and distress—

so much so that they appeared to belong to a different country from the

rest of the Japanese nation (they were sometimes referred to in the press

as “Japan’s Tibet.”) And all around the coast of Japan were fishing vil-

lages, where villagers mixed small-scale farming with commercial and

subsistence fishing. Within each major type, there were of course count-

less greater and lesser variations. Even in the plains, not all villages could

grow rice. Where the land was elevated or where water resources were

unavailable, villages were forced to grow alternate crops on dry fields.

Villagers in the region surrounding the commercial center of Osaka had

for some generations focused on growing cash crops—cotton, indigo,

tobacco, and hemp—which they sold to Osaka merchants, using the

money to buy the rice they preferred not to grow. Other villages spe-

cialized in tea (suitable for low-lying mountain regions), apples (suited to

the northern climate), tangerines (in the warm areas of western Japan),

sugar (in the far south) and salt.

The society and agriculture of Kosugi were influenced to a great ex-

tent by the hamlet’s position on the banks of the Agano River. The river

was a source of abundant irrigation, giving the region its particular char-

acter as a rice-growing district. It was also a source of destruction, as its

frequent floods caused losses that small peasant farmers were often un-

able to recoup. As a result, much of the land in the area had fallen into

the hands of money lenders. By the early twentieth century, a few very
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large-scale landlords owned a significant portion of the Echigo plain—

a rare phenomenon in Japan, where most landlords were small in scale.

Until modern times, the river had also been a major transportation

route, from the mountainous regions of Aizu down to the coastal plain.

However, in the two generations prior to Toshié’s birth the river trans-

portation had for the most part been replaced by road and rail, making

Kosugi probably more of a backwater than it had been a hundred years

earlier. Kosugi was also relatively close to a major commercial center,

the port city of Niigata. This created some opportunities for more spe-

cialized agricultural work; for example, farmers with land unsuitable

for rice paddies grew vegetables for the Niigata market.

The availability of irrigation water brought a relative prosperity to

Kosugi, as it did to many other communities on the Echigo plain. But 

in the 1920s, the area was far from wealthy. On the contrary, for most

farmers life was a daily struggle to bring forth enough produce or paid

labor to put three square meals on the table. There were a number of

reasons for this, each of which in the 1920s presented a hard and intrac-

table obstacle to improving the farmers’ standard of living.

One of the most fundamental issues was the high population relative

to land area. The hamlet of Kosugi had a population in 1925 of about

two hundred families, with an average of close to seven family members.

A land area of 150 hectares had to feed a population of fourteen hundred.

In Kosugi in the 1920s, average productivity was said to be twenty-five

hundred kilograms of rice per hectare.3 Thus, assuming the land was

fully planted in rice, the average family grew some 270 kilograms of rice

per family member. Although this was enough if used entirely for con-

sumption, rice was also the major cash crop for the community; on aver-

age, the farmers of Kosugi sold half of their rice for the cash they needed

for other necessities. Of course, not all of the land would support rice

growing; much of it was sown in less productive crops.

The other major issue was tenancy. The majority of families in Yoko-

goshi either did not own any land or owned such a small amount of land

that they had to rent as much or more again to make ends meet. Of a to-

tal of 1,082 farming households in the administrative village of Yoko-

goshi, 517 had to rent all of the land that they farmed, while another

312 rented at least some land. A total of 775 out of 1,398 hectares in the

village were rented (55 percent). Much of that land belonged to the sev-

enteen landlord families who did little or no farming themselves.4 The

rent, paid either in cash or (more commonly) in kind, amounted to any-

where from 30 percent to 60 percent of the crop. Thus, while some land-
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lord families had a considerable surplus that they could sell in order to

provide themselves with the comforts of modern life, other families were

forced to live on only a fraction of the produce of the land.

Most farmers augmented their incomes with some form of commer-

cial activity, most notably the rearing and sale of silk cocoons. Silk had

been a boon to Kosugi’s farmers in many ways, but the vagaries of silk

prices highlighted another important issue affecting farmers’ livelihood:

their increased commercial activities made them vulnerable to market

movements over which they had no control. In years when the price of

rice or silk was high (as in the final years of World War I) farmers bene-

fited from windfalls that they could use to pay down debt or rebuild

their homes. But when prices fell, farmers were often caught with high

fixed expenses that in the worst cases exceeded their income. For exam-

ple, fertilizer had to be paid for far in advance of the crop, often using

borrowed money. Prices were in steady decline throughout the decade of

the 1920s, culminating in the violent price collapses of 1930. Moreover,

while the cash incomes of many farmers were unstable and at best com-

prised a portion of their family economy, farmers needed cash to buy

many of the essentials of daily life. Mulberry planting had indeed in

many cases displaced the staple crops farmers had previously grown for

subsistence—making them that much more dependent on cash for sur-

vival. Gone were the days when farmers could aim for self-sufficiency 

in food, clothing, and housing. Rising standards of living as well as the

need for fertilizer, schoolbooks, and other necessities—not to mention

payment of taxes—created an inflexible need for cash that farmers

struggled to provide.

Finally, even with the blessing of abundant water, farmers could only

produce food from the land through severe and unremitting toil. Given

the high population relative to available land, it was necessary to squeeze

every last grain of rice from the soil. Families poured inordinate labor

into preparing a rich, smooth soil; into building and maintaining the

earthen banks around their rice fields; and into planting, weeding, har-

vesting, and threshing. The vast majority of the work was done by hand.

Even the heaviest tasks, such as plowing or hauling, were commonly 

carried out with only human labor. Only the wealthiest families in the

hamlet could afford draft animals such as oxen or horses. And only the

simplest mechanical aids were available to the majority of farmers; for

example, the most commonly owned piece of mechanical equipment was

a hand-operated thresher. Motorized equipment was almost unknown.

Decades earlier, there had been extensive debates among the Japanese
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elite about whether Japan should adopt Western-style farm machinery

in a bid to increase productivity. But most Western machinery was quite

unsuited to the Japanese growing conditions of tiny patchwork fields

that were flooded for four months of the year. So long as Japan remained

a nation of small-scale family farmers, it seemed that there was no hope

for increased productivity and reduced labor through mechanization.

The world into which Toshié was born, then, was by no means a gen-

tle one. From her earliest days, her parents were struggling to find ways

to bring in enough cash to make a bare living. Their small allotment of

rented land was not enough to feed and clothe the family. They had to

supplement their farming with any kind of work they could get: day la-

bor on nearby farms, day labor on construction projects, and various

kinds of piecework. They suffered from constant anxiety about money

and debts, and the harshness of their daily lives to some extent soured

the environment of Toshié’s childhood.

Tsugino, in particular, was stern and bitter. She had spent her entire

life in conditions of poverty and hardship. As a child, she lost two younger

brothers to sickness. One of those brothers, Buntarō, was two years

younger than Tsugino, and lived into his fourth year—long enough for

sister and brother to form close bonds. Then, two months after the death

of her youngest brother, their mother also died. Tsugino was ten at the

time. In spite of the law requiring six years of elementary education,

Tsugino never went to school. Instead, after the death of her mother, her

father sent her away from home to work as an apprentice weaver in a

small factory in Niigata. Tsugino was skilled with the handloom, but

now that factory-produced textiles had become cheap and abundant,

she could no longer find work as a weaver. Instead, she took in piece-

work making baskets, knitting, or whatever else promised to make a lit-

tle extra money. When it was available, she did not shirk from going out

to work on construction or public works projects. And she was con-

stantly busy working in the fields, either those she and her husband

rented or those of neighbors who would pay her a small wage for a day’s

labor. Thin and wiry, her hair untidily bunched, she burned with the fuel

of anger and impatience. Toshié lived in terror of her frequent scoldings.

“You’re nothing but a deadweight here!” Tsugino would scream at 

her. “Hurry up and grow—you’ll be out of this house as soon as we can

get rid of you.” But until that day, Toshié had nowhere to hide from her

mother’s anger.

Her father, Kurakichi, was a much gentler soul. He, too, had lived a

harsh life. Born into a landless family, he had been sent out as a child for
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adoption only to be returned when his adoptive parents had a child of

their own. Then he had lost the sight of one eye in a fight with another

boy. Kurakichi had only four years of elementary schooling, but he loved

books and storytelling. He would immerse himself in historical tales

whenever he could get his hands on them, and he enjoyed regaling his

family and neighbors with dramatic stories of heroic deeds of the past.

He was a gentle man, and in spite of the hard work and insecurities of

his life, he always had a kind word. He lived in terror of his wife, whose

position was all the stronger because Kurakichi was a muko and had

come into her family with nothing.

In spite of the poverty, in spite of the anxieties, the menial work, and

the debts, Toshié never went hungry. In many ways, she was protected

from the want and suffering that forever lay just beyond their doorstep.

In spite of her mother’s rages, her family was on the whole a close and

caring one. Her greatest comforts were her grandfather Rinokichi and

her brother Takeharu.

Rinokichi was Tsugino’s father. He had been widowed as a compar-

atively young man. He was seventy-six at the time of Toshié’s birth, and

he no longer worked in the fields. Instead, he was put in charge of the

children of the house: Toshié and, after his return from school in the

early afternoon, Takeharu. Rinokichi was happy to carry Toshié on his

back, change her rag diapers, play games and tell her stories. Born 

in 1849, Rinokichi often talked about the extraordinary events of his

youth—the coming of the foreigners, the economic troubles, the revo-

lution and civil war that brought desperate fighting to within a few miles

of Kosugi, the fearful flood of the same year, the collapse of the loyalist

domains, and the chaotic changes of administration and laws that fol-

lowed. Rinokichi was the fourth son in a poor family, but he had at-

tended the temple school (the typical village school before the introduc-

tion of a national school system) and learned to write with a beautiful,

flowing hand. He, too, loved the old tales of love and war and would re-

tell them for Toshié again and again.

Takeharu was Toshié’s closest sibling. The five years that separated

them were enough to make him a heroic figure in his sister’s eyes. Take-

haru took his responsibilities as an elder brother very seriously. Thought-

ful and sincere, he was a model for all that his sister wanted to become.

Toshié did not know her two other siblings as well. Her eldest brother,

Rikichi, was sent out to work as a hired hand on a nearby farm shortly

after Toshié’s birth. Although he was working in Kosugi, part of his con-

tract was that he would live with the family that employed him, and they

On the Banks of the Agano 11



would feed him. Rikichi was twelve years older than Toshié, and he was

a remote figure compared to her other brother.

Toshié’s sister, Kiyomi, was sent out to work at the age of ten, as a

child minder and maid in Niigata. Her employers agreed to send her to

a local school for her final two years of compulsory education, and then

she would stay with them until she was old enough to be married. If ten

seems a cruelly young age to be sent to work, it was nevertheless the cus-

tom of the time. Toshié’s father benefited not only from the modest ad-

vance that the employment agent paid directly into his hands, but also

from having one less mouth to feed.

The house in which Toshié grew up was simple and a little decrepit,

but it was neither a hovel nor a hut. Rinokichi had built the house, much

of it with his own hands. It was built of a few supporting beams of

home-hewn wood, filled in with a good deal of bamboo twigs, mud, and

straw. From the outside, the dried mud walls presented a stucco appear-

ance, except where the mud had crumbled to reveal the uneven filling

underneath. The house was roofed with tiles made of a drab concrete

paste. Rinokichi did not have enough land to produce the straw for a

thatch roof.

The house contained seven small rooms: a concrete-floored kitchen,

two dark rooms in the back of the house used for sleeping, a formal re-

ception room known as the chanoma, and two general-purpose rooms

as well as an attic room. The rooms were partitioned by sliding doors

covered with grimy shōji paper. The floors were of plain wood, covered

in the chanoma by loose mats of straw. Although families in wealthier

villages in western Japan were already flooring their houses with tatami,

in Niigata prefecture the practice was still a luxury reserved for the land-

lord class. Against one wall of the chanoma was the family altar. Here

was the reliquary containing votives to the Sakaue ancestors. It was dom-

inated particularly by the memory of Ito, Toshié’s grandmother, who

had died of pneumonia while still in her thirties. The family sat together

for meals in the kotatsuba, a room containing a low table under which

was a charcoal brazier to warm the feet on winter evenings. In the sum-

mer months the family ate from small, individual trays.

Together with rice mixed with barley, the typical meal also included

two or three side dishes of home-grown vegetables, often pickled; soup

made from vegetables and homemade miso (a paste made from soy

beans, molded into balls and hung out to dry under the eaves)5 ; pickled

plums, also homemade; root vegetables from the garden, such as daikon

radish, boiled in soy sauce; and, at least two or three times a week, fish
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bought from the itinerant fishwives who came from the coast on bicy-

cles. After the meal, the family members poured hot water into their

dishes and drank them clean. Dishes were thoroughly washed only on

special occasions, before a feast or during the summer house-cleaning.

The quantities of both fish and vegetables were small: they were for

flavoring and to fill out the rice meal. An outsider might find it hard to

accept the sameness of every meal, and the reliance on bulk over sub-

stance. Particularly notable was the almost complete lack of oil or fat in

the diet. But with the variety provided by the various vegetables grown

by the family, it was not a bad diet. In the busy season, farmers ate an

especially large amount to keep them going through all their labors. It

was not unusual for men to eat as much as three pounds of rice in a day,

and the women also provided snacks throughout the day, such as pota-

toes, beans, and dumplings.

Most days, breakfast and dinner were cooked meals served with hot

rice, while lunch consisted of leftovers. Morning and evening, Tsugino

also made a small offering to the household shrine before the family be-

gan its meal. Once or twice a week the family ate katé-meshi, a dish con-

sisting of rice, millet, and barley cooked up with chopped radish. In the

autumn when radishes were plentiful, the dish contained more radish

than rice. Even before the radish harvest, Tsugino often made ha-gaté,

the same dish made with radish leaves instead of roots. After the har-

vest, Tsugino covered the radishes in snow and stored them so that the

family could eat them during the long winter months. She tied the leaves

in bundles and hung them out to dry, awaiting the time when the roots

were all eaten. Toshié hated this dish so much that her mother often

scooped out the white rice that had collected at the bottom (hagé-meshi)

to give to her youngest child. Only on rare occasions did the family eat

pure white rice, a dish that everyone knew as “pure boil” (ippon-ni): it

was an occasion for boasting to one’s schoolmates. Katé-meshi was uni-

versally unpopular, and the ratio of rice to radish and other undesirable

additives was a common source of friction between employers and ser-

vants, who usually had to eat katé-meshi while watching their masters

eat pure white rice. There was a bridge in Yokogoshi where dissatisfied

employees sometimes displayed the name of their employer and their

complaint about the quality of the katé-meshi. Tsugino squeezed the

sticky leftovers into balls, and hung them out under the south-facing

eaves. They could then be eaten as a quick lunch or snack any time, either

roasted or mixed with hot tea. On special occasions, Tsugino also used

some of this leftover rice to make tea-flavored dumplings (cha-dango).
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For variety, Tsugino occasionally ground wheat and barley into flour on

a mortar and pestle, using the flour for dumplings or to make noodles.

The latter was time-consuming so she only made them on rare occa-

sions. She also made kōsen, a mixture of roasted barley and sugar that

children ate with wet fingers.

In the summer months, the children gathered in the grounds of the

temple and played games such as marbles, catch, and a Japanese version

of grandmother’s footsteps. In the fall, when the gingko trees shed their

hard nuts, the children played elaborate games with the nuts. On rainy

days, Toshié and her brother played card games at home, or, when they

had any available, read magazines. Until his death in 1934, Toshié’s

grandfather Rinokichi was always at home to sit with her and tell her

stories about Japan in the olden days.

In winter, the snow fell over the village like a shroud, piling up against

the houses until it reached the eaves. During the snowiest months of Jan-

uary and February, accumulations of ten or fifteen feet were not unusual.

The snow covered the paths between the hamlets, the fallow rice fields,

and the barnyards of the farmers, so that it became next to impossible

to travel outside the village or to do outdoor agricultural work. Even the

paths within the hamlet became blocked up with knee-high snow until

the straw-shod feet of enough villagers had trampled them down. In
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winter, the farmers retreated to their work sheds, where they did main-

tenance chores for the coming year: making a supply of straw sandals,

weaving cloth for new clothes, mending tools, and weaving mats for the

inside of the house. Much of their work centered on the sheaves of rice

straw accumulated from the harvest. The straw was a valuable commod-

ity, and none of it was wasted. Toshié, her father, and her brothers used

the straw to make rope for sale for a little extra income; sitting on the

cold concrete floor, they grasped two or three strands of straw and rolled

them together, gripping the lengthening rope with the underside of their

foot for tension. In February, the villagers all turned out in wide home-

made straw snowshoes to trample down the fallen snow in the streets,

throwing soybean husks onto the snow for traction.

The snow meant months of isolation during which it was barely pos-

sible to travel outside the hamlet. But for Toshié, this was the best time

of year. As soon as her chores were done, she would race out of the

house clutching the bamboo sled that her father used for winter hauling.

Other children were already out on the levee, bundled up in thick padded

cotton jackets, their faces pink and eyes sparkling, as they ran up to the

top and sledded down. Some of the boys made skis by splitting bamboo

poles in half and clumsily skied down the levee and over the snow-clogged

lanes. Sledding, snowball fights, building snowmen, there was no end to

the games the children played until the gathering dark brought their

mothers out calling for them.

Once a week in the cold months, Toshié’s mother carried water from

the well and slowly filled the wooden tub sitting in a corner of the

concrete-floored kitchen area. Once it was full, she brought rice-straw,

dried bean-husks, and a little firewood from the stack at the side of the

workshop, and set them in the firebox attached to the side of the tub. Al-

though the firebox had a zinc flue leading out through a hole in the wall,

both firebox and flue were leaky and the kitchen soon filled up with

thick wood smoke, abetted by the smoke from the cooking stove, which

had no chimney. Eyes smarting, Tsugino watched the water slowly heat-

ing while the members of the family ate their dinner. Dinner was always

quick on bath nights. The family raced to finish their meal so that they

could enjoy a quick bath before the inevitable guests arrived. The water

was steaming hot, and the sensation of putting cold feet into the hot wa-

ter was almost unbearable. But once inside the tub, Toshié felt the pene-

trating heat warm her through and through—it was the only time that

she really felt warm in the winter months.

When Tsugino’s turn came to get in the bath, she carried the family’s
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