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Ⅹ.  Carmina Arborea 

Trees Talk 

 

Hideko Nameki (translated and annotated by A. Taki) 

 

In mid-October 2013 I was sitting at the open veranda and reading a letter 

from my professor Taki, when I had long waited for an impetus to prompt me 

toward writing of my life-long engagement with trees, things I have seen and 

learned with trees. I had just found it in his letter. Now’s the time! The garden 

looked penetrating in the autumnal air with a faint scent trailing its way, as it 

struck me, from the chrysanthema. 

Nevertheless, a cue comes last after rehearsals beforehand. Queries I can 

now formulate, even if they had repeatedly occurred to my mind before, might not 

have emerged in a distinctly crystalized form, if I had not entered the Department 

of Social and Environmental Studies, Josai International University. I have 

learned from one of the professors about the conditions of the farming villages in 

the past we can read from the folklores and elder villagers’ stories transmitted in 

the Togane area; from another the historical role of the Japanese forestry industry 

and its decline; from a third how the natural-resource-rich area had been 

preserved near the rural human resident area, what their interaction was, and 

what we can read from the maps the Imperial Army of Japan composed in the 

Meiji era, for example, the fields where people used to foster horses in and around 

the Togane area, the social relations between the former Kawakami Village 

(Yachimata City at present)67 and the former Kohei Village or Takahira Village 

and the inland trading routes for salt or oranges through the villages. Things I 

                                                
67

 According to Yachimata City Home Page, Kawakami Village and Yachimata Village were formed by the 

governmental consolidation of municipalities in 1889 and consolidated into Yachimata City in 1954; in more 

detail, Yachimata Village was first formed in the fifth year of the Meiji era, 1972 when Tokyo Prefecture 

transferred a newly cultivated land to Imba Prefecture; first constituted of Yanagisawa and Omago Pastures, 

Yachimata Village consolidated Hijikai, Gammaru, Enokido, Ozeki Villages and others in 1889; on the other 

hand, in the south-west area of the present Yachimata City, ruled by Sakura Dominion and a shogunate vassal in 

the Edo era, two five villages, Negoya, Okada, Mochikusa, Oyaru and Koyaru Villages and Higashiyoshida, 

Kami-Isago, Isago, Seta and Yoshikura Villages each formed an association by County and Ward Arrangement 

Act in the 11
th
 year of the Meiji era, 1878 and then consolidate themselves into Kwakami Village in 1889. 

 (http://www.city.yachimata.lg.jp/youran/New/13.html#1 (access: 14
th
 March 2014). 

http://www.city.yachimata.lg.jp/youran/New/13.html#1
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used to learn were dispersed but now have been interlinked thanks to such an 

immeasurably insightful acquisition in my senility. 

One of the riddles previously hovering in the mind had been why 

matrimony used to be arranged between spouses from the former Kawakami 

Village and Matsu-no-go Ward, Kohei Village, although there were none of 

inter-hamlet marriages in Kohei Village. However, I found that a road for the 

trading of salt used to lead through these two areas. I secretly named the route the 

Matching Road. 

Historically speaking, the former Kawakami Village used to be the feud 

ruled by Lord Hotta neighbouring on the opposite side of the road Goryo Ranch 

(The Emperor’s Ranch), the pasture formerly owned by Lord Nabeshima. The 

village was the area sold off in the Meiji era for what is called the Meiji reclaimed 

land. It is adjacent to Kohei Village but there was no exchange in the inter-village 

level; nor has there been any in matrimony. The reason is, I conjecture, that in 

contrast with the austere labour in such Meiji reclaimed land villagers in Kohei 

Village were fostered in the rural area rich in natural resources and that there was 

no trade in human resources and others between two villages. There used to be a 

folk saying, “Don’t let daughters be sent for matrimony or they will be killed.” The 

pasture area was not rich in woods, water or some other natural resources as in 

the village-near areas of Kohei Village. There was no rice paddy there.  

Gumyo Ward, located in the outermost of Kohei Village, borders the hilly 

area adjacent to the village. The quality of water in the wells was low. The rice 

paddies, although located in the swamp, had no canals. Hence the water filling the 

rice paddies used to be heaven’s grace. Water runs from higher to lower places. 

Severe rivalry among hamlets forbade, and even now affects,  inter-matrimony. 

Until the irrigation canal Ryoso was induced, people would have had sufferings in 

cultivating rice. An old verdict I recently read with a shock in a private archive at 

the neihbouring ward says, “… There was recently reported to be someone who 

ran water down toward Gumyo. None shall do that. …” A slight sign of the past 

hermit prejudice in the setting of the private exhibition has reminded me how 

much more rivalry there used to be; still more how deeply where one lived affected 

what one was and even now. 

Fifty years have passed since I came as a bride from the outside to be 

resident in Gumyo but since I entered the Department of Social and 
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Environmental Studies four years ago, I have come to understand better how 

villagers’ character has been influenced by the environment they are part of or why 

they were obstinately attached to the land they were possessed of. No wonder why 

my eldest son and I were bullied when he was a young schoolboy. 

The seasonal harmonies trees played in my home village were not here. 

There was a slight difference in the green of leaves or the seasonal scents of the 

village-near hilly nature. In my home village, water rises in the village-near hilly 

area, trickles through streams, inundates rice-paddies, and flows into the Imba 

Swamp. There was no rivalry as here. The moment the decade-long riddles were 

cleared, I told my husband, “Villagers in Gumyo were greatly patient. Your 

ancestors were honourable.” Proffered a nod, I rang the bell in front of the 

Buddhist altar to pay tribute to the ancestors. 

The residents living near the village-near hilly area call the lower rice paddy 

area in their own terms shitadori, meaning literally, hill-foot gain. In opposition, 

the residents living in the lower paddy area call the hilly area in their own terms 

yamanote, literally meaning the hilly area. In my opinion, the latter is where 

people live in harmony with nature as it is intertwined with four seasons whereas 

people in the former area are incessantly forced to fight with nature and weather 

in rice cultivation from young plant implanting in spring to harvesting in autumn. 

I would try to retrieve my memory of my home village, where people are 

wise in exchanging words and thoughts with trees. It was 14th August in the 44th 

year of the Showa era [1969]. I went to my parents’ home for the Bon, the dead 

ancestors welcoming and respecting days, of my dead father for the first time. I 

was shocked when I looked over the rear of the garden. The Persian silk tree, the 

only blossom tree planted there, was dead. It was the tree my father had taken 

care of and liked very well. Things occurred to the tree as I had been told. Elders in 

an old village used to say that when someone passes away, a tree he or she has 

taken much care of recollects him or her so faithfully that it follows him or her 

immediately. When the silk tree began to bloom, my father, reticent though he was, 

used to praise the blossoms, muttering, “I have seen hardly any such dark colour.” 

Silk trees mostly bloom light pink but the one my father loved bloomed fairly dark. 

Looking around, I caught a sight of an akebi besides a pine tree. The 

gardener arranged the akebi, a middle-large bowl thick, to my father’s pleasure, so 

that it would train itself on the shelf, nearly a half sheet of paper large, made from 
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bamboos cut into halves, lessen the number of its blossoms and enrich the fruits it 

bore. Maple trees there varied in autumnal colour, reddened or yellowed, and in 

the size of leaves. However, they had been dead except yellowed leaves. Although I 

have no adequate expression, the rear of the garden had become desolate as a 

whole. It was dead. 

In the front of the garden, some blossom trees and fruit trees such as a ume 

tree, a sweet olive and a cherry tree still stood. However, sometime later, when the 

main house was rebuilt, the white camellia my father loved, a large sweet olive, a 

large white ume tree, a lying-dragon-postured ume tree, a Bungo-make 

weeping-formed ume tree, a yellow maple tree and a formerly 

two-hulled-boat-shaped boxwood all followed my father. 

A garden cannot be given a complete form in a single generation but 

requires three generations. For the garden’s completion not only does the 

householder have to be akin and generous to trees but also trees have to respond to 

the householder’s attitude. 

I have seen here another case of a loved tree’s devotion to the dead tree-lover. 

The yuki-yanagi, meaning “snow willow”, Thunberg spirea in English, growing in 

the garden of a house, was splendid. It was one meter fifty-three centimetre high. 

The blossoms small and white, it stood plying like a willow. When I was attracted 

by the tree, the householder cut a twig for a gift. When I visited the garden again, 

however, the tree did not stand there. I asked a son of the householder about the 

tree. Since his father loved it the tree had died after his death, he replied. “Oh dear, 

your father kindly cut me a twig around the time I came and marry here.” “Gone 

with my dad.” “It followed him. Trees go with their lovers.” His father had never 

cut a twig at any other time. I wondered how inexplicitly I had expressed my wish 

to his father. Otherwise, how the tree would have wished to be praised! 

Trees talk. And they correspond to your thoughts. Let me take another 

example. There used to stand a large plum tree in front of my parents’ house. As is 

usual with old trees, it had a hollow. At the best time it usually bore more or less 

three eighteen-littre bamboo basketfuls of fruits. When the tree was declining, my 

mother requested my father to cut it because it was convenient when she turned 

the car but he was very reluctant. Pressed to reply, he answered, “Wait until next 

year. You needn’t cut it immediately.” My father disliked killing living organisms. 

He disliked cutting trees in the mountain, too. I hurried to the tree, and said, “You 
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may be cut down next year. Please bear more fruits to stop it.” As a young child, I 

felt sorry that it should be cut down. I liked plums and its white flowers. To my 

surprise, it bore many fruits the next year. I can vividly recollect his delightful face. 

An elder in an old village used to say that trees will bear fruits if you threaten to 

kill them. This may be the case with that plum tree at my parents’ house. 

A ume tree certainly flew to Dazai-fu [a local administration agency 

established in the north of Kyushu, a south-western island of the Japan Islands in 

the seventh century], but my story goes as follows. A ume tree Michizane 

Sugawara loved must have been so graceful and noble that everybody wanted to 

acquire after he was exiled. Ume trees can endure easily for one or two months in 

the season when they fell their leaves. Hence, the ume tree loved by Michizane 

might have let itself pass from one hand to another on the journey, perhaps on 

board, to where he was exiled. The legend says that it flew over the night according 

to a legend, but it stole in to his residence, I suppose. 

There also stands a pink drooping ume tree in our garden. It is so old that it 

forms an impressive blossom umbrella when it blooms full. We encountered the 

tree at a plant fair. It was brought into an auction several times but there were no 

bids. My husband wished for the ume tree. He begged to confirm my approval. 

Since I had been so inclined for some reason or other, I had it planted in our garden 

with a great pleasure. I was so concerned from where it came that I requested my 

husband to enquire wherefrom. As it turned out, the tree had formerly belonged to 

my husband’s older fellow gardener. The reason why the tree had left its former 

owner was that he had to commit it to the trader for its disposal when he needed 

space for a garage in the garden. The tree chose our garden. We planted it at the 

centre of our garden. 

There was a camphor tree planted beyond the ume tree. This was one of the 

camphor trees grown out of seeds sized less than five millimetres sown in the 

garden. They agreed with the soil here and grew steadily. One after another has 

been sold occasionally but that one has remained there in our garden. Camphor 

trees are difficult to arrange in roots even if administered cuts and trims of the 

roots. Therefore they require much care for sale. My husband committed the 

remaining one to my disposal. 

One day, perhaps, in the sixth year of the Heisei era [1994], as far as I 

remember, the predecessor of the present Chancellor, looking over the garden from 
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the window in her office, told me that the camphor tree over there in the campus 

had been carried to the campus from Kyushu for gift. At that time, camphor trees 

were grown by gardeners in Togane City including us. The competitive spirit 

prompted me to propose, “Chancellor, I will gift a camphor tree on the tenth or 

twelfth anniversary,” with a ring formed with a hand, “since ours has grown of 

such a size.” In reply, she said with a usual affectionate and protective smile, “We 

will buy it. You needn’t gift it.” It was my rashness, I repent.  

Getting through some affairs, that remaining camphor tree at my disposal 

was eventually to come to an end, I was determined. I announced to my husband 

that it would be cut down the next day. However, the next morning, the ume tree 

in the central area of the garden bloomed fully, shone in the sunshine and turned 

its blossoms toward the camphor tree. I cannot forget the scene for my life. The 

ume tree implored me to stop cutting down the camphor tree. The camphor tree 

requested to come near to the Chancellor. To my awe the trees talked.  

Through the courtesy of the University the camphor tree thereafter came to 

protect from the north wind the football pitch of the university. The members of 

the club had complained, I heard, that since there was no blockage toward the 

north, they had difficulty in controlling a ball when kicking it in that direction. 

Their complaint has some good reason because the residents here do not design 

their gates open toward the Kumano shrine. If the tree is of service to them, it is 

my pleasure. 

A punchline follows. My husband, never believing in superstitions, yet 

trusting his spouse’s inspiration, told me not to mention outside what you had 

heard, adding, “It is troublesome, Dame, if I am told, “Please let me take a leave.” I 

nodded. Then, he declared, “This is a treasure in our garden.” 

    

 

 


