The Lyre Player in Burma(Part 1)

After World War II, Japanese soldiers, who had been senty 2
to the front; Asian Continent and the South Sea Islands)

were sent back to Japan. Their families, who were eager to"
see their sons, fathers and brothers, came to meet them at ~ =
ports. Those discharged soldiers were all thin and pale, and_ '.‘_ )
seemed to have no energy; some of them who were sick orE
injured were carried on stretchers.

Among them, there was a group of ex-soldiers who were lively and always enjoying singing songs
together. They sang even in duet or trio.

"Why are they singing songs so happily? What were they eating during the war?" the rest of the
soldiers were puzzled.

The group was from Burma, where they had been under risks many times, but they always sang
under a young commander, who had graduated from a music school in Japan. Thanks to him, they
could survive during the war without being depressed too much.

One of the ex-soldiers spoke to me like this;

We sang many kinds of songs: carols; chansons; famous songs of England, Germany, Italy and

Japan. Especially 'Home, Sweet Home' was one of the songs we sang many times in trio and

quartet, which reminded us of our home towns.

We used to sit around Superior Private Mizushima who was good at playing the lyre. We listened
to his performance with our arms folded and eyes closed. We sang 'Home, Sweet Home' and he
accompanied us on the lyre.

Soon the war situation was getting worse and worse. At last we had to escape into a deep
mountain.

One day we were surrounded by enemies. We felt some people approaching us, talking with each
other in English. Maybe they were sent to reconnoiter. One of them said,

"T'd like to smoke."

"It's dangerous!" the other said.

"Don't worry too much. There aren't any Japanese here."

It seems they didn't notice us hiding behind them. One lit a match, so we could see two British
soldiers sitting on a rock. Then one of the two began to whistle. Soon the other sang to it. It was
'Auld Lang Syne'.

"Ah, I wonder what my parents are doing now," one of them said.

Then, the sounds of playing the lyre were heard from a distance.

"What is that?" one asked.

"I have no idea, but what beautiful sounds they are!" the other said.

The two stood up and climbed down the hill to the valley from which the sounds of the lyre were
coming.

We realized we had a narrow escape.

Mizushima was 22 years old, and looked like a born and bred Burmese when he wore a red and

yellow waistcloth on his naked hip.
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"I am....a Burmese....Burma is a good country...." whenever he spoke in broken Burmese, we
couldn't help laughing.
One day we were invited by the people in a small village. We sang several songs in return.

Strange to say, one of the most famous songs in Japan '"The moon over a ruined castle' pleased

them most. They gathered around us to listen to our chorus. However, I should say, Mizushima's
performance with the lyre overcame our chorus. When we were singing a famous German song
'Roslein', we noticed something unusual was happening; before we were aware, all the villagers
had gone and we had been surrounded by the British army. Our commander said to us in a low
voice,

"Keep on singing! If they think we've noticed them, they'll shoot us at once. We must pretend not
to notice we've been surrounded."

Then Mizushima climbed a big box filled with explosives and started playing the lyre on it. He
intended to protect the explosives from British army's attack; if they had shot aiming at the box,
not only Mizushima but also all of us would have been killed.

We never stopped singing. We chose some pieces in slow tempo like "The Last Rose of Summer'
and 'Home, Sweet Home' When we finished singing 'Home, Sweet Home', we heard the same
melody from the forest. They were singing that song but in English, then they started singing
'The Last Rose of Summer' We've never doubted these songs were all original Japanese ones. But
they really were the old English songs. While they were singing, they may have recollected their
childhood, their parents, and their hometowns.

We were no longer enemies but friends. We gathered around the fire hand in hand, and sang
songs together.

To listen to the English soldiers singing ,'If a body meet a body,the thing is...". one of us began to
sing 'Comin' Thro'(Through) the Rye' in Japanese. Both English and Japanese soldiers strode off
with their arms over each other's shoulders.

Mizushima accompanied us on the lyre, and he was given big cheers. Seeing him shedding tears
on his cheeks, both sides of soldiers sang together with tearful eyes.

Without fighting, we threw down our arms and were taken prisoner of the British army. They

informed us that the war had already ended three days before.

The Lyre Player in Burma(Part 2)

One day our ex-commander heard about a Japanese army&_

barricading themselves in a cave of a mountain. They were:
rejecting surrender. He called Mizushima, and said,
"They are still fighting against the British army. Soon the

will be annihilated. I'm afraid they are going to choose o)

to kill themselves? I know this is a very challenging task. If - -

you don't want to go, then I'll go there to do it."
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Mizushima kept silent for a while, but soon said decisively,

"T'1l try to do it."

Ten minutes later, we saw him walking along the path far below the cliff with an English soldier
and a guide. Meanwhile, we went down to a southern town by train and bus. We would stay at a
prisoners' camp there for a while until we could return to Japan.

Since then, we've waited for Mizushima to come back and rejoin us. We'd missed him so much and
complained like this,

"We can't sing well without his lyre."

"We can't work effectively without him."

Our ex-commander murmured,

"I should have gone there instead of him."

But Mizushima never showed up in front of us.

One day, we were told to renovate an old bridge in the suburbs of this town. Several days later, we
finished the work. We walked back across the bridge we had renovated, where we bumped into a
Burmese priest walking toward us with a blue parakeet on his shoulder. We were very surprised
to see him as he looked just like Mizushima, although the priest was in a Buddhist priest's attire;
a yellow robe, and got his head shaved.

"He is Mizushima's double!" one whispered to another, and the words spread to the rest of them
like waves.

"Mizushima! Mizushima!"

But the priest passed us without showing any expression.

We were also involved in renovating a charnel for British soldiers who had died during the war.
When it was completed, a splendid funeral was held for them at the charnel. We were permitted
to see the long procession to the charnel by the road. Among a lot of Burmese priests walking in
front of us, we saw the priest we had met on the bridge...resembling Mizushima. Look! He held a
box covered by a white cloth hanging from his neck. It was the Japanese way of carrying remains!
"Ah!" our ex-commander cried in a low voice. He might be... We were all eyes, watching him
walking off.

One day when we sang in front of a huge Buddha statue lying in a cave of the cliff, beautiful
sounds of lyre came to our chorus. We looked around while singing. On finishing our chorus, we
ran toward the place where we thought the sounds had come from, and tried to find the player. We
cried again and again,

"Mizushima! Mizushima! Let's go back to Japan together!"

The day when we would return to Japan had come at last. That very day, an old native woman,
who had come to the prisoners' camp to sell things many times, came to see us. She took out a bird
from her pocket. That was the parakeet our ex-commander had asked her to hand to Mizushima
the other day....which was trained to speak...

"Hi, Mizushima, let's go back to Japan together."

But the bird cried,

"I can't afford to go back with you."

Someone said,

"It has learned such Japanese. We don't need it anymore. Let it go."



The old woman said,
"This isn't the same bird you gave the priest. It's the brother parakeet. Look at it closely. It's a
little bigger than that and the feathers are more beautiful. It's the bird for you from the priest in
return."
The bird cried the priest's message again,
"I can't afford to go back with you."
Then the old woman handed a thick envelope to our ex-commander.
"The priest...asked me to hand this letter to you." Apparently, it was from Mizushima!

At the departure, Japanese soldiers waved their hands to the old woman who was standing at
the gate to see us off.
Three days later, we were gathered on the deck of the ship heading to Japan, and sat around the
ex-commander. He unsealed the envelope, took out about 30 sheets of paper from it, looked
around us all, and began to read it.
Dear Commander and My Comrades
I miss you so much. I'd like to be with you, work together, sing together, return to Japan and meet
my mother and friends desperately. But I decided not to go back to Japan. I vowed to stay in this
country to do my duty, since I've found bleached bones here and there on the ground. How can I
leave them there as they are? I want to bury them, hold funerals and pray for them..."
I'll talk to you about how I have been doing since I parted from you.
I failed to persuade the Japanese army to surrender. The time I was given by the British officer
was almost gone. At last I said
"They'll attack you in three minutes. On my way back, I'll be killed under both sides of shooting.
When you see and confirm my death, you should surrender to the British army."
Under fire, I ran out toward a stump lying half way between both sides, and played the lyre on it
until I got injured badly. Gradually I became unconscious, but under that situation, I felt
something like I'd been watching a magic lantern; a white flag was flown to halt fighting,
Japanese soldiers were getting out of their fort one by one, and the shooting from the British
army stopped.
Fortunately, I was saved by a tribe in a deep mountain, where I was given enough food and

treatment for injury. Thanks to their kindness I gradually recovered. But

actually they were a cannibal tribe, and waited for my recovery to eat me,
When I was about to be eaten, the chief's daughter asked her father to save
my life. The day I left the village, she gave me a Burmese priest's robe to put
on. She also handed me an armlet which was only permitted to high-ranked

prlests to wear. Later, it helped me a lot as a Burmese priest.

saw dozens of bodies left on the fields.
I gathered dead trees and branches and set fire to burn them, dug a hole for * 2

the remains and set a tomb there. It took me for a week. During those days, I == :

stayed at a village nearby to do it. I joined my palms together for them and kept going to my
destination.

One day I happened to see a shack. Opening its door, I found a body in a Japanese military



uniform there. It was covered with ants and maggots. Beside it, there was a picture of a young
father holding a little boy, who must have been waiting for his father to return. I carried the body
on my back to the forest and buried it with the picture.

On the way here and there I buried Japanese soldiers' bodies. However, what shocked me most
was a mountain of decomposed bodies thrown away into a swamp by the river. It was more than I
could handle. I didn't do anything but put my palms together in prayer and left there.

When I passed by a cemetery, I saw a group of English people drooping their heads and giving a
silent prayer in front of a new tombstone. Then they sang 'Home, Sweet Home'. After they left, I
was staggered to see the tomb. It was carved, "A Grave of the Unknown Japanese Soldiers."

What a shameful man I am to leave the bodies in the swamp without doing anything for them,
while even the English people prayed and sang for Japanese dead.

"Can you leave this country, Burma?" "No, I can't."

I decided not to come back to you, to your camp. So I walked back toward the river. On my way, I
happened to see you on the bridge. I felt my heart bound with joy, sorrow, and embarrassment.
But I had already decided not to return to Japan. I couldn't reveal myself. I had to make you
believe, "Mizushima was dead in Burma."

When you were singing before the huge Buddha Statue and heard the sound of lyre I played, you
must have been surprised. I really wanted to tell you, "I am here. I am still alive. Let's sing
together." But I am now a Burmese priest, so I can't see you again. I can't hug you.

I am becoming busier and busier here day by day. I must make every possible effort not only for
Japanese spirits but for the people in this country."

I can't completely write my farewell words to you. The day has at last come when I must part from
you forever. I'll be wandering around in this country from now on. Whenever I feel I miss you, I'll
play the lyre. Thank you so much for your kindness to me for years. I wish you all a happy life in

Japan.
Yasuhiko Mizushima

The ex-commander finished reading the letter. We remained silent for a while. Soon it got dark.
Above us in the night sky, innumerable stars were beautifully twinkling. We sang together quietly.
The waves of sounds accompanied our songs like the sounds of a lyre. (2010.9.1 With Itaya) The

original was "The Lyre Player in Burma" by Michio Takeyama.
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