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Kurotora, 
Th e Black Tiger 

«Th e snowfl ake falls on the incense burner.»

Sasaburo had struggled to understand the cursive style 

that Entaï had adopted, though he had got there in the end. 

He was deeply perplexed by this cryptic sentence despite its 

apparent simplicity.

After scratching the side of his head underneath his 

carefully pinned bun, he turned his eyes to the Zen master.

Th e latter had tidied away his brushes quietly after cleaning 

them carefully in a large saucer fi lled with water.

— Master, for me, this is still a little obscure. Would you 

kindly enlighten me?

— It’s a poetic formulation of a state that one should strive 

absolutely to possess. Not only in the art of the sabre, but for 

life itself.

— Oh... said Sasaburo who still did not seem to have 

grasped his meaning.

Th e Zen master paused to make sure that what he was about 

to say penetrated completely the thick skull of his disciple.

— You see, Sasaburo, in a sabre fi ght that crystallises 

all one’s emotions, especially in a life or death combat, one 

must be impassive and totally neutral. One must not project 

oneself on to one’s opponent, have no prejudices and make no 

Kurotora, 
Th e Black Tiger 
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presuppositions about him. Th e explosion of a strike of your 

sword or that of your opponent cannot allow the luxury of 

such thoughts...

Th e snowfl ake has not chosen to fall on the incense burner 

that will destroy it by making it melt. Th e incense burner was 

not deliberately placed under this particular fl ake that will 

disappear upon contact with it.

— I understand, Master, said Sasaburo whose face now lit 

up. Th e young samurai was smart after all.

— In sabre fencing, it’s a question mainly of survival, but 

in everyday life the matter is just as important.

— ...

— Most people, Entaï continued, always have their head 

full of stuff . Th ey judge people on their wealth or their 

appearance... It is their own distrust of the unknown or lack 

of confi dence when face with something strange – a foreigner, 

for example – which makes them act in this way.

Sasaburo had turned his eyes to the fl oor, listening 

attentively.

— Here, I’ll tell you a funny story about it.

Sasaburo had already rushed towards the large fl ask of sake 

with the intention of serving Entaï. He knew the ritual.

— A little sake to loosen my tongue... Th is is not such an 

old story. Of course, you were not born then, but I was about 

ten years old and I was a privileged witness, if only in passing. 

It was in this manner that the Zen master began his strange 

story.
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— Bring me the man or “the foreign monkey” as some call 

him. I do not want public order to be disturbed because of 

him.

General Oda had had enough of all the confusion and 

chaos caused by this madman.

Between those who claimed to have met a man who was 

black from head to foot and those who, refusing to back 

down, accused them of lies, there had been fi ghts and deaths 

in Kyoto.

— My Lord, it is the servant of an Italian Jesuit, Father 

Alessandro Valignano...

— I know, I have my sources, said Oda annoyed. I have 

nothing against the Jesuits, but bring them to me both, all 

the same.

Th us Geronimo the African, renamed Yasuké by his 

master to appear more local, who was the slave of the Italian 

Jesuit, made a guest appearance at the court of General Oda 

Nobunaga in 1579.

No one had ever seen a black man of such gigantic 

proportions. When he appeared, he was soberly dressed in 

the fashion of a Portuguese sailor.

— I would like to discuss your man, Father.

Oda was not asking the Jesuit’s permission. He was 

imposing his will and there was no question of his being 

refused.

— Please, General Oda. He is at your service.

Th e latter turned to one of his waiting samurais to give him 

an order:

— Take this man away and examine his skin. Rub it with 

what you wish – sand or hard brushes for horses. Remove this 

coat of black paint that gives him this strange appearance. 

Get to it!
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Th e offi  cer walked over to a group of men to whom he 

ordered to seize the black giant.

Th e Jesuit had approached his servant at the same time as 

Oda’s samurais.

— Let yourself be examined, Yasuké! Do not fl inch. Th ey 

want to confi rm that you are indeed black. I cannot stop them. 

Do not take this as a humiliation...

Th anks to the Jesuit father, even if he was a slave, Yasuké 

had the status of a servant. 

Here in foreign countries, amongst people of excessive 

discipline, as he had observed, he felt even less enslaved than 

the local population! So if the Padre had said not to take 

off ence ...

Stoically, the great Black removed his shirt and allowed 

himself to be prodded by soldiers who were themselves not 

particularly at ease before the strange skin of a foreigner 

eighty-eight metres tall and nearly a hundred kilos in weight. 

Th ey were clearly bothered by his smell and grimaced around 

him, pinching their nostrils.

Th e African had not had the opportunity to take a bath 

every day, unlike the samurai who examined him from 

every angle, even looking into his pants with eyes wide with 

astonishment. Without reacting, he let them rub his back and 

arms.

Lord Oda looked on curiously from ten metres away.

After a few minutes, the offi  cer returned to his master with 

this conclusion:

— Lord Oda, it’s not paint, it really is his skin.

— I told you so, the Jesuit priest added, all his people are 

like that. We call them black Africans...

Oda Nobunaga looked at the Jesuit priest.

— He can fi ght, did you say?
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— Th e little I have seen gives me that impression. He can 

be fearsome beneath his apparent reserve.

— You do not mind if I test him in a bout with some of 

my men?

— No, not at all, as long as you do not kill him...

Th e general was not sure. A fi ght is a fi ght and the duty 

of a warrior was to be ready to die instantly. Nonetheless, he 

reassured his foreign visitor.

— We will only use dummy weapons. Wooden spears and 

sabres.

Moments later, Oda had given instructions and issued four 

names.

Five minutes later, four samurai stood before him. Th eir 

sleeves were rolled up to their tasuki and their hakama were 

slightly raised so as not to hinder them. Th ey were ready to 

fi ght.

Th eir faces, though craggy, were rough and expressed 

nothing; they were not the most engaging of fellows. Oda, 

if he had not chosen the best of his samurai had appointed 

seasoned and intrepid men. Th e black giant would need to 

work hard if he wanted to defeat them.

When Don Valignano had explained to his slave what was 

expected of him, the black man had nodded instantly with no 

change to his composure. His face expressed no surprise and 

no fear. He was obedient.

Th e choice of weapons was free. Th ree samurai chose 

the boken, the hard wooden swords for training at the dojo. 

Th e fourth one took the yari, a spear with a wooden point, 

whose deft handling enabled the fi ghter to face one or more 

opponents at the same time while keeping them at a distance.

Th e black giant started off  shirtless, allowing everyone 

to observe his perfectly impressive muscular physique. 
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Even without sweat, his black skin glinted highlighting the 

athleticism of this African native.

He, too, had taken a spear.

Th e improvised fi ghting area was outdoors, marked out by 

the walls of the castle courtyard. Th e spectators lined up in 

front of a surface that was both fl at and dry, as it had not 

rained for two days. Th e blue sky was dotted with long white 

clouds that stretched slowly, reducing the brightness. It was 

ideal weather for this impromptu tournament.

Oda, the Spanish Jesuit and some offi  cers were seated on 

folding chairs. Th e fairly large audience was made up of the 

castle soldiers, excepting those who were on their guard.

Th e fi ghters were requested to position themselves a few 

metres to the left of the lords who sat and waited for the fi rst 

to begin.

— You fi rst, Takézo. Oda indicated to one of the men.

While his companions stood waiting on the side, the 

designated samurai bowed politely and walked a few metres 

to the giant black who was waiting. Takézo had a fi erce face 

that expressed unwavering determination.

He bowed his head slightly in a brief salute then set a 

low guard, with his weapon pointed towards the knees of 

his opponent. It was logical, the other had a spear and could 

strike him from both above and below.

Th e black man had not responded to his salute. He did not 

know the ritual and without moving an inch, he watched his 

opponent try to approach him.

Th e Japanese warrior was forced to attack. With his 

shorter weapon and diff erence in size, he was at least twenty 

centimetres smaller than his opponent. Th ese facts forced 

him to enter his enemy’s space to strike. No other tactics were 

possible.
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When he launched his lightning attack, the black man, who 

had remained immobile like an ebony statue, pulled himself 

away in a split second from the axis of the blow directed 

towards his forehead.

His left hand had seized the middle of the shaft of his 

weapon to add to his right hand already in place. As he passed 

by him, a very sharp blow from the top of the spell fell on the 

neck of the samurai. He collapsed under the single blow.

Th e fi rst fi ght was over.

Oda, an expert fi ghter, had observed everything and did 

not hesitate.

— Attack him, all of you!

— Now we’re going to see what he’s got! Th e fi ery general 

muttered to himself.

He then witnessed an astounding ballet. It was like 

watching a stork among chickens!

Th e formidable stature of the black man with his spear 

still rising, surrounded by much smaller men of war but with 

an aggression compounded by the lightning defeat of their 

comrade, off ered an amazing spectacle that would mark the 

memory of the warriors of the Land of the Rising Sun.

Th e Black moved with feline grace. His unusual size did 

not impede the speed of his movement. Th e spear acted as 

an extension of his body, sweeping the legs off  their legs, 

separating his adversaries from their sabres and assigning 

terrible blows to them as would the paws of a wild beast.

He fi ghts like a tiger! Oda said. I had taken him for an ox, 

but I was greatly mistaken.

— Kurotora!  28 Exclaimed the offi  cer who was closest to 

him, thus baptising the African fi ghter, who bore a nickname 

28. Black tiger.
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that would stick with him in the future as he found himself in 

the world of Japanese warriors.

In less than three minutes that had passed like a click of 

the fi ngers, the fi ght was over.

General Oda’s proud samurai had bitten the dust. Th e 

lancer had lost his spear. After receiving a thrust of his heel 

enemy’s weapon full in the chest around the solar plexus, 

he found himself sitting on the fl oor, breathless, unable to 

move. Th e other two were also on the ground. One lay on his 

stomach, arms outstretched, stunned. Th e other curled up on 

his side holding his broken arm, moaning pitifully.

Oda had turned pale, primarily disappointed by the 

lightning defeat of the three warriors. Nonetheless, he pulled 

himself together.

— You have a remarkable man there, Padre.
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Two years later, Yasuké was still the service of Jesuit priest 

whom he had followed in his various missions throughout the 

Japanese archipelago and now spoke the language very well.

Oda Nobunaga had now become the strongman of Japan, 

although some clans still resisted him.

Seeing that the African always following faithfully in the 

shadow of Alessandro Valignano, Oda beckoned him to sit 

closer beside him.

— Father, it won’t bother you if I confer with your faithful 

servant?

Th e Jesuit, who was by no means opposed to any wish on 

the part of the most powerful man in the country, replied 

cheerfully.

— On the contrary, Lord Oda, please ...

Th e great black had approached him.

— So Yasuke, how have you been since the last time we 

met? It is almost two years now since you gave my samurai a 

beating...

Th e few courtesies exchanged between the African and the 

general allowed the latter to understand that Yasuké, besides 

being a formidable fi ghter, was also very intelligent. His 

language was more or less correct and his vocabulary was not 

at all limited.

— By the way, where did you learn to fi ght like that?

It was indeed the character of Oda Nobunaga to ask frank 

and direct questions.

— It’s a long story, my Lord.

— Don’t worry, I’m listening. Everything about fi ghting 

interests me.

Oda’s curiosity was sincere. After enjoying a gilded 

youth in a powerful family where he was wasting away in a 

languorous indolence, he had awakened one day to put all his 
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energy to use. It had been the suicide of one of his most loyal 

samurai clan, one who had disapproved of his attitude, that 

had changed his attitude. He had then worked hard to be an 

eff ective and feared samurai, before becoming the powerful 

general that he was today.

— I come from a very large country, a giant continent 

called Africa. Th ere, one must know how to fi ght to survive 

for his country is not only populated by diverse tribes who may 

be potential enemies, but also large and extremely dangerous 

animals. I think you already know about the tigers for I have 

seen wonderful representations of them on the drapes of your 

castles, as well as images of lions and panthers. Our tigers are 

huge and fearsome predators.

— I was the son of a tribal chief before being captured 

by the Portuguese and sold as a slave. Yes, my father was a 

king, of a tiny kingdom, Yasuké admitted, but he was the 

undisputed leader. For generations, he, like his ancestors, had 

to prove his courage and strength in fi ghting the lions and 

tigers. I honestly believe that, as training for war, there is 

nothing better than fi ghting wild beasts; they have a strength 

and an incredible fl exibility. More, they have incomparable 

courage and ruthless ferocity...

Th e Japanese lord listened with his ears wide open to the 

clear and accurate account of his African companion. His 

Japanese was fl uent and colourful.

— You yourself, have you killed many tigers?

Oda’s tone of voice was ironic. Th e Black was not at all 

troubled by this.

— I’ve only killed one of them. I had just turned fourteen 

when I was taken by the Portuguese. But I was already strong. 

Since childhood, I had practiced a popular form of wrestling 

in my village and I would run a lot through the savannah that 
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makes up most of the landscape of my country. In summary, 

my education was such: the spear fi ghting with or without 

shield against wild animals, as well as wrestling and running. 

I can add that in Portugal and Spain, two countries in Europe 

where I have stayed, I’ve also had the privilege of learning to 

kill bulls on horseback with a spear, a tradition in this country 

that allows riders to train for battle because a bull is more 

dangerous than fi ve men...

— I begin to understand your ruthlessly effi  ciency as a 

fi ghter.

Oda was sincere and even admiring.

After a while, his face lit by a sudden decision, the General 

said:

— I wish I had you by my side. What would you say to 

leaving your master, who is soon to depart from Japan, and so 

be a free warrior in my service?

Th e prisoner, who had been tied up carefully, had been 

deposited at the foot of Oda Nobunoga’s country house. 

Perched above him, Yasuké watched the scene.

Th e defeated general had recovered despite being bound 

and left on his knees, his torso upright despite the compression 

of the rope. He looked at Oda proudly, without defi ance and 

with real dignity.

— What do you think, Yasuké? Should I behead him or 

should I permit him to commit seppuku?

To Oda’s mind, no more generous solution could be 

proposed.

Th e robust African was now in the service of the Japanese 

general. Don Valignano, who had left Japan for other missions, 

had given him up obligingly to Oda having insisted in having 

him in his service.
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— One moment, Lord. Can I speak to you?

— Give Yasuké a chair! Oda ordered.

Next to the giant frame of his servant and friend, the 

general, who would not stand up and be at a disadvantage, 

had found this solution more comfortable and more respectful 

of his rank.

— Yes, Yasuké.

— Well, Lord. Your prisoner is a brave offi  cer. He fought 

courageously and at heart, even in defeat, he is not unworthy. 

He is a man of character – you can see this even now in his 

behaviour.

— You know, Oda, he is not very important. He is the lord 

of a small fi efdom...

— Exactly, Yasuké said. A minor nobleman can become 

great and who knows, one day you may need his services. Be 

magnanimous and ask him simply to make an oath of loyalty 

to you. Don’t humiliate him...

Th e general, who had a sharp mind, understood immediately. 

Smiling at Yasuké, he bowed his chin on his chest slightly.

— Cut his binds and deliver him to my tent. Bring wine 

for us.

Since General Oda had tasted the Christian wine brought 

by the Jesuits, he almost never drank sake.

— Tell me, Yasuké, who taught you these diplomatic 

niceties?

— It was during my stay in Italy. I read them in a book 

written by Nicolo Machiavelli 29, a diplomat in the service of 

the Republic of Florence, more than fi fty years before. Th is 

book explains how the Heads of State can gain power or lose 

29. Machiavelli (1469-1527).
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it. It is a book about pragmatism in politics, or how to govern 

eff ectively.

— Th is interests me to no end, my dear Yasuké, we’ll talk 

about it again.

For now, Oda was elsewhere, Inhabited by his character at 

the No theatre. He chanted his text with conviction. A very 

characteristic gesture accompanied the voice coming from his 

belly. His movements were extended by the fan placed in his 

left hand that opened and closed depending on the moment.

Yasuké watched, fascinated. Th is show pleased him no end. 

It reminded him of the bards of his country that he used to 

accompany spontaneously by hitting the instrument he had at 

hand – a gourd or a hollowed tree trunk.

Spotting a war drum elegantly arranged on trestles, he 

motioned to a servant to bring him the instrument and place 

it before him upright.

Unaware of the codes of No theatre, even if he had seen 

some performances previously, he began to beat on the drum 

skin with a subtle measure to accompany the song of the 

Japanese general.

His huge and skilful hands drummed quietly at fi rst, then 

with stronger accentuation at moments he felt more intense or 

more tragic.

For the spectators, the scene was completely unexpected 

and almost sacrilegious. A foreigner had intruded into the 

esoteric world of sacred theatre that worshipped General Oda! 

What had happened?

No-one had missed the terrible fl ash of annoyance on the 

face of the Japanese chief. It was only a very brief moment 

that did not disturb his diction. Instead, turning his head to 
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see the intruder’s face, Oda had resumed full concentration to 

keep playing.

It was true that Yasuké kept wonderfully to the rhythm 

of the No player. He foresaw all the nuances of tone and 

accompanied them by clapping his hands on the leather skin 

with surprising delicacy.

Th e magic lasted for almost ten minutes until the voice of 

the bronze general became silent.

A succession of small beats gently reeled off  the drum before 

stopping for a few seconds. A silence had settled in front of 

the No. Th e spectators were frozen, totally incredulous.

To the surprise of the fi erce warriors, Oda had bowed 

courteously before the improvised drummer. His laugh roused 

the audience from its stupor.

— Bring us wine so we may toast this amazing 

improvisation...

Yasuké responded to the general with a grin before bowing 

deeply.

And so, in the weeks that passed, all became witness to a 

surprising complicity that developed between the prestigious 

General Oda and the fearsome African warrior.

Th e sincere friendship of the most powerful man in Japan 

for his charge, Yasuké, facilitated the social life of African 

phenomenon. Th e reluctance that came from being a foreigner 

in his ebony skin faded with the obvious respect and familiarity 

that Oda Nobunaga felt for his new friend. Women as well as 

men hurried to become his friend. Th e old adage claiming 

that you cannot trust anyone who does not demonstrate their 

virility, had pushed Oda to introduce women to Yasuké, who 

was very grateful in turn. Th ere was no chance that his lord 

would experience jealousy as he preferred by far his young 

pages, even if he was married and had a son he loved. Yasuké’s 
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natural courtesy towards the opposite sex was much greater 

than the average of his new countrymen, and he had no trouble 

pleasing the various mistresses that fortune had delivered to 

him. His fabulous physique and natural sensuality did the rest.

— Yasuké!

— Yes, my Lord.

— You were there when I received the message from my 

trusty Hideyoshi. You know the situation. For fi ve years he 

has held a siege on “Crow Castle” and has not yet forced its 

surrender. However, he is an excellent strategist. He thinks 

he has found a solution, but he’s heard that the Mori clan will 

send troops to help the irreducible Munéharu, his faithful 

vassal, who will hear nothing of surrender.

I charge you, with all our men and two thousand Hatamoto 

that I put under your command, to bring aid to Hideyoshi.

— I’m on my way immediately!

Oda smiled. He appreciated Yasuké greatly. He had proved 

to be a determined and energetic warrior as well as being 

intelligent and cultured.

It was now the monsoon season. Th e rain had not stopped 

crackling on the glazed tiles of the Honno-ji temple in Kyoto, 

the occasional residence of Oda Nobunaga.

When the rain stopped, fog had invaded the whole 

environment. Despite the wet fl oors that did not facilitate 

his approach, Mitsuhide had ordered a surprise attack on the 

general Oda.

Th e familiar sound of a rattling sabre awakened him.

Oda, throwing off  the thick cover that protected him from 

the cold and damp of the night, jumped hastily out of his 

futon. He yelled:
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— Yasuké!

He was the fi rst person that had come to Oda’s mind to 

protect him. In a fl ash of lucidity, he realised that his faithful 

black samurai were not there. He had sent him to Hideyoshi 

with his two thousand samurai hatamoto 30. 

Th e shoji of the exterior facade of his room had exploded 

under the violence of the attack by the samurai he recognised 

as the men of Mitsuhide Mitsumidé.

— Th e traitor! He muttered to himself.

At the moment he seized his pair of sabres, he took an 

arrow in the right fl ank which penetrated deep between his 

ribs.

With the foolhardy courage that was customary to him, 

overcoming the excruciating pain that burned across his side, 

the valiant general had drawn his two sabres to face the enemy 

which, in large numbers, had now fi lled the room.

He was leaning back against the farthest wall from the 

door to keep a minimum level of balance because of his injury. 

He did not even have time to strike with the sabre that he had 

armed above his head to strike the nearest enemy. A musket 

shot at close range had dislocated it before causing him to 

collapse, twisting and covered in blood. 

Before falling to the ground, Oda had cast a terrifying look 

at his enemies. On all fours now, he maintained that tiger 

look that would melt its prey. His attackers were paralysed. 

No-one moved an inch when the same Lord Oda, that they 

had attacked by surprise, rose unsteadily with diffi  culty. Th e 

samurai were mesmerised. Th ey waited immobile, without 

even blinking, at the spectacle of the severely wounded warrior 

abandoning the room without taking care of them.

30. «Man under the banner», samurai forming the shogun’s personal guard. Oda 

had made the hatamoto his praetorian guard.
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On tiptoes, the boldest of the samurai now followed the 

enemy general into the great hall of the temple, close to the 

Buddha statue.

Th ey observed him kneeling, fi rst taking his great sword 

then gently raise his short sword at eye level with the greatest 

respect.

Th e lord Oda, despite his cruel wounds which must have 

tortured his body, cut open his belly with conviction and died 

in honour.

A brave but ruthless general, his violent death was in the 

image of his life. He was forty-nine years old...

When the “Black Tiger” learned of the death of Oda, 

murdered treacherously, a sense of anger mingled with great 

sadness overcame him.

His friend Oda Nobunaga was a great general, and he had 

not been there to defend him...
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Th e African offi  cer went immediately to meet his heir, Oda 

Nobutada, who was holding the Nito castle besieged as it was 

by the troops of the treacherous lord.

True to the Oda family, Yasuke participated valiantly in 

the defence of the castle that ended up being taken.

Th e attackers did not know how to overcome him in the 

fi nal battle of defending the castle dungeon. To stop it, they 

would have had to kill him with a shot from an arquebuse, 

decisive weapons that Mitsuidé did not have in his possession.

— Kurotora is a beast, we’ll capture it him as it should be. 

Grab him.

Th is was done.

No-one was spared inside the fortress, but curiously Yasuké 

escaped punishment.

Th e new conqueror had heard of the African samurai, 

but was only aware of from a distance. For him, particularly 

suspicious of foreigners, he was a complete incongruity that 

Oda had dubbed “Th e Black Tiger”.

Th e African warrior had been plunged into total silence 

before the victorious general. He responded to no questions or 

commands. It was as if he did not understand them.

He was judged now to be a man but a foreign animal. It 

was decided that he be sent back to the Jesuits who were busy 

evangelising India. He was sent to Valignano specifi cally, 

since it was the Italian Jesuit who had brought him to Japan.

— Th ere ended his life in our country, Entaï concluded.

Sasaburo was thoughtful.

Entaï respected the silence of the young samurai for a few 

moments before adding:

— You see how important it is not to project on to others 

or the world. Do not harbour presuppositions or prejudices. 
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Remain impassive in the background like a shadow. Th at’s 

not so easy…

Th e Zen master insisted:

— It is extraordinary that a gaijin with black skin, totally 

alien to our values, should upon his arrival become a renowned 

samurai demonstrating exemplary conduct.

— Amazing, is it not?

Dogen Zenji 31, a great Zen master who went before us and 

whom I often quote, wrote in a poem:

“Many people

Passing on the bridge of Gojo 32

See them each as they are.”

Sasaburo greeted the Zen master with deference in 

recognition of this inspiring story.

But after a few moments passed, he could not help 

questioning him:

— What happened to him then? Have you had word of 

him?

— Well, just imagine, Sasaburo, years later I actually heard 

about him from a samurai of the Hidéyoshi army, the new 

shogun.

In 1592 Hidéyoshi invaded Korea with a formidable army. 

His goal was to go on to conquer China!

Th e tone of the Zen master was derisory in commenting 

upon the delusional ambition of the shogun, who had been 

so wise and eff ective under Oda Nobunaga but whom, in the 

Land of the Morning Calm, had now become a resounding 

failure.

31. Dogen Zenji (1200-1253).

32. One of the most famous Kyoto bridges spanning the Kamo River.
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— On landing, Entaï explained, he crossed a small town 

where the sign to an inn caught his attention. Th e plate was 

adroitly stylised and he was intrigued by its very original 

design.

A confused intuition then passed through his head and 

with an interpreter, he asked the innkeeper who was the 

owner of the place.

— It looks like a black man, dressed as a Japanese samurai, 

the general commented. Can you tell me what this drawing 

means?

— About fi fteen years ago, a large black man actually 

passed through here. A warrior dressed like a Japanese man 

and who spoke the language. He stayed a few weeks. We 

were so amazing to see this giant, cultured black man that 

my brother, who is a good calligrapher and artist had the idea 

create a portrait for the new sign to our inn.

Th e shogun had smiled to himself. It could only be Kurotora, 

Oda’s friend, who had stopped here.

Th en, even later, Entaï continued, I heard of him from one 

of my old friends, an itinerant Zen monk like me. He had 

been travelling through the Middle Kingdom to fi nd traces 

of Bodhidharma 33.

Although he did not meet Yasuké, he learned that he had 

appeared at the imperial court and was serving as a powerful 

adviser to the “Son of Heaven”. A little like he had done with 

Oda Nobunaga.

— But one day he disappeared and no one has heard of 

him since.

— Do we know what’s become of him? Th e young samurai 

continued to ask.

33. Indian master who spread Zen in China around 520 AD
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— Well, after I made an enquiry, my friend told me the 

following story. But pour me some sake, Sasaburo, because 

this is yet another tale.

It had been two years since Yasuké had arrived in China. 

Th ere he was a sensation, just as in Japan or Korea, thanks to 

his height and exceptional strength, his education too, but of 

course, most of all because of the colour of his skin.

At the court of the emperor, where he was presented as a 

phenomenon. Yasuké found himself in a position comparable 

to that he had held in the Land of the Rising Sun.

At fi rst, he was the object of everyone’s mockery and 

insults. Th en his grace, his handsome appearance and his 

ability to fi ght led him to be adopted by Zhou Wen, a very old 

mandarin with an open mind. Th e Chinese gentleman, who 

had been the captain of a ship for the Empire Service, had 

travelled a great deal. In particular, he had travelled to Africa 

on a treasure ship and knew the coast of Mozambique, where 

he had stopped for some time. So he had encountered black 

people many years ago.

Having acquired the loyalty of the African warrior, he 

presented him to the Emperor, who raised no objection to his 

retired offi  cer vouching for his character so as to enter into 

service.

After two years, Yasuké spoke Chinese and read the 

ideograms correctly that although being the same in Japanese, 

required a more diffi  cult pronunciation.

Benefi tting from a time of peace when the Empire did not 

need his services as a warrior, he spent his time hunting and 

training soldiers in the service of his master.

Again, his sexual gratifi cation met no obstacles. Th e 

relations of the fl esh were regarded as sacred in this country, 

giving them the air of an obligatory rite.
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Some women, though suspicious in the beginning, quickly 

became interested in him. It was clear that at thirty-four, 

Yasuké was beautiful. 

His large size favoured him even more in China though 

it was less exceptional than in Japan or Korea. His exotic 

appearance excited the fair sex. Th e animality through 

which he expressed himself so well in battle conferred a 

wild sensuality upon him and this was not overlooked by 

the beautiful creatures who fi lled the court and made up the 

Emperor’s entourage.

While the girls from good families were reluctant to show 

themselves in the company of a black man who hardly went 

unnoticed, the African’s delicacy facilitated matters, for his 

charm was much greater than that of his fellow Chinese who 

were somewhat contemptuous of the female sex much as had 

the Japanese he’d left. His physical force when in the service 

of his libidinal allure had done the rest for his reputation.

One day, upon visited a Buddhist temple, he met a beautiful 

young woman who immediately pleased him.

Th is girl burned off erings with a delicacy that touched 

him. Rarely had so much grace shown itself so simply and in 

familiar gestures. He himself had performed the same rites 

and they conversed with great politesse.

Later, he learned that she had arrived recently from her 

home village in a distant region of the country. Her name 

was Xie and she was a Tanka, of an ethnic group of mountain 

people. Her Chinese was unusual because she spoke in a local 

dialect back home whose words were very diff erent.

After a few days the young Tanka became the formal friend 

of the African warrior. Th ey enjoyed laughing together about 

misunderstandings over the words they exchanged and were 

obliged to write down in order to understand.
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When she explained that she was destined to become a 

prostitute for people of importance received at the Emperor’s 

Court, Yasuké met with her protector and bought her without 

argument in order to keep her for himself. Her open minded 

nature led her to continue her education in dance, theatre, 

card games and chess, which she had been glad to devote 

herself to before meeting Yasuké. He came to fetch her every 

evening at the end of her lessons.

Just before arriving in front of an attractive pagoda that 

was his place of instruction, Yasuké met Yang Bao, a young 

offi  cial he knew from the imperial army. Th is man was part 

of a cavalry regiment. Th ey had hit it off  a few months earlier 

during manoeuvres on horseback in the vast courtyard outside 

of the Palace.

Since then, they had often met and emptied many pitchers 

of alcohol talking about everything and nothing.

Th e young Chinese offi  cer had appreciated the intelligence 

of the black warrior and his insatiable curiosity. Himself of 

a high-ranking mandarin family, he was very knowledgeable 

and was interested in everything, especially the history of his 

country and that which was to become known as archaeology.

Yang Bao always had stories and anecdotes which excited 

the hungry mind of the black giant. Th ey ended up becoming 

accomplices and very often found themselves together.

Apparently no cloud troubled their friendship. Apparently!

Today their encounter was fortuitous and in a moment 

Yasuké realised he was happy to see his friend.

Yet the African warrior had noticed the face of the Chinese 

offi  cer change. His face was agitated When he approached 

his horse Yasuké saw his face harden just for a short moment, 

almost imperceptibly.

Th en the features of his Chinese friend relaxed into a grin.
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— What’s wrong with Yang Bao? the black warrior thought 

to himself.

Such a supposition appeared to assign to him a depth of 

concealment that denied the honesty of his face, the clarity 

and pride of his countenance and the apparent cheerfulness 

of his greeting.

— I must be mistaken... Yasuké thought. I have lent to 

him a bad feeling that does not exist. He may be angry with 

someone else or he’s received some bad news.

Th e next day, the two friends had arranged to meet at the 

residence of Yang Bao. Th ey were chatting in the library offi  ce 

of the young Chinese lord.

An eclectic collection of antiques and sculptures of every 

genre, though of great quality gave the offi  ce its décor. It 

fi lled the whole room apart from the desk itself, a beautifully 

lacquered coff ee table that was hidden under countless rolls 

and scrolls.

— My dear friend, I have just discovered something 

amazing that might interest you.

— You actually seem to be trembling with excitement.

Th e offi  cer smiled at Yasuké.

— Th e other day I was riding all alone, both to take out my 

mount and to relax myself.

— I was in the Link Forest, which you know. It begins 

about four kilometres from here. At one point I met a wild 

boar that it amused me to follow. Th e beast was running 

through diffi  cult places, such as clumps of thick bushes, but 

I didn’t want to let it go. At one point, the forest cleared and 

I realised that I was galloping up a hill where the grass was 

high. I was sure that I’d never crossed there while hunting, so 



Th e wisdom of sake

160

I didn’t know at all where I was. I arrived at a remote place 

off  the beaten path, where neither I nor my horse had been 

before.

— After two hundred metres of galloping upwards, the 

hill sloped down gently over the same distance as I’d climbed, 

then dropped down into a tumulus.

— Th e wild boar seemed suddenly to have disappeared when 

suddenly I saw him hesitate, circling a tiny clearing surrounded 

by steep rocks with gnarled pines overhanging them.

— I dismounted carefully with my bow ready to shoot, 

then I examined the place. It seemed closed off  in a natural 

way, like a tiny circle. It was while walking around this close 

that I discovered a passage hidden behind a wild mulberry 

bush. Th e animal had gone inside and managed to escape.

Yang Bao’s voice had stopped as if he was preparing a 

surprise.

Yasuké raised his eyebrows. He was waiting for the 

revelation.

— Well, in the passage where the animal had passed, I 

discovered an excavation that seemed wholly unnatural to me, 

but dug up and worked on the human hand. I took the risk of 

investigating...

— Interesting, what did you discover?

— I had torch or oil lamp, and nothing to make faire and 

light up the place. So I came back, promising myself I’d return. 

Having looked around the clearing thoroughly in order to 

fi nd it easily again, I returned at a leisurely pace to observe 

the places I passed through. I noted landmarks and I even 

took the precaution of marking the bark of certain trees with 

a cross to facilitate a future expedition. Indeed, I returned the 

next day when the day was sunny with clear skies and not a 

cloud around.
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— So? Yasuké could not help questioning him. What did 

you fi nd?

— Th e entrance to a huge tomb in which I found amazing, 

remarkable things. I’m not going to describe it – that would 

take too long. Would you care to accompany me to see these 

wonders?

— Of course! declared the black giant enthusiastically, 

always ready for a new adventure.

Th e two friends had agreed to meet again the following 

morning at sunrise. Th ey were in hunting costume, as if they 

were out chasing deer or wild boar, the classic distraction of 

men of war in times of peace. 

Th e only diff erence was that Yang Bao was carrying 

materials to make a fi re and fuel for oil lamps in his 

saddlebags. He told his friend Yasuké not to worry about 

bringing anything. He would take care of the small items 

indispensable for making a serious site inspection.

— Where are we going, my friend?

— In the direction of Mount Li. I discovered a path on 

the way back that appeared to run very close to the passage I 

found in the north-east corner.

Yasuké had not questioned his friend about the accuracy of 

this directions, but his shrewd mind had noted it all the same. 

Decidedly, the Chinese people were very advanced, which 

was a constant wonder for him34.

— We have to be very discreet, Yang Bao confi ded to his 

foreign friend. Apart from us, nobody must know of that 

entrance. It would be a boon for grave robbers.

— Th ere’s that much treasure there? Th e African cavalier 

was intrigued.

34. Th e Chinese invented the compass from the 2nd century AD.
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— No, there’s no gold or precious stones, but from my point 

of view what remains is an extraordinary testimony to ancient 

time when our art was something astonishing to behold.

— You will see for yourself, says the Chinese offi  cer who 

wanted to maintain the mystery and further increase the 

curiosity of his friend.

Less than an hour later, the two men had arrived. Equipped 

with small oil lamps, they entered into the bowels of the 

mound evoked earlier by the Chinese warrior.

Yasuké, who was not one to scare easily, had observed with 

concern the proliferation of corridors that spread out in many 

directions, forming a complex labyrinth in which it would be 

extremely easy to get lost.

Fortunately, Yang Bao looked confi dent and, in advancing 

cautiously by the dim light of his lamp, signalled no hesitation 

in his progress.

Yasuké, without intending to, had passed in front of his 

friend, who then stopped suddenly.

— Look out!

Th e Chinese offi  cer seized the arm of the black man to stop 

him fi rmly in his tracks.

— Step back right away. I almost fell the fi rst time.

— Approach carefully and keep your lamp low.

Fearfully, Yasuké then discovered a well spanning the 

entire width of the passage, which could have been seven to 

eight meters deep. Numerous bones appeared clearly to them.

It was a pretty terrifying vision.

— Th e remains of thieves, Yang Bao announced calmly. 

It’s one of the many traps designed to keep out grave robbers.

Some moments later they reached a huge rectangular room 

where countless fi gures spread out before them with the 

appearance of ghosts.
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Th e African warrior, halted in his tracks for a moment 

by this amazing vision, had moved his lamp towards the 

motionless spectre nearest to him.

It was the statue of a soldier armed for war. Slightly raising 

his torch, he discovered an army of clay warriors made to a 

human size. Th ey were lined up in columns.

It was astounding!

— In your opinion, dear friend, what is this?

Without hesitation, eyes shining, the Chinese offi  cer 

replied:

— Th e underground army of Quin Shi Huangdi, the fi rst 

emperor of China!

— It’s absolutely incredible, commented the black warrior, 

exceedingly impressed.

— Is it not Quin? I mean, the Emperor Quin, Yang Bao 

corrected with respect, had without doubt some awareness of 

his value in organising his burial before even being designated 

the “Son of Heaven”.

— He made his choice of a suitable site located by his 

geomancers at the foot of Mount Li, where we are precisely 

now.

— I checked the library of the Imperial Palace where they 

keep old manuscripts. I didn’t fi nd any maps but consulted 

the chronicles devoted to this signifi cant event. On the death 

of the Emperor in 221 BC, seven hundred thousand workers 

were working on this site!

Th e two explorers now walked amongst the columns of 

soldiers, identifying who was a rider and who was a foot-

soldier as none of the fi gures had the same face.

After an hour of meticulous inspection that delighted the 

black giant, he declared:
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— It’s amazing, they’re all perfectly organised in battle. 

Th e body of the infantry and cavalry are protected by archers 

on the fl anks.

Yasuké had in mind the strategic organisation of the Oda 

Nobunaga armies that had given him a great advantage over 

his rivals and won him so many victories. But here, it was 

1650 years earlier!

He who had been enjoying Japanese civilization that was 

far ahead of that of his native Africa discovered a culture still 

much more advanced in being older. It was fascinating!

Lost in meditation on Ancient China, Yasuké had not paid 

attention to his companion whom he no longer perceived in 

the lamplight.

Suddenly a breath blew out the fl ame of his own oil lamp. 

A rustle of cloth reached his ears as it was moving away.

Th ey were now in total darkness. It was very unpleasant. 

Th is darkness was like a very narrow cell that prevented him 

from making the slightest movement.

— Yang Bao!

— Yes, Yasuké!

— Where are you? Has your lamp gone out too?

— I’m here!

Th e voice of his friend seemed at that moment to be much 

more distant than previously when they had been exploring 

the magnifi cent statues.

What bothered him most was that he had no idea of the 

direction from which the voice came. 

Th e strangest thing was that the tone of his friend’s voice 

had changed noticeably in nature. His sweeping statement 

was not very friendly and even contained the clear trace of a 

threat.
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— I’m in the dark and I have nothing to light my lamp. 

You have all the fuel, Yasuké said in a voice that he tried to 

make the calmest possible.

— Th at’s right... And I’m taking you down!

Th ough his ears were sensitive, the giant black had no idea 

where the voice was coming from.

— What are you doing?

— Oh, a little revenge. Of the classical and very respectable 

variety.

Th e irony of his tone in no way served to mask Yasuké’s 

plight.

— What are you talking about?

— I’m talking about Xie, the woman you stole from me. 

She was the love of life and yet you seduced.

— I had no idea that you were promised to each other. She 

never mentioned you.

Th e African warrior was taken aback. He had stumbled 

upon a really unexpected situation. He had never questioned 

the loyal friendship of Yang Bao. For him it was a real dagger 

in the back.

He declared fl atly:

— You know very well that we have multiple duties in 

diff erent parts of the huge imperial palace and around town 

too – they take up all our time every day. We only have the 

time to meet, you and I, on certain evening. How would I 

guess your interest in Miss Xie when I’ve never seen you 

together.

— Whatever! By getting rid of you, I hope to win back 

Miss Xie.

An anger to which he was not accustomed exploded 

in Yasuké. It quickly gave way to an intense feeling of 

dismay.
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Th e African was going to pay a debt of which he had never 

been a debtor.

What came spontaneously to his mind was a phrase he had 

heard spoken by Hideyoshi, the faithful second of Oda who 

had now become the new shogun of Japan:

— I fear only the black of night and madness.

Here he had both.

Surely his friend Yang Bao was crazy. Madly in love and 

mad with jealousy... And the darkness of the tomb was worse 

than the black of night!

Here his great strength was useless. His keen intellect 

was obscured literally and fi guratively in this strange place of 

immense, innumerable hallways full of traps that made him 

think of the tentacles of a giant octopus that stretched in all 

directions.

Yasuké, listened attentively for the presence of Yang Bao in 

even the most fl eeting to every sound, looking in one direction 

then in another. Yet it always seemed that the thing he heard 

was not on the side he was not looking.

Even in the jungle of his childhood, the night was less 

agonising than this heavy silence cloaked in complete darkness.

Th e quiet impressed the African warrior who was 

nevertheless not one to be break down in the face of danger.

— We never heard of him again, that was what my friend 

the monk said.

Entaï had handed his empty cup to Sasaburo.

From the excavation report of 23 August 1974 on the Xian 

site.

Th at day, in the tomb of Emperor Quin, in one of the 

countless corridors intended to fool grave robbers and that 
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lead nowhere, a strange discovery was made: the skeleton 

of a large man, very tall and perfectly preserved. Until then 

nothing unusual: we found dozens and dozens of skeletons of 

unlucky thieves. But this one, after analysis, was revealed to 

be of a Negro type, probably from Africa, which did not fail 

to astonish researchers...


