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Nakamura provides a solid work that demonstrates the importance of 
rangaku outside major cities, schools, and the works of famous scholars. 
The one small problem with this work is that Nakamura states that she in-
tends to examine “the social impact of Western learning at the level of eve-
ryday life” (pp. 1, 175). However, her work clearly focuses on those few 
physicians who were generally local elites. Nakamura states that the Kyūkō 
nibutsukō and Hieki yōhō were aimed at wealthy farmers and physicians, and 
even though she insinuates that they would pass this information on to 
those of the community, she still does not demonstrate how Western learn-
ing was used on an everyday level among commoners. Despite this small 
qualm, Nakamura delivers a solid work that makes extensive use of primary 
sources and secondary sources in both Japanese and English. The book is 
also well suited as an introduction to the study of rangaku. Overall, this 
book is a gem in the small field of English scholarship on rangaku and will 
hopefully spawn future works that further illuminate the field.  
 
THOMAS W. BARKER 
University of Kansas 

Peter Pagnamenta & Momoko Williams, Sword and Blossom: A British 
Officer’s Enduring Love for a Japanese Woman. New York: Penguin 
Press, 2006. xii + 345 pages. 
 
Sword and Blossom is a love story between a late Victorian British Army of-
ficer and a Japanese woman he met while serving in Japan; the story is 
based on letters primarily written by the British officer. Authors Peter 
Pagnamenta and Momoko Williams provide us with an excellent look at 
early twentieth-century life in Japan and a fascinating analysis of the British–
Japanese military alliance that made this relationship possible. Following 
the fortunes of the British officer, Brigadier General Arthur Hart-Synnot 
(AHS), takes readers on a historical tour of the Second Boer War in South 
Africa (1899–1902); reviews life at the front in Manchuria during the 
Russo-Japanese War (1904–5); involves us in tours of duty in Hong Kong, 
India, Burma, and Japan; and gives us a front-row seat to the horrors of 
World War I in France. Masa Suzuki, who met AHS at the Officer’s Club in 
Tokyo in 1904, gives us a clear view of family life and the status of Japanese 
women in the late Meiji Period (1868–1912). 

After the ratification of the Anglo–Japanese alliance in 1902, the British 
sent ten promising young officers to Tokyo to learn Japanese so that British 
and Japanese military officials could begin conversing with each other. 
AHS volunteered for the mission and soon became amazingly fluent, ac-
quiring near-native writing and speaking ability. A genuine scholar, he de-
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veloped a deep appreciation for Japanese history and culture when he met 
Masa, a clerical worker at the Officer’s Club who was the daughter of a 
lower–middle class tradesman. Masa and AHS were immediately smitten 
and were soon living together in AHS’s small, private apartment. 

Because AHS was proficient in Japanese, he and Masa developed a hot-
and-heavy correspondence through which the two shared their love and 
made fascinating observations about their lives and times that will surely 
fascinate today’s readers. AHS provides brilliant depictions of the Russo-
Japanese War and colonial postings in India, Burma, and Hong Kong. We 
even view English gentry life at AHS’s family estate in Ireland and witness 
the destruction of the House by the Irish Republican Army during the Irish 
Civil War of 1916. Fortunately, AHS was stationed in Japan for long inter-
vals between other assignments and was thus able to live with Masa. Their 
love relationship endured, despite the racial prejudice and social snobbery 
they experienced. They became parents of two boys (one died very young), 
and Masa even joined AHS in Hong Kong while he was posted there for 
two long tours of duty. AHS begged Masa to marry him, but her family 
wanted her home to care for her aged mother and feared that she would be 
racially stigmatized abroad. Masa’s refusal, despite her intense love for AHS, 
was a move she would later deeply regret. 

Like the Madame Butterfly story, this relationship was ultimately 
doomed. AHS always came back to his Masa, but his military duty and 
other assignments meant long, painful separations as well. AHS was con-
sidering retirement from the army in 1914 and a permanent life with Masa 
and her boys in Japan, but World War I got in their way. He was severely 
wounded and had both his legs amputated. He needed daily care and could 
not make the long boat trip to Japan. Luckily for him, he was able to marry 
his older British nurse who cared for him until his death in 1942. Masa was 
heartbroken that her lover married someone else; but they eventually re-
conciled, and he maintained his financial support for her up through the 
start of World War II. 

Kiyoshi, the surviving Anglo–Japanese son of AHS and Masa, grew 
into a brilliant athlete and scholar–author. He even met his father in 
France shortly before World War II when both were living there, but Kiyo-
shi died a tragic death at the hands of the Russians at the end of the war. 
Masa died in the 1960s. 

Both Masa and AHS saved each other’s letters, but Masa’s letters were 
lost during World War II. AHS’s letters to Masa, however, survived, and 
authors Williams and Pagnamenta combed hundreds of them to provide a 
marvelous picture of this relationship as well as an excellent history of this 
critical period. The book is clearly and beautifully written. The only draw-
back is that, because her letters did not survive, Masa emerges as a rather 
hollow individual: we see her only through AHS’s eyes. This book would 
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serve as a great supplement for a course on modern Japan or early modern 
Asia. After all, who can resist a love story—especially one when, reading it, 
so much else will be learned? 
 
DANIEL A. MÉTRAUX 
Mary Baldwin College 

Michael J. Seth, A Concise History of Korea: From the Neolithic Period 
Through the Nineteenth Century. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2006. vii + 257 pages. 
 
Recently I received an assignment to write a series of encyclopedia articles 
on early Korean history. Lacking any recent books on the subject, I 
Googled the topic and found reference to this very new book by Michael 
Seth, a colleague who teaches Asian history at nearby James Madison Uni-
versity. I hastily ordered a copy. When it arrived a few days later, I used it 
as one of my key references for the encyclopedia work. 

As one would expect of such a work, Seth’s “concise” history—though 
257 pages is not exactly “concise”—is packed with information. He begins 
with a short description of prehistoric Korea and essentially ends his work 
in the 1870s, just before Japanese and Russian intervention destroyed the 
unity and calm of the late Chosŏn period (1392–1910). Nine chapters give 
equal and ample coverage to the major periods of Korean history, including 
a superb twenty-six-page analysis of “United Silla.” What is somewhat sur-
prising, though, is that Seth chooses to end his work in the 1870s, giving 
little attention to the coming of the West and the collapse of the last dy-
nasty. Of course, the collapse of Korea is tied much more to the modern 
period, but a few concluding pages (or perhaps an epilogue) on Korea up 
through 1910 or 1945 would give students some sense of the conditions of 
the Korean peninsula as it is brought into the twentieth century—historical 
territory with which students should already be somewhat familiar. 

Seth’s work is intended to be a text for undergraduate or graduate stu-
dents. I teach introductory history courses on Chinese, Japanese, Indian, 
and Korean history to undergraduates, and what I find lacking in each in-
stance is a basic, solid text specifically written for the nineteen- or twenty-
year-old student. Such a text would contain not only an intelligent yet basic 
introduction to a territory’s history but also in-depth sections on philo-
sophical theories (e.g., Confucianism), politics, society, and the nation’s 
interactions with its neighbors and other foreign states.  

I am happy that Seth’s Concise History meets all of my criteria beauti-
fully. It is written in a crisp, lively manner that is both highly professional 
and scholarly yet clear and interesting. He handles critical historiographi-


