FOUR JAPANESE POEMS FOR PEACE

Sue Stanford

The translation of these poems was prompted my friend Hideko Na-
kamura, Melbourne based activist and founding member of Japanese for
Peace. Hideko-san felt some Japanese poetry written in response to World
War Il would make an impact on Australian audiences at peace events. It
was she who chose the poems.

Atrocity literature provokes. It oppresses us with moral problems.
Some of these call the genre itself into question. Does atrocity literature
subtly legitimize what it commemorates? Does it suggest hope where no
hope is possible? Do events with the deadliest impact on populations so
transcend subjective experience that individual expression must reduce
and betray their meaning? Do infinitely accessible, infinitely repeatable,
texts lull and corrupt? Alternatively, what damage might they do to readers
or listeners who imaginatively engage with them?

Should the voices of witnesses be allowed to fade?

The three writers represented here addressed themselves to their own
world and beyond that to a future — the contingent nature of which they
would have been more than usually attuned. Briefly, we are that future. It is
time for us to listen.

Only the first two of these four poems fall into the category of atrocity
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literature. The latter two call for peace in other ways.

1. ‘The Skies of Hiroshima’ was written in 1952 by the 23 year old Ha-
yashi Sachiko to document her personal experience of the aftermath of the
6™ August, 1945. Sachiko was not a ‘writer’ under normal circumstances.

The Skies of Hiroshima (Hayashi Sachiko)

That night | slept rough

at last | got to the place where the survivors had gathered
only Dad was there

Mum and Yuuchan were

dead...

The August sunlight
reflected off the Yahata River
and blocked Dad’s and my cries

in our throats.

The next day

Dad, with an empty candy box dangling from his hand,
me, with a hoe over my shoulder,

trudged

into the ashes of Hiroshima.

Finally there,

Hiroshima was full of the smell of burnt people.

They smelt like scorched fish.

Dad and I gingerly crossed

what was left of the ferro-concrete bridge.
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Even more corpses than the day before!
In the heat of midsummer

their bodies had swollen up

the insides protruded

spirals of intestines

making a faint noise.

Murky yellow liquid ran

from noses, from mouths, from ears
and eyes.

Ah, over there, | could see the warehouse wall,
the ruins of the home | loved.

In the well a charred kitchen knife

was floating.

At the back of the kitchen

the cauldron had fallen

with the remains of the pumpkin

we’d had on the morning of the sixth
burnt on to its sides.

Shards of teacups were scattered about.
When | tried to drive the hoe through the roof tiles
it wouldn’t go.

Dad crossed over the tiles

and started to remove them by hand.
Exhausted, his voice faint,

Dad pointed.

| threw away the hoe and dug.

In the heat of the sun we tore up

burnt tiles —
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silent —

with all our might.

Ah!

Mum’s bones.

Ah! when we grasped them tightly
white powder blew on the wind.

When Mum’s bones entered my mouth
they tasted so lonely.

An unbearable sadness enveloped us,
who had been left behind, Dad and I.
Hurrying, crying out loud,

the two of us picked up the bones.

As we put them in the candy box

they made a faint noise.

My little brother was right beside Mum.

He was not only bones

some of his insides hadn’t burnt.

They had rolled out of him.

On his insides were stuck some bits of cotton

from his bedding.

‘l want to die!’

Dad shouted out.

He held my brother’s remains and wept.

From the ruins an iron pipe stuck up

and water poured out of it like out of a fountain.

Bathed in sunlight
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it seemed to be the only remaining life.

I

catching some water

in a cracked teacup

offered it before my brother’s remains.
Dad

took some rationed hard biscuits.
I

closing my eyes tightly.

Dad

couldn’t help hearing

the two voices

as they were buried alive.

After a while
on Dad’s uninjured body

spots appeared.

Dad did not want to live
but

feeling sorry for me

who would be left behind

he forced down some food.

“I'd like some grapes.

Cucumber would do.”

On the morning of September first
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| squeezed a cucumber
added some sugar

and made some juice.

Revived, Dad
looked at me
and smiled

though his voice was full of tears.

Suddenly Dad

looked up into the empty sky
“What a wind!

A storm is coming. A storm,”
he said

and sighing deeply

just there and then

he collapsed

and stopped moving.

In less than a month
|

had become totally alone.

After the flow of tears

my body felt unfocused.

| looked at the river

flowing in front of me
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the beautiful, fair weather
blue sky

of Hiroshima
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2. ‘Call to Action’ was written by Toge Sankichi, who was within three
kilometers of ground zero when the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. Up
until that time he had been a left-leaning minor tanka and haiku poet from a
comfortably placed family. Subsequently, he joined the Japan Communist
Party. Sankichi’s best known poem, ‘Give Me Back My Father,’ is engraved
on a monument dedicated to him in Hiroshima Peace Park. Before he died
Sankichi published a collection of poetry documenting the experience of the
bombing, the suffering of the victims, and experiences of the peace move-
ment, including brutal attempts by the Occupation to suppress peace rallies
in Hiroshima during the Korean War.

Call to Action (Toge Sankichi)

Even now it's not too late.
It's not too late for you to rouse the power within you.

If you shed ceaseless tears
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from the wound to your heart

received when the incandescent flash of that day hit your retina;
if even now from that split

the bloody pus that curses war steadily pours,

giving you the body odour of Hiroshima;

if, as the flames pressed closer,

you have thrust both hands from under the house

and still could not save the little sister who lay writhing in pain;
if, without even scorched shreds of clothes to cover your genitals,
your raw arms hanging over your breasts,

you have staggered on legs naked and swollen with burns,
across a blinding desert of rubble

on a journey for which nothing can comfort you

still the real you can

stretch out those grotesque arms

to the many similar arms

and, if it seems like that flash might fall again,
hold up the accursed sun

even now it's not too late

you can block with your back, branded with death,
the tear ducts of the compassionate

who are sick of war, but stand immobilised;

you can grasp resolutely

those timid dangling hands

in your raw palms.

Yes

even now it is not too late.
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3. Trained as a pharmacist, Ibraragi Noriko witnessed the fire bombing
of Tokyo. After the war, she made a name for herself as a poet, award-
winning playwright and writer of children’s stories. Two of her poems are
presented here, and the second, ‘June,’ gives some insight into the dreams
and hopes for the future still held by Japanese on the left in the post-war
era.

When | was at my Prettiest (Ibraragi Noriko)

When | was at my prettiest

the houses were noisily collapsing,
and from a dreadful place

| saw the blue sky and stuff.

When | was at my prettiest

lots of people died around me

in factories, out at sea, on nameless islands
and | lost out on my chance to be fashionable.

When | was at my prettiest

no one kindly brought me presents.

The boys knew only how to salute.

Leaving nothing but their lovely glances behind they all rushed
off.

When | was at my prettiest

my head was empty.

My heart was hard.

Only my arms and legs shone like chestnuts.

When | was at my prettiest

my country lost the war.

Can you believe such a stupid thing happened?

With the sleeves of my blouse rolled up | plodded round the
mean little town.
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When | was at my prettiest

jazz overflowed the radio,

and dizzy as when | broke the no smoking rule
| drank in the sweet music of another country.

When | was at my prettiest
| was very unhappy.

| was totally inconsistent.

| was awfully lonely.

So | decided to try and live a long life,
like that French artist Rousseau,
who, in his old age, painted pictures that were truly beautiful.
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4. June (Ibaragi Noriko)

Isn’t there somewhere a beautiful village

where, when day’s work is over, there’s a measure of rye wine,
where the hoes are left standing, the bamboo baskets left lying,
as both men and women down a generous cup?

Isn’t there somewhere a beautiful town,

where edible fruit hangs down from the street trees
right into the distance; and the violet of twilight

is full of the friendly uproar of youngsters?

Isn’t there somewhere the beautiful strength
of people living together in the same era,

a warmth and an irony and even an anger,
that can be a creative force in the world?
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Post Script

Those interested in a sophisticated discussion of the dilemmas of
Japanese atrocity literature and/or a survey of the key works that came out
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki should read J. W. Treat (1995) Writing Ground
Zero: Japanese Literature and the Atomic Bomb (Chicago & London, The
University of Chicago Press). More (and different translations) of Ibaragi
Noriko’s poems can be found in Ibaragi Noriko (1992) When | was at my
most beautiful: and other poems 1953-1982, translated by Peter Robinson
and Fumiko Horikawa (Cambridge, Skate).

It may be of interest that the director Kuroki Kazuo recently made a
film Chichi to Kuraseba (2004) exploring the question of survivor guilt, the
desire to forget and the importance of documenting the experience of the
bombing of Hiroshima. This film, like the books mentioned above, is avail-
able from the Matheson Library.
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