“R. H. Blyth is for me a hero of literature. His books altered the
world I could know, both in poems and through them.”

—JANE HIRSHFIELD, author of Ledger and The Heart of Hatku
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ADDITIONAL PRAISE

“In high school, R. H. Blyth’s four-volume Haiku was the first book on
Japan | read. Together with his books on senryG and his
translation/commentary on Mumonkan, | have continually reread
them for inspiration and pleasure and relied on them as valuable
references. | knew little about the man himself—nobody did in those
days. Fortunately, Poetry and Zen finally fleshes out the life of this
eccentric scholar. The book also provides the background for the
remarkable internationalization of Zen in the second half of the
twentieth century. On all fronts, Poetry and Zen is an enjoyable
read.”

—John Stevens, translator of The Art of Peace

“Blyth’s previously unpublished writings are reason enough to
purchase this book. A second reason its quality of the writing. One
aspect that Blyth found vital in haiku and senryd is humor, which he
called ‘the dance of life.” His essays back up this claim, making
reading them a pleasure. Along the way, Blyth compares haiku to
senryd, to mysticism, to Zen, to Western literature, to Christian texts,
to Buddhism, and to Western humor, to name a few. He also writes
about Suzuki and Aitken, bringing new light to their notable Zen lives
and teachings. For anyone who has not read Blyth, a treat awaits
you. And for those who have, there is much more still to enjoy.”
—Stephen Addiss, author of The Art of Zen
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

MOST OF THE MATERIAL IN THIS BOOK WAS ORIGINALLY ASSEMBLED
over fifty years ago when | was compiling a volume of R. H. Blyth’s
miscellaneous writings—articles and essays that had appeared in
magazines and journals, book reviews, introductions written for
student textbooks—for his publisher Hokuseido Press in Tokyo. |
was working with Nakatsuchi Jumpei, president of Hokuseido Press,
contemplating something along the lines of D. H. Lawrence’s
Phoenix (1936), although | wanted it to include a selection of letters
as well. In the course of the project, | made the acquaintance of two
of Blyth’s closest friends, his cousin Dora Lord (Dora Orr after her
marriage in the 1950s) and Robert Aitken. They both readily agreed
to help, kindly providing encouragement and numerous insights into
Blyth’s personal life and copies of the letters they had received from
him. Dora even included a group of letters to Blyth’s parents that his
mother, Hetty, had entrusted to her. The letters to Dora were of
special importance since they provided virtually the only record of
Blyth and his daily life during the prewar period (1929-1940) when
he was teaching in Korea, a period that has hitherto been virtually a
blank.

When | began the project in the late 1960s, his books—almost all
of them published by Hokuseido Press—had very poor distribution in
the West. Blyth himself was perfectly happy with that arrangement.
In a letter to Nakatsuchi Jumpei, Blyth wrote that having him as a
publisher “was one of the (few) luckiest things in my life.... | don’t
want to make any money. | only want to write books and eat. To write
excellent books is my greatest pleasure. The second is to have you



as my publisher.” He often stated that one good reader was enough
for him.

Nonetheless, one of my aims in compiling the original miscellany
was to make Blyth better known overseas, in America and
continental Europe. It seemed to me that the best way to draw
attention to the book would be to induce one of his well-known
admirers in the American artistic community to contribute a foreword.
| knew from Blyth'’s letters that he had corresponded with the novelist
J. D. Salinger, so | wrote Salinger, told him about the proposed book,
and asked if he would consider writing an introduction.

| felt fairly sure that Salinger had never written such a foreword
before and had no great hopes of even receiving an answer. But
answer he did, quite promptly, and in a kind, warmhearted manner. “I|
can’t tell you what his books have meant to me,” he wrote. “The idea
of a miscellany interests me very much...For a first posthumous
book...it seems to me right to show Blyth first, away from his beloved
haiku, at his miscellaneous best.” His readiness to agree to write the
foreword was, of course, extremely encouraging, but, as the Chinese
say, “Many things have good beginnings; few reach a successful
end.”

It was over a year later, August 1968, when Salinger’s next letter
arrived. He apologized for failing to write earlier, saying that the past
year had been “an unquiet one” for him: “I'm very sorry. Blyth surely
deserves something or someone better and zennier.” But as he also
said in ending the letter that he would “no doubt be pulling [himself]
together within the year,” and | was as convinced as ever that he
was the right person for the job. | decided to wait a bit longer and
give things a chance to work themselves out.

There was, however, no word for another year or more. By this
time, though still harboring hopes for an introduction, | began to get
caught up in other priorities, teaching and translating. The project fell
by the wayside, and | had no further contact with Salinger for more
than twenty years.



Although | had packed the material away, the idea of the
miscellany was never completely out of mind. | mulled over one
other piece of advice Salinger had given, against including Blyth’s
letters in the book. He objected as a matter of principle to publishing
a writer’s letters unless the writer himself had authorized it. Later, in
the 1990s, when | got to know him personally, he was even more
adamant on this point, perhaps as a result of the widely reported
troubles he had recently gone through concerning the publication of
his own letters. In any case, there was no reason to press the point
any further, and that is how the matter ended.

The boxes were still on a back shelf in 2011, forty years later,
when | was invited to give lectures on the Suzuki-Blyth relationship
at a memorial library dedicated to Blyth’s mentor Daisetz Suzuki. |
brought the boxes out and combed through the material once again,
thinking it would jog my memory. In reading through the letters, it
didn’t take long for me to see, with much greater clarity than before,
the importance of getting them published, if only for the valuable
firsthand information they contained about the role Blyth played in
the immediate postwar period, when the Imperial system, the
Japanese government, and society itself were undergoing drastic
and fundamental change.

Today, Blyth’s books are mostly out of print and hard to come by.
If he is remembered at all, it is probably as the “father” of the
international haiku movement. It is my hope that this miscellany,
though long overdue, will help to spur new interest in Blyth, perhaps
inspiring a new generation of readers to turn to his major works and
be afforded their first glimpse of the storehouse of treasures that
Blyth opened for readers of my generation.

The number of works on haiku, both translations and
commentary, has of course grown enormously in the fifty-odd years
since Blyth’s books appeared, but | believe that many of today’s
readers would agree that his marvelous translations, and his
enlightening comments on them, remain unsurpassed. His



translations of classical Zen texts may in some cases have been
superseded—that is only to be expected, given the great advances
in scholarship that have taken place. As for “Blyth’s Zen,” whatever it
may be, and it is certainly not of the orthodox variety—not Beat, nor
Square, nor garden variety either, far from it—I would still contend
that so far no one has spoken or written so freely and eloquently
about “Zen” in English as R. H. Blyth has.

| would like to thank lan Hamilton for his assistance, sound
counsel, and word processing sKkills that have been invaluable in the
preparation of this volume. | apologize for failing to thank or even
worse (alas) to remember all the many friends who have kindly and
generously responded over the half-century that has elapsed since
this work first began to an endless variety of questions about correct
dates and clarification of other points of fact. But | am deeply grateful
to them.



INTRODUCTION

THIS VOLUME CONTAINS A SELECTION OF THE LETTERS, UNCOLLECTED
articles and reviews, and posthumous papers of Reginald Horace
Blyth (1898-1964), a man whose books on Zen, Japanese culture,
and the Japanese verse forms of haiku and senryd (the satirical
cousin of haiku) captured the imagination of a great many readers in
the English-speaking world in the decades following World War II.
His inimitable style and illuminating wit struck a particularly sensitive
chord in the artistic community, providing inspiration to many poets,
writers, and artists and playing a significant role in kindling Western
interest in Zen and haiku. Blyth's penetrating insights on these and
related topics in a series of over a dozen major works published
between 1942 and 1970 helped lay the foundation for the
remarkable expansion of Zen in the West and the global
popularization of haiku as an international verse form, which took
place after his death.

Blyth, who expressed reservations about composing haiku in
English, also wrote that “haiku should be the chief subject in primary
and secondary schools in every country in the world...but it should
be prohibited in the universities.”[1] He could hardly have imagined
how prescient this tongue-in-cheek comment would turn out to be. A
decade or two after his death, haiku would appear in school
curriculums around the world and become an influential part of world
culture. His translations and writings on haiku and senrylG were so
seminal to the global spread of these verse forms that without Blyth,
it seems unlikely it would have happened and certain it would not
have happened as it did.



| first discovered Blyth’'s works over sixty years ago. A friend
showed me a copy of Zen in English Literature and Oriental
Classics. “I think you might like this,” he said. | did indeed, so much
so that | was moved for the first and only time in my life to sit down
and write the author. | received a beautiful handwritten letter from
Blyth in return, thanking me for my comments and saying that he
would send me any of his other books | didn’t have. This led to a
brief correspondence and eventually to my decision to go to Japan to
meet him. He died shortly before | was able to make the trip, but |
went anyway. A trip that pretty much decided the future course of my
life.

Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, his first and
perhaps still most influential book, was published in Tokyo in 1942, a
few months after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Although Blyth was
interned for the duration of the war as an enemy alien, as soon as
hostilities ended, he moved to Tokyo and busily set to work finishing
up further volumes on his chosen subjects, publishing superb
translations of Japanese haiku and senryd accompanied by inspired
commentary that revealed, as no one before him had done, their
significance as poetry and their intimate kinship with religion and the
larger scheme of life and art. He was at the same time writing books
on another of his favorite themes: humor—Japanese and Asian
humor, humor in English literature, world humor. From then on until
his death, he never ceased writing assiduously, publishing the series
Zen and Zen Classics (1960-1970) dealing with traditional Zen
history and the classic texts of China and Japan, though two of the
originally proposed five volumes appeared posthumously.

These achievements, | don'’t think it is too much to say, opened
Western eyes for the first time to the inherent character and spirit of
Japanese poetry and culture. It should perhaps be added in passing
that the essential message of one of Blyth’s central themes—the
oneness of Zen with the artistic and social genius of traditional
Japanese arts—was in no way inconsistent with what a long line of



distinguished Zen figures and artists in the Far East had been
transmitting for more than a thousand years.

Blyth expressed his thoughts on Zen, Japanese poetry, English
literature, humor and culture East and West, and other subjects
simply and directly in what he called his “neutral style,” infusing the
pages of his works with great wit and humor, apt aphorisms, and
quotations that enchant the reader. In the end, what makes Blyth’s
works such a constant delight is not just his marvelously sensitive
translations of haiku and senrylG and the deep and inimitable
reflections on life, poetry, and human character, but the presence of
Blyth himself, shining radiantly through all his writings.

While assuming a heavy teaching load in the immediate postwar
years, writing books that would reveal the unknown riches of
Japanese culture to Westerners and attempting at the same time in
his public lectures and writings to point out to the defeated and
demoralized Japanese themselves what he called their “true
nonmilitary glory,” he was also actively engaged in momentous
(nonliterary) extracurricular activities for his adopted country as an
unofficial liaison between General MacArthur’'s GHQ, the Imperial
Household Agency, and high officials in the Japanese government
such as Yoshida Shigeru.



Blyth, circa 1960.

He is, for example, credited with suggesting and even drafting
Emperor Hirohito’s ningen sengen, the famous speech he delivered
after the war to renounce his “divinity.” Another notable policy shift,
the decision made by the emperor to “go out among the people”—
that is, make trips throughout the country as an ordinary person—
also seems to have been suggested by Blyth. Prior to this decision,
Blyth had presented the emperor with a book of photographs, The
British Royal Family in Wartime, showing King George VI's wartime
visits to comfort and encourage his subjects. Nor was that the extent
of Blyth’s influence on the Imperial Household. Beginning in 1946
and continuing until his death eighteen years later, he served as
personal tutor to Crown Prince Akihito.



BLYTH'S INFLUENCE

| will return to his liaison role in the biographical sketch that follows.
First, | believe it may be helpful in introducing Blyth to a new
generation of readers to present, by way of background, some of the
assessments admiring contemporaries made of his life and work,
prefacing them with this thumbnail sketch that Blyth wrote, at the age
of sixty, for the foreword to Japanese Life and Character in Senryu:

When | look back at my one and only life | find that | was led by my inner
destiny to pass through certain phases, which however were not mutually
exclusive, and indeed have all persisted strongly to the present time. |
began with an inborn animism, the original of all Wordsworth’s poetry, and
then passed rather naturally to vegetarianism, which was or should have
been one of the bases of Buddhism. By a fortunate chance | then came
across haiku, or to speak more exactly Haiku no Michi, the Way of Haiku,
which is the purely poetical (non-emotional, non-intellectual, non-moral,
non-aesthetic) life in relation to nature. Next, the biggest bit of luck of all,
Zen, through the books of Suzuki Daisetz. Zen is what we hear in the
music of Bach, which tells us that all things, including pain and death, that
is, annihilation, come from the loving hands of God. Last but not least
there appeared senryi, which might well be dignified by the term Senryu
no Michi, the Way of Senryq, for it is an understanding of all things by
laughing or smiling at them, and this means forgiving all things, ourselves
and God included. It is strange that animism, vegetarianism, haiku, Zen
and senryt should blend so easily and comfortably, and there seems to be

something oddly right too about their chronological order.[2]

Blyth’s discovery of Suzuki was a defining event in his life. Suzuki
had published a series of books in English in the decades leading up
to World War Il in an attempt to introduce Zen and Mahayana
Buddhist teachings to Western audiences. Although at the time their
distribution was limited, when they were republished after the war,
they, and the works of his student, collaborator, and friend Blyth,
played an important role in awakening the remarkable interest in Zen
Buddhism that emerged during that period.



Blyth’s great esteem for Suzuki’s writings is conveyed throughout
his works. Although he dedicated his first book, Zen in English
Literature and Oriental Classics, to his Zen teacher Kayama Taigi
(also given as Daigi) Roshi and his four-volume Haiku to Prime
Minister Yoshida Shigeru, who had financed its publication, his other
books all bore tributes to Suzuki:

Dedicated (as all my books should have been) to Daisetz Suzuki.

Dedicated to Daisetz Suzuki who taught me that | knew.

Dedicated as all my books shall be to Daisetz Suzuki, who taught me all
that | don’t know.

Dedicated to Daisetz Suzuki, the only one who can write about Zen
without making me loathe it.

Dedicated to Daisetz Suzuki, who taught me not to teach.

Dedicated to Daisetz Suzuki, the greatest Japanese of this century.

Dedicated to Daisetz Suzuki, who can read what | can’t write.

Suzuki was in his sixties at the time of Blyth’s first visit. He was not a
man who was easily impressed, but he seemed to form a genuine
and deep regard for Blyth and his work. In a note inscribed in a
daybook that has recently been published in his Complete Works,
Suzuki states,

Blyth San is a rare person. A great man.... Since he is a poet, one who
has had the benefit of Zen training, we might regard him as a latter-day
Koizumi Yakumo [Lafcadio Hearn].[2]

He expanded on this in an obituary of Blyth in the Eastern Buddhist:

With the death of Dr. Reginald Horace Blyth on October 28, 1964, the
world lost one of the most eminent exponents of Japanese culture.... His
studies on haiku and the Japanese sense of humor as well as Zen were
unique contributions towards East-West understanding.... Zen and Zen
Classics were to have been in eight volumes and promised to be the most
complete work on Zen so far to be presented to the English-speaking
public.... It is regrettable, indeed, that only three volumes could see the



light while he lived. Perhaps to those of us who knew him, he was first and
foremost a poet with a wonderfully keen and sensitive perception. 4]

The American novelist J. D. Salinger did not know Blyth personally.
They never actually met, but | believe he grasped the essence of the
man as surely as Suzuki did. Falling under Blyth’s spell in the 1950s
after discovering Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics and
the four-volume Haiku, Salinger sent Blyth a letter of appreciation
along with a gift of his recently published Catcher in the Rye. This
led to a correspondence that continued sporadically into the early
1960s. When | wrote to Salinger in the mid-sixties informing him of
Blyth’'s death, he replied,

The news of Dr. Blyth’'s death hadn’t reached me.... | used to send him
hellos through the mail, and he was always kind enough to respond, but |
never had the pleasure and honor of actually meeting him. It's very sad to
lose him. An irreplaceable writer, understander, person. | can’t tell you
what his books have meant to me. | think he was a great artist. Possibly
only Basho and Issa and Buson and Shiki would know how fine and great
an artist he was, in his unique way.

Other prominent writers were equally enthusiastic. Aldous Huxley, a
close contemporary of Blyth, named one of Blyth’s works as the
book he would take to the proverbial desert island. Blyth’s writings
came as a revelation to Lawrence Durrell, who learned of them from
his friend Henry Miller, another ardent Blyth admirer, and became a
devotee: “Suzuki's works on Zen, Paracelsus, Boehme, Meister
Eckhart—and, finally, R. H. Blyth, bless the name.”[2]

The composer John Cage was a great admirer of Blyth’s works.
E. E. Cummings, Richard Wright, Gary Snyder, Jack Kerouac, Allen
Ginsberg and other Beat Generation writers, Alan Watts, and the
critic Donald Richie were all deeply in Blyth’s debt. Many of them
have left glowing tributes to his work. Of Blyth’'s book on senryd,
Richie wrote, “Dr. Blyth has translated hundreds of them [senryu
verses] in a manner it would underestimate to call brilliant.”[€]



During a 1976 class at Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado,
Allen Ginsberg expatiated on the importance of Blyth’'s four-volume
anthology of haiku:

He [Ginsberg] stressed to his class how fundamental those texts had been
for the young poets [Snyder, Whalen, himself]l—a bible, an encyclopedia, a
primer in direct perception and use of concrete details, as well as in the
mind that was still enough to catch these and the hand that was confident

enough to set them down on paper.”!

It soon became apparent that his students knew nothing of Blyth
or his work, however, so in a somewhat exasperated response,
Ginsberg went through the whole thing a second time:

This time he told how the volumes were divided one per season, how the
texts were bilingual [etc.]...He extemporized a rather passionate
advertisement of Blythe [sic], linking him to the previous eighty years of
American poetry, from the Imagists down to the Beats. Ginsberg then
recounted how he and his shackmates [Kerouac, Snyder, Whalen] had
treasured the books, shared them, pored over them, incorporated them
into a kind of internal mutual vocabulary, eventually writing haikus of their
own.

The English poet Edmund Blunden, who became friends with
Blyth while teaching in Japan, felt impelled on rereading Blyth's first
book to send him a postcard: “My dear Blyth. | do not think | shall
ever cease to wonder with delight at this marvelously perceptive
writing Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics.” Christmas
Humphreys, the founder of the London Buddhist Society, who met
Blyth after the war when he was serving as a prosecutor in the war
crimes trials in Tokyo, wrote after hearing of Blyth’s death, “I found
him the most utterly ‘Zen man’ | have ever met in a Western body.”
The well-known ethnomycologist Gordon Wasson, an avid reader of
Blyth’s haiku books, corresponded with him in final years; he no
doubt spoke for many others when he wrote to Blyth, “You, and you



alone, have succeeded in making the West grasp the spirit of the
haiku.”

Film critic Donald Richie felicitously conveyed his enthusiasm for
Blyth’s books in reviewing them for the Japan Times and other
English-language newspapers. He commented on the senryud books
that “to read his books is to learn and to learn is to live; to own all Dr.
Blyth’s senryt books is to hold a world in your hands.”[8] He went on,

Unlike most scholars, he has succumbed to none of the occupational
disease of that profession, unlike most dilettantes he has produced a most
impressive body of absolutely first-rate work. To know the book is to know
the man: completely learned yet completely enthusiastic; a complete
sense of humor coupled with a complete subtlety when dealing with subtle
matters; and completely eccentric in that precious way now fast
disappearing wherein a man dares to be himself.

And again

Reginald Blyth remains the single writer to successfully weld the
aesthetics of the two island nations—Great Britain and Japan. In his four
volumes of haiku translations and commentary (1949-50), his two-volume
haiku history (1964), and his three books on senryu, he gave the West its
first full explication of these poetic forms. And in his volumes of cultural
comparison, Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, Buddhist
Sermons on Christian Texts, and his five-volume Zen and Zen Classics, he
gave a wealth of parallels that defined religion and poetry, East and West,
as alike and equal.

The artist and writer Frederick Franck was another admirer
convinced of the importance of Blyth’s works, writing in his
introduction to an edition of Blyth’s Zen and Zen Classics:

To my mind, R. H. Blyth is destined to become the indispensable
interpreter of, and initiator into, Zen for the Western mind. His writings...
seem to me the catalyst needed for a profound integration of Eastern and
Western spirituality...as far as | am concerned, Blyth’s openness, sanity,
faith and fearlessness, his inimitable style, remain a constant delight even



if it sometimes becomes appropriately uncomfortable...| owe him
unbounded gratitude.[9]

BLYTH'S LIFE

Reginald Horace Blyth was born December 3, 1898, the only child of
Horace Blyth and Henrietta (Hetty) Blyth (formerly Williams). His
birth certificate records the place of birth as 93 Trumpington Road,
Cann Hall, Leyton, a city located in the county of Essex northeast of
London. His father was employed as a ticket collector for the Great
Eastern Railway; the birth certificate gives his occupation as railway
clerk. The family soon moved to nearby liford, where at the age of
five, Blyth was enrolled in the Cleveland Road School. He was
raised in circumstances that somehow recall the childhood and early
life of his near contemporary D. H. Lawrence.

Young Blyth with harmonica.



Margaret Rawlinson, a neighbor and close friend of Hetty Blyth
who took care of her for many years, described Hetty in a letter to
me as “a very unusual person, completely unconventional, like her
son.” She also wrote, I think they must have been very close to
each other—both mentally and emotionally.... Mrs. Blyth’s husband
was a gentle, retiring man.” Mrs. Rawlinson reported that when Hetty
learned of her son’s death, she burnt all the letters he had sent her.
She added that in the ones Hetty had shown her, Reggie didn’t say
much at all about his life in Japan.

Other glimpses of these early years appear in scattered remarks
in Blyth’s writings and the testimony of his first cousin and close
friend Dora Lord, the recipient of many of the letters in this book. She
stayed with the Blyth family for some time in her youth when Blyth
was attending London University (1919-23). She married in 1952,
and it was with Mrs. Robert Orr, then living in Canterbury, that |
corresponded in the 1960s. She wrote me that Blyth was an
inattentive student in his grammar school days, and it was only after
entering high school that his great thirst for knowledge, which
remained with him to the end, emerged. She also said, “He was a
brilliant pupil at school, but not a rebel.” At the age of thirteen he
entered lliford’s County High School for Boys for five years of
secondary education.



Hetty Blyth, circa 1950s.

Blyth recalled earning pocket money by running along the station
platform where his father worked, hawking chocolate to train
passengers. He further reminisced about his schoolboy years in a
sketch he wrote for a Japanese university newspaper:

In the primary school | was always at the bottom of the class. This was
partly because | was completely unable to do any kind of sums; even now
| cannot add up a row of figures without making a mistake. Partly it was
because | found nothing interesting in what the teacher was saying. The
only good thing about school was the ending of the day’s lessons.

However | was always a very “good” boy. | sat up straight, looked at the
teacher’s face all the time—but never listened to anything he said. When
he found this out, he became very angry with me; | suppose he felt
insulted.

| should mention here that my mother and father never said anything to
me about being at the bottom of the class. This was very wise and kind of
them....



When | went to the secondary school, | began to find certain subjects
interesting, English literature, and French, and a few things in geometry....
| now worked very hard, and strangely enough the chief reason for this
was to please my parents, who would never have reproached me for poor
marks. (From “ ‘Bloodknot’ Was Very Fond of Teasing Boys,” on this page)

Dora Lord at twenty-one, 1919. Photo courtesy of Takeda Yuiji.

From 1914 or 1915 to 1916, while still a student at County High
School, Blyth taught French, Spanish, and English at Highbury Park
School, a preparatory school in the Islington district of north-central
London. He also taught at the Cleveland Road School. “I recall him
saying that he was only one lesson ahead of the pupils,” recalled
Dora, “mugging up from lesson to lesson” (in a letter to Oka Kuniomi,
one of Blyth’s students at the Preparatory School in Keijo).l10] It was
during these years, if not earlier, that he was teaching himself to play



a variety of musical instruments and to read German, Russian, and
other European languages.

Blyth at seventeen.

He engaged in sports, in particular football (soccer in the United
States). Japanese friends told of Blyth showing them purplish marks
on his lower legs, claiming they were the result of having been
kicked in the shins so often as a young boy. His continuing keen
interest in the sport is seen in a letter he wrote Dora from Korea,
apparently dating from the early 1930s, in which he mentions tuning
in to the BBC overseas late-night service to hear the English football
scores.

By 1916, when Blyth graduated from secondary school in his
eighteenth year, the war in Europe had reached a stalemate. The
British government, faced with massive casualties on the battlefield,



was forced to introduce conscription for the first time in its history.
Under the Military Service Act of January 1916, all single men
between the ages of eighteen and forty-one were eligible to be called
up.

Blyth acted by registering as a conscientious objector before
receiving his induction notice. He refused to contribute to the war
effort in any way, even in a noncombatant role. He did so, he said,
“‘not because of any fear of death, but because of a horror at the
thought of having to kill another human being.” As a result, he was
incarcerated at Wormwood Scrubs Prison in London, doing heavy
labor, and later at Dartmoor Prison in Princetown, Devon, where he
worked at the prison’s Work Centre for the duration of the war.
Although he rarely referred to these years either to friends or in his
writings, it is likely that he was subjected to harsh treatment from
prison guards. Dora Orr wrote in a letter to me, “Feeling ran very
high in this country in the war against men who refused to fight...in
fact there was a threat at one point by the government to have them
shot. This would have made no difference to R. H. B., so strong was
his conviction.”

It was during his incarceration that Blyth realized—in addition to
being a pacifist and teetotaler—he was a vegetarian as well:

When | was eighteen years old, one day a man [a fellow inmate] said to
me, “Do you eat meat?” “Yes, of course,” | replied. “Don’t you know that
you can live quite healthily without having animals killed for you to eat?” he
asked. “Why, yes, | suppose so...” | mumbled—and from that day to this |
have never eaten any meat or fish. It is quite clear from this anecdote that
| was a vegetarian before the man asked me these two simple questions,
that | was a born vegetarian, or to express it in the language of Zen, in a
transcendental way, | was a vegetarian before | was born, beyond time.
(“Buddhism and Haiku,” on this page)

He took to vegetarianism, he said, “like a duck takes to water’—the
idea being that a duck is from the first a water bird. He explained his
decision in this way: “The universe tells us to eat and/or be eaten, to



kill and/or be killed. Also it tells me to cause no pain or death while |
am alive...between my two deaths, that of birth and that of
annihilation. Being sufficiently greedy of life, | make a compromise
and kill only things that don’t run away from me, like cabbages and
cocoanuts, onions and eggs.” And, “My love of animals is like
Wordsworth’s love of mountains, Bashd’s love of the moon and
cherry blossoms, but above all like Christ's love for men, for it
embraces without effort or self-consciousness the most snaggle-
toothed dogs, slit-eared cats, snakes, lice and bedbugs, stopping
short unfortunately at the intestinal worms.”[11] His love of animals
was all-inclusive. He would startle companions by stealing a kiss
from a llama on trips to the zoo or by taking large, hairy spiders in
the palm of his hand and petting them.

Following his release from Dartmoor Prison in 1919, he taught for
six months at Cleveland Road Primary School and then enrolled at
University College, London University. He majored in English
literature and continued his study of classical and modern
languages. At this time, his favorite poet was Matthew Arnold,
‘whose Anglo-Saxon gloom, combined with the Celtic sadness,
spoke to [my] condition in many of his lines,”[12] although this
fondness for Arnold, he would later often say, came about only
because he had not been taught how to read Wordsworth properly.

At London University, Blyth was fortunate in having as a teacher
the brilliant Scottish literary scholar and essayist William Paton Ker
(1855—-1923). In the one-page preface to A Chronological Anthology
of Nature in English Literature, Blyth expressed his gratitude to Ker
as someone “unique in the strength and depth of his self-immersion
in literature.”[13] J. R. R. Tolkien and W. H. Auden were also admirers
of Professor Ker. Auden described his discovery of Ker’s writings as
a turning point in his career: “No other critic whom | have
subsequently read could have granted me the same vision of a kind
of literary All Souls Night in which the dead, the living and the unborn



writers of every age and tongue were seen as engaged upon a
common, noble and civilizing task.”[14]

In 1923, at the age of twenty-five, Blyth graduated from London
University with a Bachelor of Arts with First Class Honors. In a letter
to Oka Kuniomi, Dora Orr wrote, “| believe he wanted to get a job in
India, but there was nothing suitable, so he took the appointment to
Seoul University.”[15]

In his final years at London University, he became friends with
Fujii Akio, a young Japanese scholar who was in London on a two-
year government scholarship to study English literature and
language. A graduate of Tokyo Imperial University, Fujii was a pupil
of Saitd Takeshi (1887-1982), a Japanese scholar who would later
aid Blyth’s teaching career in Japan.

Fujii was scheduled to take up a teaching position on his return to
Japan in the English department of Keijo Teikoku Daigaku, a new
imperial university being established in Keijo in Chdsen (Korea), then
a colony of Japan (Keijo is the Japanese reading for Gyeongseong,
the old name for the city of Seoul). Fujii had been charged with the
task of finding an Englishman to teach at the new university during
his stay in London and decided to ask Blyth. The following exchange
was recounted many years later by Fuijii’'s wife, Motoko. It is said to
have taken place at a vegetarian restaurant in London:

One day, my husband broached the matter, asking Blyth, “Would you like
to come to Japan and teach at Keijo University?” “Why not?” Blyth

immediately replied. “Let’s go.”[16]

It is not known just how much Blyth knew about Japan at this
time. He once remarked that his fascination with Japan began when
he saw the wonderful maki-e (Japanese lacquerware decorated with
gold and silver brush-work) collection at the Victoria and Albert
Museum. He felt drawn, he said, to a country that could produce
such marvelously beautiful objects.



In 1924, in preparation for his new position, Blyth acquired a
teaching certificate from the London Day Training College. That
same year he married Anna (Annie) Bercovitch, an Englishwoman of
Jewish heritage who had studied philosophy at London University.
Anna graduated with honors in 1924 and, like Blyth, took a teaching
certificate from the London Day Training College. Beyond that, and
the references Blyth makes to her in his letters, not much is known of
her. Shinki Masanosuke, Blyth’s friend in Keijo and colleague at the
Peers School after the Second World War, described her as being
small, with Eastern European or Middle Eastern features. According
to the chronology of Blyth’s life that Shinki compiled in 1984 (Kaisé
no Buraisu), the couple left England in July 1924 by ship, proceeding
by way of the Suez Canal, India, and Singapore. Fujii Akio and his
wife had already returned to Japan and were on hand to welcome
them at the port of Kobe. Unfortunately, Mrs. Fujii’s recollections of
their subsequent travels omit any further reference to Anna:

On our way to Keijo, we stopped for one day in Kyoto. The next day we
continued on to Hiroshima, where we showed him around Miyajima
(Itsukushima) Shrine. You can imagine how delighted Blyth San was to
find himself surrounded by the herds of sacred deer. We gave quite some
thought to the Japanese food our vegetarian friend might like and ended
up offering him vegetarian sushi—Inari and kanpyo-maki—with
unseasoned rice. We were relieved to see him eat the sushi with great
gusto. My husband later introduced Blyth San to a sushi restaurant in
Keijo. Blyth and the owner of the restaurant took to each other

immediately and from then on, | believe, he ate there almost daily.[17]

The two couples arrived in Keijo in September 1924, and Blyth
soon began teaching at the Preparatory School of the soon-to-be-
opened Keijo University. According to Shinki’'s account in Kaisé no
Buraisu, Blyth started lecturing in the department of English
Language and Literature at Keijo Imperial University when that
faculty was launched in 1926. Four years later, in 1930, he also
began teaching classes at the Commercial School of the Fourth



Higher School of Keijo, a professional school that offered a three-
year program.

As a foreign lecturer at Keijo University, hand-picked and invited
by the Japanese government, he received a very generous salary,
amounting to more than twice that of the president of the university.
Reg and Anna built a two-story Japanese-style house on a hill on the
opposite side of the railroad tracks from the school, living on tatami
mats. According to Oka Kuniomi, the hill continued to be known as
“Blyth’s Hill” even after he departed in 1937.[18]

The letters and reminiscences of friends and associates provide
glimpses into Blyth’s private life during his years in Keijo. We know,
for example, that his house was always filled with a variety of dogs
and cats, the garden and yard with other animals, including horses
and goats. Music was, as always, central to his life. He played alone
but also enjoyed performing chamber music—Mozart was a favorite
—with others, holding musical evenings at his home and
occasionally organizing public recitals in the school auditorium as
well. He frequently had difficulty in locating performers to take part,
so he was always keenly on the lookout for anyone he thought could
be taught to play an instrument and enlisted in his musical
endeavors, including those who lacked any knowledge whatever of
Western music.

His own early letters are filled with references to a variety of
classical composers. He assembled what he later referred to as “an
enormous library of classical orchestral and chamber music.” But
from the late 1930s on, the single-minded devotion to the music of
Bach that we see throughout his postwar writings becomes
increasingly evident, as Dora Orr explained in one of her letters to
me:

He had this great feeling for music especially for that of Bach; life would
have been almost nothing for him without Bach, in the days when | was
closest to him.... He taught himself to play the piano, organ, flute, clarinet,
oboe, viola, violin, and cello.... His musical intuition was so strong that he



could pick up any instrument and play it, having, of course, knowledge of
the construction of the thing and what you did to make it speak, so to say.



Blyth teaching, 1950s.



In two letters to me (in late 1962), Blyth wrote,

| play the organ (I have six) every day, Bach only, or pre-Bach, and almost
all the other instruments except the bassoon and the French horn. The
most difficult is the recorder.

There is no music but the music of Bach. All the rest, even that of Mozart,
cannot wring a tear from me.

Blyth restored several pipe organs and even seems to have built
one using reclaimed organ parts. He bought and repaired old violins
and cellos, gave them to students, and then helped them learn to
play the instruments. When they gained sufficient proficiency, he
would recruit them to perform chamber music with him. Violins went
to cooks and housemaids, fresh from the country and totally
unfamiliar with Western music, who in time, thanks to Blyth's
tutoring, were able to take part in the musical programs held at his
home.

When Blyth learned of the difficulties that poor but especially
qualified students had paying for their education, he arranged with
the university to apportion among them twenty yen from his salary as
grants each month. He and Anna, having no children of their own,
unofficially adopted a bright young Korean student named Li Insoo.
Nicknamed Jimmy, Insoo had studied under Blyth at the Commercial
School attached to Keijo University.

On summer vacations, Blyth would avoid the stifling heat and
humidity of Keijo by taking a small boat and drifting slowly down the
Han River, which flows through some of the country’s most
magnificent mountain scenery:

I’'m about to embark on another journey up the Han River, alone this time.
I’'m taking a little dog, Dante’s Paradiso, an oboe with Bach’s organ trios, a
camera, paints and paper & feel myself to be a real highbrow, but I'm a
low brow at bottom, & | expect | shall spend the whole time rushing up the



river at 100 yards an hour & get as far as | can before | get tired of it.
(Letter #14 on this page)

He must have picked up a fairly good working knowledge of spoken
Korean and Japanese during the early years in Keijo, well before his
focus was turned to the written languages. During an interview on
the NHKI19] after the war, when asked how he first began to study
written Japanese, he answered,

| didn’t begin until about five or six years after | arrived in Korea. The
reason was because | had the idea that Japanese literature wasn'’t all that
admirable. | began learning Japanese by reading Miyamori Asatar0’s
English translations of haiku [ed. An Anthology of Haiku, Ancient and
Modern, 1932]. Then when | read Suzuki Daisetz’s English works on Zen, |
felt that | had to read the Zen texts in the original, so | began studying the

Chinese written language. It was all done on my own, without teachers.[20]

He also quickly acquired a taste for the art of Korea and Japan,
and the letters show him occasionally sending his mother and Dora
Japanese prints and paintings. He evinced a strong dislike for the
colorful Kutani wares of Kanazawa, telling people after the war, “All
those pottery stores along the roadsides would better have been
destroyed by air raids during the war.”[21] His preference was for the
rough simplicity of Korean and Japanese wares such as Iga and
Karatsu, a taste he shared with his friend Yanagi Soetsu, founder of
the Mingei movement. In Korea, and also later when he lived in
Tokyo, Blyth bicycled everywhere he could, and his modest habits
extended to all areas of his life. As he ate no meat or fish and did not
consume any alcohol, his own staples of vegetarian sushi and
carbonated Japanese cider were provided whenever he attended the
obligatory parties held periodically by teachers and other university
groups; even when invited to attend dinners at the imperial palace,
special vegetarian meals were always provided.

Poetry was always a consuming passion for Blyth. He wrote
poems as a young man in England and continued doing so during



the first years in Keijo. In 1927, two of his poems were published in
the August issue of The London Mercury. As The London Mercury,
edited at the time by the poet J. C. Squire, was one of England’s
leading literary journals, it was an impressive debut, made even
more auspicious by the distinguished company he shared in this
issue. Following Blyth’s poems in the poetry section was W. B.
Yeats’s “Among School Children,” its first appearance in print. In the
prose section was “The Man Who Loved Islands,” a story by D. H.
Lawrence, a writer for whom Blyth would come to have the highest
regard.

Two more of his poems appeared in the late twenties in Kaikon
Jidai, a student periodical published at Keijo University.[22] Dora Orr
sent me a copy of a manuscript containing a few more verses. The
fish poem in Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics (p. 303),
published in 1941, is also his own, though it was probably written
during the same period as the London Mercury poems. That same
year (1927), Blyth’s first known prose publication appeared, an
article titled “Natura Resurgens,” in a quarterly review issued by the
English Seminar of Tokyo Imperial University.[23]

Given the central importance poetry of all kinds had for Blyth,
even before he left England he was no doubt aware of Chinese and
Japanese verse in translation. Arthur Waley’'s A Hundred and
Seventy Chinese Poems had appeared in 1918, followed by More
Translations from the Chinese (1919), and Japanese Poetry. The
Uta (1919), and The NG Plays of Japan (1921). References to
Chinese and Japanese literature, generally poetry, begin to appear
in earnest in the surviving letters in the early 1930s. He is extolling
the glories of Japanese haiku to Dora, asking her to send him some
translations of Chinese poetry, and even making his first attempts at
translating Chinese verse himself.

Having in his student days been inspired to learn German in
order to read Faust in the original language, Spanish to read Don
Quixote, and ltalian to read the Divine Comedy, Blyth now set about



the more formidable task of learning written Japanese and Chinese
in order to read the words of their great poets as well. He also, it is
clear, felt an impulse to translate them into English. Blyth seems to
have ceased writing his own poetry by the early 1930s, perhaps
realizing, like Waley and other distinguished translators, that he
could put his poetic gifts to best use in translating the works of others
—the great poets of the past.

The only hint | have found of Blyth’'s own assessment of his early
poetic efforts, and it is open to question, appears in a story Robert
Aitken told me: “On one of our rare trips to the dentist when we were
in the [Kobe] camp, | ran across a British literary journal of the
middle thirties which featured two of his poems. | bought the
magazine, and though B. scorned the poems, he ‘borrowed’ the
magazine, and | never got it back” (personal letter, July 1967). The
journal is most likely The London Mercury referred to earlier,
although the year of publication was 1927, not the mid-thirties.

His student Oka Kuniomi wrote that in the mid-thirties when Blyth
was teaching in Keijo students were sometimes made to translate
haiku in the classroom. The earliest reference to his own translating
activity that can be clearly dated is March 1934, in a letter to his
parents:

Just lately | have started reading some Chinese poetry, of course in
Japanese pronunciation. | have succeeded in managing one, so | will write
it out and translate it. (Letter #21 on this page; he then gives a literal word-
for-word translation of a poem by Li Po.)

Most such references, however, appear in letters to Dora like these,
the first two dating from the mid-thirties and the last from 1940:

Recently | have gone barmy on Chinese poetry & sit up half the night
ruining my eyes on Chinese dictionaries. (Letter #19 on this page)

| have been reading Chinese poetry until 2 o’clock every night for the last
month or two. (Letter #37 on this page)



To translate and translate and then discover some sentence which makes
worthwhile the hours of dictionary-thumbing is really exhilarating and
satisfying. There is something almost religious in this communion with the
dead, ourselves so near death that the difference and distance are seen
as nothing. (Letter #45 on this page)

Other letters mention reading The Tale of Genji in Japanese and
learning to write Japanese with a brush. One includes a translation
he had made of a haiku by Buson, a poet who would become one of
his favorites. It is interesting to note that he includes a commentary
to the translation, and read together they have a marked similarity to
the translation and commentary style of the haiku books he would go
on to write in the 1940s:

Horace Blyth, 1930s.

| am sitting here still translating and explaining Japanese poetry, listening
to the Brahms Second Symphony.... The verse | am now doing | will throw



at you without comment—

Water birds;
Among the withered trees,
Two palanquins. Buson

(Perhaps after all that is a little cruel.) On a lonely winter path stand two
empty palanquins. Beside the narrow road there is a marshy pool, on
which a few water birds are seen. The sky is low and grey, but it is too cold
to rain.

These two palanquins,—where are the carriers, where are the
passengers? What is it like to be a water bird? These questions do not
arise as we stare at the colourless picture; but we know the answers,
answers that are wordless. (Letter #37 on this page)

In April 1934, Anna left for England, taking Insoo with her. No
mention is made in the letters of her reason for going. Blyth writes
that she and Insoo intended to stay in England for “at least eighteen
months,” which indicates they intended to return. But Anna never
went back. She is described as teaching in the London school
system, and Insoo, after enrolling at London University and
graduating with honors, lived in England until after the war, when he
returned to teach in Seoul.[24]

In July, three months after Anna left, Blyth returned to London as
well.[25] He tells Dora that he gave a Keijo friend his piano before he
left, an expensive item in Korea at the time, indicating that he did not
intend to go back. This is further substantiated by the description
Blyth’s colleague Shinki Masanosuke gives of his state of mind when
he went to say goodbye to Shinki prior to setting out:

He stood outside the doorway, as he always did, but there was a
downcast, haggard look about him. “I'm going back to England in two or
three days,” he said. On my asking if he would be coming back, Blyth

replied, almost inaudibly, “I don’t know.”[26]

We know that while he was in London Blyth did not stay with Anna
and that from this point on the two of them lived separate lives, so it



seems fair to assume that their decisions to return were both
connected in some way to the breakdown of the marriage. It is not
known if divorce was contemplated or what action, if any, was taken
in that regard during Blyth’s stay in London.

He spent the next few months at his parents’ home, during which
time he was seeing a great deal of Dora Lord. Indeed, seeing her
may have been one of his primary reasons for returning to England.
A romantic involvement of some kind, hinted at in earlier letters,
becomes evident from those he sent her while he was in London. His
feelings toward her may explain an enigmatic remark he makes in
the first volume of Zen and Zen Classics that he was led to Zen
owing to a disappointed love. While the indications are clear that
Dora reciprocated his feelings, there is nothing in the letters to clarify
why either of them ended up holding back from a deeper
relationship. It may simply have been that they were first cousins at a
time when many considered a marriage between first cousins to be
inappropriate.

After less than three months in London, during which time he had
apparently sought employment without success, Blyth received an
urgent letter from Fujii Akio in Keijo begging him to return. In a letter
to Dora postmarked October 6, 1934, Blyth writes,

I’'m very very sorry to have to tell you that | am going back to Korea in a
few days. | received such an urgent, almost frantic, letter from Mr. Fuijii that
| decided | must go back.

| hope you will be angry and cry and do all the rest of it before you
come. | am very, very sorry, but it seems the only thing to do.... | sent a
telegram yesterday to say | was going back. | am sorry that | came at all to
upset you, but as | grieve at it so much, you may bear me the less malice
& resentment.

Love, Reg (Letter #32 on this page)

The following year Blyth, now thirty-seven years old, was back at
his teaching posts at Keijo University and its Preparatory (Daigaku
Yoka) and Commercial Schools (Kot Shogydo Gakkd), living in a



two-story house in the north-central area of the city near the
university.

Two years later, in 1937, he married Kurushima Tomiko, the
twenty-two-year-old daughter of a Japanese family living in Keijo.
References appear in letters written over the next few years to a
threat of some kind that Anna seems to have made in letters to
Blyth. Although its precise nature is unstated, one assumes it was
connected somehow to the breakup of the marriage. Blyth appears
to have responded to these occasional provocations—they never
seem to have gone beyond that—with a sympathetic forbearance.

It was during his return to Japan on the Trans-Siberian Railway in
the autumn of 1934 that Blyth first read Arthur Waley’s recently
published The Way and Its Power: A Study of the Tao Te Ching and
Its Place in Chinese Thought, and Daisetz Suzuki’'s Essays in Zen
Buddhism.[27] He was soon urging Dora to buy and read them, and
references to them, especially to Suzuki’'s work, are frequent from
the mid-thirties on. Their discovery was a turning point in Blyth’s life.
He had struck ore.

In 1938, at the age of forty, Blyth visited Kayama Taigi Roshi
(1891-1945), head priest of the local Myoshin-ji Betsu-in temple in
Keijo, and began practicing Zen under him. The temple was a
branch of the Mydshin-ji monastery in Kyoto, which since the
seventeenth century had been the most influential branch of
Japanese Rinzai Zen. Taigi Roshi was somewhat unusual for his
time in having studied Indian philosophy at Tokyo Imperial University
before entering the Nanzen-ji training hall in Kyoto under Kono
Mukai (Nanshinken ROshi). After receiving Nanshinken’s Dharma
transmission in 1929, Taigi Roshi was sent to the Keijo Betsu-in; his
predecessor there, Gotd Zuigan, later became known for the role he
played in the transmission of Zen to America. Taigi Roshi served at
the Betsu-in until 1945, when, shortly after the war ended, the ship
taking him back to Japan struck a mine and sank with all on board.



Blyth doing zazen, Keijo, circa 1937.

Blyth devoted himself assiduously to Zen practice under Taigi
Roshi, going to the temple to do zazen every night and, when his
teaching duties allowed him to, living in the temple with the monks.
One of his few references to this period occurs in an essay he wrote
after the war, in which he describes winter in Keijo, where “the
temperature often falls below —20”:

When we entered the temple, we often had to step over the bodies of
beggars sleeping under the Great Gate of the temple.

Sometimes, as we came out, full of Zen and satori and transcendental
bliss, one of the beggars would be really asleep, frozen to death. (“In
Praise of Suzuki Daisetz and Zen,” on this page)

Blyth dedicated his first book, Zen in English Literature and
Oriental Classics, to Taigi Roshi, with the words, “but for him | should



have known nothing of Zen.” He reminisced about his study under
Taigi Roshi in an interview published two years before his own death:

My interest in Zen came from reading Suzuki Daisetz's Essays in Zen
Buddhism. However | was led to practice Zen for the first time when one of
my students suggested that | go to the temple with him and do zazen.
Zazen, he explained, was a matter of sitting quietly and experiencing
some kind of realization, so | decided to give it a try. Besides the two of us
there were twenty or thirty others, both Koreans and Japanese, sitting at

the temple. After two or three months | was the only one left.... | lived at
the Myoshin-ji Betsu-in for quite a long time. My Zen teacher was Kayama
Taigi Roshi.

Taigi Roshi died after the war when the ship carrying him back to
Japan struck a floating mine. Some years ago a funeral was held for him
at Nanzen-ji in Kyoto. As for my sanzen with Taigi Roshi, | remember that
when | asked him strange questions, he would give me a look of contempt
and scratch his bald head.

You asked about the Roshi’'s formal Zen lectures (teishd). He gave
them on the Mumonkan [Gateless Gate], Zenkai-ichiran [One Wave in the
Zen Ocean), and other texts. | found them completely different from any
Christian sermon | had ever heard. One thing | remember when | took
sanzen with him. He told me not to smoke while | was taking a pee. This
next teaching is a bit indelicate. He spoke about how you feel when after
relieving your bowels your finger breaks through the toilet paper as you're
wiping yourself—and he said that when that happens you must focus with
great intensity on that feeling.... | suppose he meant getting intimately in
touch with your own essential filth. Having your fingers touching your own
shit puts you in touch with the fundamental self.[28]

Japan, whose hostilities in China had started in July 1937, was
now converting its forces in Korea to a war footing. Amid rampant
xenophobia, anti-British feeling ran high. There is only one allusion
to this restrictive social climate in Blyth's letters, when he remarked
that “nobody comes to see us, partly because they might be
suspected by the police, partly because | don’'t want anybody to
come.”

In March 1939, the Commercial School at Keijo terminated
Blyth’s teaching contract. In September, Germany invaded Poland,



and World War Il in Europe began with Great Britain and France
declaring war on Germany. In March 1940, Fujii Akio, still one of
Blyth’s closest friends, died of a heart attack. The following month
Blyth and his wife Tomiko left Keijo, crossing over to Yamaguchi
prefecture on the main Japanese island of Honshu. They took a
house in her hometown of Hagi, an old castle town on the Sea of
Japan.

During his three-month stay in Hagi, Blyth was able to focus on
finishing Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics. He made
several trips to Tokyo to seek friends’ help in finding some
employment, apparently knowing that his contract at Keijo University
would probably not be renewed. A letter to his parents dated
September 1940 shows that his Zen training was another matter
weighing heavily on him at this time:

This summer | have moved to Hagi, Tomiko’s native place.... The rent of
the house in Keijo was 50 yen. For this house, which is larger and has an
extensive garden with orange trees etc., is 7 yen. | shall go back to Keijo
on about the 21st of this month. In Keijo | shall live at the temple Myoshinji
(rise at 4:30, sweep up, do zazen, gruel and soup for breakfast and the
leavings for dinner), for which board and lodgings | pay 12 yen a month.
(Letter #48 on this page)

In November, he received news of the cancellation of his main
teaching contract at Keijo Imperial University. Fortunately, it seems
that by this time he had been offered employment at the Daiyon Koto
Gakko, Fourth Higher School, in Kanazawa, Ishikawa prefecture, a
preparatory school with a three-year course designed to prepare
students for one of the seven imperial universities. He was obliged to
scrub the plan to return to Korea and leave for Kanazawa almost
immediately. The alien registration (gaijin téroku) form Blyth
submitted at Kanazawa on November 20, 1940, sheds valuable light
on his biography: it records his original arrival in Japan as
September 1924 at the port of Kobe and lists his previous gaijin



toroku address as the Myoshin-ji Betsu-in Keijo, the temple where he
had lived and practiced before leaving for the Japanese homeland.

In Kanazawa, Blyth would no longer be teaching at the university
level, but he was offered the same monthly salary—forty yen—that
he had received at Keijo. Considering the strength of anti-foreign
feeling at the time, it is surprising to learn of this Kanazawa
appointment. Influential friends and acquaintances in the Japanese
academic community were working privately on Blyth’s behalf.
Among them were Saitd Takeshi, a prominent professor of English
literature in Tokyo Imperial University, and probably also Yamanashi
Katsunoshin, president of the Peers School in Tokyo, who operated
in close connection with the Imperial Household and also the highest
levels of government.

Blyth and his wife arrived in Kanazawa toward the end of
November 1940, moving into a house the university had provided
just outside the walls of Kanazawa Castle. The beautiful old city of
Kanazawa was much to Blyth's liking, even though its leaden skies
apparently reminded him of his native London. For the citizens
themselves, he had nothing but praise:

The people of Kanazawa, as | think | told you, are extremely good, in the
sense that they have no malice in their hearts, have a real love of peace
and quietness, with no hypocrisy or false politeness. The shopkeepers
show no special wish to sell anything in the shop; the love of money has
few of its roots here. (Letter #49 on this page)

By the time Blyth began his teaching duties toward the end of
1940, the British Embassy was strongly urging all British subjects to
return to England. He made tentative plans to follow this advice,
acquiring from foreign embassies the necessary transit visas for
traveling to London via the Trans-Siberian Railway. But rapidly
deteriorating conditions in Europe—Germany’s occupation of Poland
and much of Western Europe, fears in England of impending



invasion, the Battle of Britain in full swing—soon made an overland
journey unthinkable.

In the spring of 1941, Blyth’s father, Horace, died. In a letter to his
mother dated April 18, 1941, acknowledging the news of his father’s
death, he wrote, “I receive Dad’s letters after he is dead like a voice
from the tomb—but no that is a very false way of expressing it. As
you know he had something good, something charming, something
pathetic about him that touches the heart when greater virtues or
power would not affect it.” He goes on to tell her of the progress of
“the book™—Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics:

| have just finished the chapters of the book Children, Old Men & ldiots,
Death, and Poverty. The last [chapter] is on Animals all in relation to Zen
and English Poetry, with a very great many quotations from both, and from
Japanese literature and Chinese. The only trouble is that no one will be
able to understand it: | myself must read it twice when | look over some of
the earlier parts. However, there are some easy bits here and there, and
the quotations are all worth the money. (Letter #49 on this page)

In April, Blyth applied for Japanese citizenship, furnishing the
government with letters of endorsement by prominent Japanese
figures. For some reason, however, no action was taken on his
application. He did not reapply after the war and would remain a
British subject until his death.

Toward the end of April, he completed Zen in English Literature
and Oriental Classics, his first book, and submitted it to Hokuseido
Press in Tokyo. In a May 25 letter to his mother, he mentions the
book once again, appraising it in words noteworthy for both their
objectivity and their prescience:

| have finished my book. It contains a vast amount of quotations, mostly
from English literature, but also from Chinese, Japanese, Italian, and
Spanish (translated) and French and German (untranslated). Dora always
said | would do something. Well, | have done it; it is a book of national and
international importance. All that’'s wrong with it is that it's too good, too



rich, like a Christmas pudding or a trifle—no easy or flat bits, all purple
patches. (Letter #50 on this page)

On October 17, 1941, Blyth met Daisetz Suzuki, the great Zen
layman and scholar, for the first time. He had been reading Suzuki’s
works avidly for a number of years now. In his first known letter to
Suzuki, dated May 1940, he asks Suzuki’s help in obtaining his The
Training of the Zen Buddhist Monk (published in Kyoto in 1934) and
“any other books on Zen and Japanese poetry he might
recommend.”[29]

Suzuki’s recently published notebooks show that he was in
Kanazawa from October 14 to 18 to visit his parents’ gravesite. He
also notes, “Went to see Mr. Blyth of Daishi [Daiyon] Koto Gakko.”
Blyth’s description of the meeting, written after the war, has him
going to visit Suzuki at this time:

The first time | met Suzuki Daisetz was in Kanazawa, his native place, just
before the beginning of the Pacific War [1940]. | had read his books and
done zazen.... | was in the middle of [my first book] Zen in English
Literature, and my mind was full of the question, “What is Zen?”

When Dr. Suzuki asked me to go and see him at the inn where he was
staying, | was of course most excited. | pictured him as a very fierce-
looking person, something like Daitdo Kokushi, who would rap me over the
knuckles and ask me that most unanswerable of questions, “What is Zen?”

Anyway, | prepared my answer and went to the inn. | found him to be a
very gentle, sympathetic person, more interested in me and my life than in
philosophizing. He reminded me of the minister, Mr. Hayhoe, in T. F.
Powys’s story The Only Penitent:

He never spoke to any for the purpose of teaching them, for God
chooses His own time for that, but was always ready to speak of
the most trifling matters, for who can tell through what little corners
the joy of religion may enter the soul?

Dr. Suzuki asked me how | came to be interested in Zen. | answered
eagerly that it was through his Essays in Zen Buddhism. He bowed his
head, and | cannot say how much that action impressed me. It was not
modesty, hardly gratitude, rather a kind of expression of the inevitable. At



last, | said to him, “Dr. Suzuki, | thought you would ask me what Zen was,
and | see | was mistaken, but as | have prepared the answer, | will tell you
anyway. The answer is ‘There is no such thing as Zen.”” “Yes,” he said,
smiling, “that is true; there is no such thing as Zen.” (“In Praise of Suzuki
Daisetz and Zen,” on this page)

Not long after this meeting, on December 7, 1941 (December 8 in
Japan), war in the Pacific began with Japanese air and naval attacks
on Pearl Harbor, Wake Island, Guam, the Philippines, and British
installations in Malaya, Singapore, and Hong Kong. Blyth and
Tomiko were taken into custody the same day by the Ishikawa
Prefectural Police. They were examined by governmental officials,
and Blyth, as an enemy alien, was confined at police headquarters.
He was still confined there in February of the following year when his
daughter Harumi was born. On February 29, Zen in English
Literature and Oriental Classics was published in Tokyo in a print run
of one thousand copies.

It is something of a mystery how a book written by an
Englishman, in English, which was (to say the least) frowned upon
as an “enemy language,” came to be published in wartime Japan.
Nakatsuchi Jumpei, who became president of Hokuseido Press in
the postwar period, said that Hokuseido published it simply because
they had contracted to do so. While that is no doubt true, it doesn’t
explain why government censors allowed it to appear. Could it just
have escaped their notice? Or was it passed because of the central
theme of the book, epitomized in its opening words, “Zen is the most
priceless possession of Asia,” and of the love and respect for
traditional Japanese culture that is so apparent throughout the text?

In March 1942, Blyth’'s contract with the Fourth Higher School in
Kanazawa was officially terminated. He was taken from Kanazawa
under police escort to a temporary detention center for
noncombatant enemy civilians at the Hotel Eastern Lodge in Kobe, a
facility housed in a two-story, semi-Japanese-style building located
about a ten minutes’ walk up a hill from the Sannomiya railway



station that had been run by, and mainly catered to, Indian nationals.
The only contemporary account | have found—an American
Department of State memorandum dated July 10, 1942—describes
‘rooms with two European beds...running water...two good
Japanese cooks who prepare three meals a day...tea and coffee
every day...unrestricted supplementary rations, vegetable garden...
hygiene and health good...daily baths, billiards, ping pong, cards,
checkers, newspapers, books, walks...permission is given for visits
to or from the outside.”[30] After a few months, Blyth was moved to a
detainment center set up at Gloucester House, the dormitory of the
Canadian Academy in Kobe, in the hills behind the city of Kobe. The
same memorandum, which lists R. H. Blyth among the twenty British
nationals interned at the Canadian Academy, states that the four
civilian internment camps in Hyogo prefecture (where Kobe is
located) are among “the best Japanese camps with an excellent
camp commandant. Discipline and morale very good, no
complaints.” Red Cross parcels and supplies were allowed to the
internees beginning in November and after that distributed on a more
or less regular basis. Still, accounts of the Kobe camps’ internees
published after the war speak of hunger, cold, inadequate clothing,
and malnutrition that resulted in a prevalence of skin disease. The
austere diet probably explains the eruptions of unsightly boils on his
face and neck that Blyth experienced at one point during his
internment. There was no heating except for occasional charcoal
briquets, which were in short supply.

As a noncombatant internee, Blyth was not required to do manual
labor and was able to pass his two years and more at the Canadian
Academy studying and writing. He had the use of its library as well
as books that his wife, now relocated to Kobe with their young
daughter, was allowed to bring him from home. As noncombatant
civilians, internees in the Kobe camps received relatively lenient
treatment, a circumstance no doubt also owing to prewar Kobe’s
history of foreign intercourse and large European population. In an



interview he gave a few years before his death, Blyth remarked that
life in the Kobe camps was much easier than the treatment he
encountered during the First World War at Wormwood Scrubs and
Dartmoor Prison.

During Blyth’s internment, his wife and daughter moved to Kobe
together with all the family belongings and his large library of books,
locating in the central Motomachi area of the city. This was not far
from the internment camp, where she was allowed weekly visits. She
would bring Blyth sushi and other vegetarian food to supplement the
rations he received, which sometimes included small bits of meat or
fish.

On May 23, 1944, Japanese authorities transferred internees
from all four Kobe camps to Rinkangaku, a former reform school in
the hills of Futatabi (also described as Chikuba Gakuen School for
the Handicapped). It was located four or five miles north of Kobe,
beyond the range of expected Allied bombing raids. A representative
of the Swiss Legation at Tokyo who visited this new camp that
summer in 1944 described it as “situated in a healthful and
picturesque region at an altitude of 1200 feet...with the main two-
floor school building housing all the internees (157) in crowded
circumstances.”

It was at the Futatabi camp that Blyth met Robert Aitken (1917—
2010), who later founded the Diamond Sangha Zen group in
Honolulu and went on to become a leading American Zen teacher.
Aitken, nineteen vyears Blyth’'s junior, had been engaged in
construction work on the island of Guam when the Japanese
attacked the island. He and his fellow workers were sent to Japan
and spent over two years in several Kobe internment camps before
being transferred to Futatabi in 1944. While there Aitken fell under
Blyth’s guidance, inspiring an interest in Zen and haiku, not to
mention English poetry and classical music, that pretty much
determined the future course of his life. In reminiscences that Aitken
wrote in his later years of meeting Blyth, he describes him working



on drafts of the haiku books that would appear after the war, a
senryd book, and translations of various Zen texts:

Marks House, 1942; one of the early Kobe internment camps. Robert
Aitken is behind the man with the puppy on the right. Photo courtesy of
Tom Haar.

[When | was interned in the previous camp] a guard came into my room,
quite drunk, waving a book in the air and saying in English, “This book, my
English teacher....” He had been a student of R. H. Blyth at Kanazawa,
and the book was Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, then just
published.... | suppose | read the book ten or eleven times straight
through....

In May 1944 all the camps were combined [at Rinkangaku], and it was
there that | met him for the first time.... Our camp consisted of three large,
connected buildings, containing dormitories, commons rooms, and
classrooms. One hundred seventy-five men completely filled this complex,



and Mr. Blyth lived with six others in what had apparently been the
commons room for the teachers. He had his bed in the fokonoma, the
alcove usually reserved for scroll and flower arrangement in Japanese
homes and offices. His books teetered on shelves he himself had installed
above his bed. All day long he sat on his bed, sometimes cross-legged
and sometimes with his feet on the floor, writing on a lectern placed on a
bedside table, with his reference books and notebooks among the
bedcovers. It was during this time that he was working on his four-volume
Haiku and his Senryd, as well as Buddhist Sermons on Christian Texts
and other works. | recall that he wrote rapidly, with his words connected,

using two sets of pen and ink, black for his text and red for his quotations.
[31]

Conditions in the Rinkangaku camp that Aitken personally
described to me are a far cry from those that prisoners of war
experienced in Japanese prison camps elsewhere. He said that
when inmates were allowed to receive Red Cross parcels, they had
better food than their guards or the Japanese civilians outside the
camp, and that prisoners would sometimes share their rations with
them. He also said that at one point some of the internees who had
girlfriends in Kobe were even able to slip out of the camp to visit
them.

Two months before the Japanese surrender, on July 5, 1945, an
Allied bombing raid destroyed the house where Blyth’s wife Tomiko
was living, along with most of their belongings. After the war, to
receive compensation for the losses, Blyth submitted to the
Japanese government a two-page inventory of the items that had
been lost, concluding the list with the words, “The above represents
the whole of my worldly possessions at the time—with the exception
of some clothes and bedding at Futatabi Internment Camp, Kobe.”

This list of personal losses, which is among Blyth’s posthumous
papers, includes furniture, kitchen equipment, and flower
arrangement utensils among the household items as well as:



a gramophone, records (over 300), musical instruments including a
German cello, a piano, five German violins, a German viola, [his beloved
English] silver flute, and an English oboe...about 30 hanging scrolls, a
library of more than 10,000 volumes in Japanese and Western languages,
and an enormous library of Orchestral and Chamber Music—only
Classical—complete works of J.S. Bach...all the chamber music of
Handel, Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, etc. Orchestral works of Haydn,
Mozart, Beethoven, Handel, etc. etc. an incalculable amount of music.

It was only because Blyth was now imprisoned at a rather safe
distance from the downtown area that the manuscripts of his books
on haiku and Zen were not destroyed as well.

On August 15, the emperor announced Japan’s surrender, and
on September 2, the Instrument of Surrender was signed. Released
from custody, Blyth spent the next several weeks with his family at
the Kobe home of Kaneko Bush, the Japanese wife of Lewis Bush
(1907-1987), an Englishman and longtime resident of Japan. A
lieutenant in the Royal Navy, Bush had been captured in Hong Kong
at the outset of hostilities and survived brutal concentration camps in
China and later Yokohama. Mrs. Bush may have taken in Tomiko
and Harumi after they were bombed out, and the offering of
temporary shelter Blyth and his family received at this time was
probably owing to the friendship the two Japanese women formed
during their husbands’ incarceration. Blyth’s most pressing need now
was finding a job. He made one or two trips to Tokyo, visiting former
friends he hoped could help him secure another teaching position.

Daisetz Suzuki was one of the people Blyth most wanted to meet.
In one of Suzuki's recently published notebooks, his entry for
October 3, 1945, reads: “Letter from Blyth, who came out safely from
imprisonment for four years. Answered at once.”[32] In his reply,
Suzuki expresses his great relief on learning that Blyth survived the
war. He goes on to say that he thinks he should be able to help him
find a teaching job at a university. The letter also reveals that Suzuki
had made considerable effort to communicate with Blyth after



hearing of his arrest in Kanazawa, but that during the four years of
Blyth’s internment, there had been no contact at all between the two
men.

Blyth visited Suzuki in mid-October at the Shoden-a subtemple of
the Engaku-ji in Kita-Kamakura, south of Tokyo, where the latter had
lived out the war. It was the first of many meetings they would have
in the postwar years. Suzuki availed himself of Blyth’'s help in editing
his English-language manuscripts. The two men also collaborated on
The Cultural East (1946—47), a journal dedicated to Buddhism and
Japanese culture with the avowed aim of “constructing a cultural
bridge between East and West™—a mission whose time both men
felt had come. This mission can perhaps best be explained as
cautioning the Japan