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Margaret Ballagh's Glimpses of Old Japan 1861-1866

TODA Tetsuko

Abstract

Margaret Ballagh came to Japan in 1861 with her husband James Ballagh, missionary of the Dutch
Reformed Church of the United States. She published a book named Glimpses of Old Japan 1861-1866
in 1908. This book is a collection of the letters which she sent to her close friends at home during her
first stay in Japan. They show her fresh and genuine response to Japanese people and society. En-
countering the turmoil of the last days of the Tokugawa Shogunate, Margaret also gave her own
analysis of politics and international relations. This paper surveys the contents of Glimpses of Old Ja-
pan 1861-1866 and points out the distinct features of Margaret's observation about old Japan.
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Babies make sad havoc of missionary as-
pirations. Why, I expected to have a par-
cel of little ragged children around me,
teaching them by this time; but I have not
locked into a Japanese book for three
months. I was beginning to read the char-

acter pretty well before baby came...
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I begin to feel my importance too, for I
know that if I can be of no other use in

this land, I can at least make a home for



new missionaries who are coming in. Be-
sides our own family, we have made a
home for three young men and two mis-
sionary families from China, during the

last year.
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With new servants, no cooking stove,
and three young men to board, my time is
quite taken up in house-keeping and at-
tending to baby. A chronicles is useful in
this respect, if no other, that we may see
how much of life is taken up with little
things, though I mean to try to do some-
thing with the language this winter and
prepare myself for future usefulness here.
I seem on the threshold of the very kind of
usefulness I have nearly all my life longed
for, and I so ardently desire the honor of
doing something for these poor people,
gathering a few sheaves before I die. Yes-
terday P.M. I called with my husband, on
some of the people, and had a trial of our
conversational powers. Oh! for more lib-

erty in this tongue.
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The people are by no means savage but
kind and courteous, intelligent and pro-
gressive. Is it strange, under these cir-
cumstances that one could forget the
deformities of heathenism and the moral
desert into which one goes, in the first
sight of such luxuriant beauty, and be
proud to call it home ? Then come with
me over seas and across oceans while I at-
tempt to interest you in a land that is
bright and beautiful, yet knows that its
moral condition is lost in the mists of

childish superstition.
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filth” (A, #%. BR, ) BhugZ
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When you marry that missionary and
come out to the East to live, you will un-
derstand the difficulty of painting a pic-
ture of Eastern domestic life for Western
eyes to appreciate. To speak plainly, I
lack the power to paint to you things are
We breath a different

atmosphere from yours; its peculiarities

they really exist.

are not transferable---at least by my pen,
and I only speak of them that you may
know missionaries are not exempt from
them and how they are lifted above them.
If I attempt to present them, they fall in

distorted shapes on your vision. *’
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Tdh - 72H, “A Buddhist temple is not the
worst place in the world to initiate one to life
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We stood viewing it from this distance
and thought there would be more reason
in idolatry if what were worshiped, were
An old

priest came and invited us to go nearer.

always as impressive as this.

In standing beneath it, I felt my own
littleness as never before, and acknowl-
edged to some degree of awe and rever-

ence to such a masterpiece of human art!
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At this place the entire population seems
out to see us, from wrinkled old men and
stout young clowns to hobbling old
women and girls with red cheeks and
laughing black eyes, and toddling chil-
dren with babies nearly as big as them-
selves on their backs, whose little heads
peeping over the shoulders of their bear-
ers, give the appearance of the nurse be-
ing double-headed. In these villages, good
nature and poverty seem to prevail; the
old faces we see, are smoke-dried, wrin-
kled and toothless; backs are bent by
heavy burdens, yvet the face of youth is

generally smiling and good-natured.
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I am surprised and pleased to find the

Japanese accord to their women so large a

measure of respect and considerate care.
She is almost as much at liberty to walk
and visit as in our own land. Indeed, any
amount of social freedom prevails among
womankind here. After the meals are
cooked and the home made tidy, a woman
is at liberty to go where she will and gos-
sip with whom she likes, over the hibachi,

and tea-tray sitting near.
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I have seen enough to know that she can
and does generally rule her own house-
hold; and she considers it her duty and
privilege to share whatever of pain or sor-
row is appointed to man, but I am sorry to
say, the man is not always as faithful to
her, being at liberty to divorce her for a
very slight cause. Polygamy is practiced,

though it is not universal.
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Their seeming incapacity for conceiving
sorrow is one of the most characteristic
features of this people. Perhaps this in
due to the influences amidst which this
free and happy people have the privilege
of living. As some one has said, “Where
nature is always bright and beautiful, the
inhabitants, like the scenery, seem to ex-
pand under its influence, and to become
bright and happy”. Such is the case with
these people, who while yielding almost

unconsciously to these influences, deepen

T—=ALy b NSOEIFEEAE

them by their eager pursuit of all things

gay and handsome.
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How deceitfully the Government has be-
haved toward us; but what could we
expcet [sic] from a people whose policy is
anything but straightforward. They are
ever ready with a thousand crooked argu-
ments, for not giving a direct answer to a
direct demand, and in our case, have de-
scended to base subterfuges to cover this

cowardly act.
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call it an oasis in the wilderness of discourage-
ment, because it is our kome, and in it we are
helped so wonderfully by our Heavenly Fa-
ther to bear our trials.” Z L T<=—#A VL v b b
LA ZE~B 02 EA T, FRIHEL TS
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We have for breakfast, dinner and supper,
reports of assassinations, bombardments,
or treacherous action of some native
prince, and are beginning to get our eyes
open to the fact that foreigners are not the
only cause of all these overturnings, but
that the country was ripe for revolution
before any treaties were made with for-

eigners.
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All this the ronin were said to have ac-
complished, though doubtless a stronger
power was backing them up. You know,
it is not till after the lapse of years that
one can always see clearly the prime
mover in events with which they have
been contemporary. At the time, the os-
tensible agent is the one usually regarded
as the one most responsible, though he
may be but a mere link in the official ma-

chinery. *®
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Bh-thbLklnd, ZOEZFNETERES
BOLERDE D ICEREIET,

What en-

couragement and cheer does it give to

But what of its moral effect ?

those men who are struggling so hard to
elevate their nation and make it equal to
the so-called Christian nations, when they
exact such things at such a time ? Truly
the men who authorized these vengeful
acts seem to think there is no Day of
Judgement. To oppress and take advan-
tage of a weak nation, struggling in the
throes of revolution as this is, shows not
only weakness, but cowardice. Such cov-
etousness would be unpardonable were it
not, that the act was bitterly denounced

by Parliament and the press at home.
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