
Kalamazoo's 
Japanese Connection, 

1900-1910 

R udyard Kipling notwith
standing, East and West 
have met at Kalamazoo Col

lege. Buried in old copies of the 
Index, the Kalamazoo Kodak, and 
the minutes of College societies lies 
an interesting chapter in the long 
history of cultural encounter be
tween the Orient and the Occident. 

It begins in the academic year 
1904-05, when the College's enroll
ment was 219. There were nine stu
dents from Illinois, eight from Indi
ana, and five from Japan. Among 
these five students were the Col
lege's first Japanese graduate, three 
children of American missionaries 
stationed in Japan, and a young 
novelist from Tokyo. In their years 
at the College, these students played 
a surprisingly large role in campus 
life. Through extracurricular activi
ties, they sought to educate their fel
low students about Japan and, in 
this way, to bridge the gap between 
East and West. Even after leaving 
the College, three of them continued 
to serve as intermediaries between 
the United States and Japan. 

The opening decade of the 20th 
century was a very special one, both 
at the College and on the interna
tional scene. During this period, 
Japan and the United States were 
keenly interested in distant parts of 
the world. The United States, under 
President Theodore Roosevelt, was 
consolidating an empire which had 
recently been conquered. The annex
ation of the Philippines ·and the 
writing of the Open Door Notes 
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heightened American interest in the 
Orient. In 1905, Roosevelt would 
achieve fame for himself and pres
tige for his country when he worked 
to make peace between Russia and 
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Japan at the Portsmouth (New 
Hampshire) Conference. 

While the interaction of the two 
governments was increasingly fre
quent, the American people were 
engaged in a love affair with Japan
ese products as evidenced by the 
popularity of that country's exhibits 
at the World's Fairs of Chicago 
(1893) and St. Louis (1904). Across 
the United States, Japanese hand
crafted items such as porcelain, 
lacquerware, and woodblock prints 
were in great demand. There was 
also a strong interest in the spiritual 
welfare of the Japanese as evidenced 
by the presence of more than 500 
American missionaries, almost all of 
them Protestants, in Japan. 

The outward thrust of Japan was 
no less remarkable. When the aca
demic year opened in 1904, Japan 
was on the verge of her dramatic 
victory in the war with Russia-a 
victory that would secure her inter
ests in Korea and Manchuria. She 
was also sending thousands of immi
grants to California and simulta
neously more than a hundred stu
dents to the United States to study 
western ways, both material and 
spiritual. Thus, the presence of stu
dents from Japan at Kalamazoo 
College and their campus activism 
were part of a rising tide of cultural 
and diplomatic interchange between 
Japan and America. 

It is interesting to consider the 
backgrounds of the five students 
from Japan, how they made their 
way to the College, and how they 
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exercised their influence once on 
campus. The three missionary chil
dren were all from Baptist families 
and doubtless were attracted to the 
College by its Baptist ties. All three 
were active in the College YMCA/ 
YWCA organizations and two of 
the three had careers as missionaries 
after graduating from the College. 

T he century opened on a Jap
anese note with the arrival 
from Tokyo in 1901 of Ora 

Scott '06. She was accompanied by 
her father in that first year. It 
appears that Rev. Scott was enjoy
ing a kind of sabbatical from his 
missionary work in Japan. In 1903, 
Ora Scott was joined by Stella 
Fisher '05 and her brother, Royal 
Haigh '06, who were the children of 
C. D. H. Fisher, an American mis
sionary in Yokohama. Stella had 
been born in the Midwest, Roy in 
Japan, but both had spent most of 
their childhood years in Japan. 

In addition to the three Ameri
cans from Japan, two Japanese 
nationals entered the College in 
1904. We may assume that both 
Katsuji Kato and Sokichi Nagai 
were attracted to Kalamazoo in part 
because of its Christian affiliation. 
Kato was himself a Christian while 
Nagai's mother was a Christian and 
his adopted brother was a Protes
tant minister. It is likely that both 
Kato and Nagai came into contact 
with an American missionary in 
Japan-perhaps either Rev. Scott or 
Rev. Fisher-who knew about and 
recommended the College. While 
Kato became a member of the Class 
of 1909 and entered the College as a 
freshman, Nagai took a more circu
itous route. He was a drop-out from 
Japanese higher education and, hav
ing spent a year in Tacoma, Wash
ington, and a few weeks at the 
World's Fair in 1904, matriculated 
as a special student for one year. 

We can follow the lives of these 
five students at the College through 
their activities in various campus 
organizations. The three American 
students were members of the cam
pus YMCA or YWCA. In addition, 
they were active in two of the four 
College societies of these years. 
These societies, by judiciously mix-
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ing social and cultural events at their 
meetings, served as an important 
focus of extracurricular activities on 
the campus. Ora Scott and Stella 
Fisher were regular participants in 
the only women's society, the Euro
delphians. Roy Fisher was joined 
by Kato and Nagai in the Century 
Forum Club. He may, indeed, have 
recruited the two Japanese students. 

The clubs provided the perfect 
setting for programs in which the 
five students from Japan could edu
cate and entertain their peers. Be
cause Japan was very much in the 
news in these years, there was sub
stantial interest on campus in keep
ing abreast of her role in world 
affairs. 

The Century Forum Club was the 
chief sponsor of events explaining 
Japan's actions as a world power. 
The club's debate held in November 
1904 was on the topic, "Resolved 
that the yellow peril is a menace to 
civilization." The outcome of this 
competition was not revealed. How
ever, the following fall, a second 
debate at the Century Forum con
sidered the topic of the Portsmouth 
Conference: "Resolved that Japan 
in accepting the peace terms did her
self an injustice." This time we 
learn that the debate was won by the 
affirmative, perhaps a reflection of 
the pro-Japanese sentiment at the 
Century Forum. In addition to these 
debates, the Club also heard a talk 
by R. V. Hinkle who "praised" 
Japan for her role at Portsmouth 
and, in April 1906, a discussion of 
Japan's relation to China by Katsuji 
Kato. 

J apan's spiritual as well as her 
material condition drew the at
tention of students. Japan was 

regarded as a fertile field for Chris
tianity and, not surprisingly, reli
gious organizations on campus con
sidered the prospects for spreading 
the faith. 

During the "Y" meeting at her 
father's house in 1901, Ora Scott 
announced that she hoped to play a 
role in Christianizing Japan. Two 
years later, in the summer, Roy 
Fisher attended a Lake Erie "Y" 
conference at which "the cause of 
world evangelization was laid before 
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the men in a clear and forceful man
ner." The prospect of such evangeli
zation helped to draw Stella Fisher 
back to Japan after graduation. In 
an article on "The Transformation 
of Japan" in the January 1909 
Index, she remarked that the Japan
ese educational system was a failure 
with respect to character building. 
In this critical area of moral instruc
tion, the Christian church could 
thus have an important role to play. 

In fact, however, campus activi
ties related to Japan most often 
explored Japanese culture, manners, 
and customs. Students were intro
duced to the exotic character of J ap
anese life in its various manifesta
tions. As early as 1901, the Index 
published an article by Ora Scott 
titled "A Summer in the Mikado's 
Empire" in which she recounted a 
trip by sedan chair through the 
mountains of Japan. The mountains 
were beautiful, but the trip was 
spoiled by "a shrine to some hea
then god and the stone idol with its 
horrible features (which) seemed to 
cast a gloom over the entire re
gion." However, the experience was 
partially redeemed by the discovery 
of a shop full of attractive bamboo 
articles and a temple bell with a 
beautiful sound. Ora Scott enjoyed 
a Japanese meal, but was somewhat 
puzzled by the final course which 
consisted of uncooked fish. After 
the initial shock, she was relieved to 
learn from her hosts that the fish 
were to be seen, but not eaten. (We 
may speculate that her hosts wished 
to spare her the embarrassment of 
trying to eat raw fish.) 

In the fall of 1903, Stella Fisher 
launched her career at the College 
with an article for the Index titled 
"Unchaperoned." She, like Ora 
Scott, had mixed feelings about 
Japan and the Japanese. Her train 
trip from Tokyo to Yokohama as a 
16 year-old girl began when she was 
led by an "officious little Japanese 
guard'' to the railroad carriage 
where she was "caged in with two 
Japanese women and a man." The 
man whom she described as a 
"sport" assumed that Stella knew 
no Japanese because only foreigners 
who "beat us down to half price" 



are interested in learning the lan
guage. 

After derogatory comments on 
Stella's clothes, the man inquired in 
broken English about her age. She, 
reading a Latin book, responded in 
Latin, but shortly after, as she left 
the train in Yokohama, bowed her 
"most elaborate bow" and wished 
her fellow passengers a pleasant 
journey. "I gloried in the fact that 
my vowel sounds were unimpeach
able and bore no trace of foreign 
accent. One brief glance back was 
reward enough." 

K alamazoo College students 
were clearly fascinated with 
the visual and aural aspects 

of Japanese culture including dress, 
music, and design. We learn, for 
example, that in November 1905, 
Ora V. Scott gave a very interesting 
talk on "Women of Japan" while 
dressed in Japanese costume. Prior 
to the debate on the yellow peril, 

Katsuji Kato delivered a paper on 
Japan, the effect of which was 
''heightened'' according to the 
Index, "by his native costume." 

Other efforts to reproduce the 
flavor of Japanese life occurred in 
music and design. Ora Scott, at the 
November 1901 meeting of the 
Eurodelphian Society, discussed the 
manners and customs of Japan and 
sang a Japanese song that was 
described as "amusing." More 
ambitious was the program of the 
Century Forum on May 5, 1905. 
The whole evening was given over to 
Japanese music and theater. Ac
cording to the Index, ''The music, 
consisting of a Japanese song by 
Mr. Kato and a bamboo flute solo 
by Mr. Nagai, was exceedingly char
acteristic and such as one would 
hear in any Japanese city today.'' 
Featured as well was a reading "The 
Moon-Maiden" by Katsuji Kato and 
an essay by Sokichi Nagai titled 
"The Japanese Newest Play of New 
Japan." (sic) The critic for the pro
gram was none other than Roy 
Fisher. 

The graphic design of College 
publications was very much under 
the influence of Katsuji Kato. A 
number of sketches in the Kodak of 
1904-05 have Japanese motifs, the 
most notable being the heading for 
the section of "Classes" with its pic-
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ture of a Japanese mother in tradi
tional dress holding a parasol and 
carrying a baby on her back. Also of 
note was the Index cover for Janu
ary 1905, used again without com
ment or explanation in January 
1913. The editor in 1905 remarked 
that ''The design is particularly 
appropriate for the January cover, 
since the plum blossoms, cranes and 
young pines embodied in the work 
are symbolic of the Japanese New 
Year.'' A year later, in December 
1905, the Index published a story 
titled "A Cliff'' "translated from 
the Japanese by K. Kato". The 
piece was accompanied by Japanese 
etchings. 

One of the most curious events of 
these years was the ''Japanese Sup
per" sponsored by the Athletic 
Association in February 1907. Stu
dents were promised that the food 
would be "decidedly American" 
while the "decoration will be in the 
Japanese style and among the rest 
a choice corps of dainty Japanese 
waitresses freshly imported." Clear
ly, the charms of Japanese women 
and design were preferred to those 
of sushi and ramen by Kalamazoo 
students of that era. 

The impact of the College on the 
five students from Japan and of 
Japan on the College did not end 
with their departure. Post-College 
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activities suggest that the connection 
between Kalamazoo and the Orient 
continued to flourish. Only Ora 
Scott severed this bond. She married 
Forbes Wiley, a member of her 
class, and accompanied him to Den
ison College where he taught mathe
matics. 

Stella Fisher, by contrast, return
ed to Japan where she worked for a 
time as assistant secretary of the 
YWCA and taught English at a Jap
anese public school. She kept in 
close touch with the College by writ
ing periodically for the Index. In 
May 1906, in "From the Far East" 
she remarked that "American 
mailday is the most important of all 
the week." She urged her corre
spondents to apply full postage to 
their letters. "Otherwise," she 
remarked, "the polite Japanese 
postman has made several deep 
bows to me lately because it had 
become his painful duty to extract 
twenty sen on a letter.'' 

Stella Fisher later married John 
T. Burgess, who did missionary 
work in Peking, while she taught lit
erature at the National Normal 
University. She also raised a family 
and published a book of poems 
about her Chinese experience enti
tled "A Peking Caravan." In 1933, 
during the College's centennial, she 
became the first woman graduate to 
receive an honorary degree. 

Katsuji Kato, the first Japanese 
national to graduate from the Col
lege (1909) attended the University 
of Chicago Divinity School. There, 
in 1913, he completed his doctoral 
dissertation on "The Psychology of 
Oriental Religious Experience: A 
Study of Some Typical Japanese 
Converts to Christianity.'' He then 
took a job with the YMCA procur
ing scholarships for Japanese stu
dents in the United States. 

Sokichi Nagai's post-graduate 
career is better known. We learn 
from his diary, published in 1917, 
that his experience at the College 
was an agreeable one and his depar
ture difficult. His entry for June 
1905 reads: "And will I be back 
again when school begins in the 
autumn? If not, then I am saying 
good-bye forever to the grassy pas-
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tures and blooming orchards to 
which have gone eight of these 
months of wandering. Good-bye, 
sweet Kalamazoo." In these phras
es, it is evident that Nagai saw in 
Kalamazoo, not a city, but a pasto
ral utopia. 

Apparently, the charms of the 
College were sufficient to bring the 
young novelist back again that year. 
At Christmas time, he was in Kala
mazoo, and in January, he was pres
ent at the meetings of the Century 
Club. His second departure brought 
the following outpouring of senti
ment in his diary: "In tears, I kissed 
the snows of Michigan my last 
good-bye." 

He spent a year in Paris and Lyon 
before returning to Tokyo. There, 
under the pen name of Kafu Nagai, 
he built a reputation as one of the 
leading authors of this century, pub
lishing a series of novels and short 
stories in which he reflected with 
nostalgia on by-gone times in Tok
yo, particularly on romance in the 
pleasure quarters. Among his best
known books are Geisha in Rivalry 
and Amerika Monogatori (Ameri
can Stories), describing his experi
ences in the U.S. 

Roy Fisher went from the College 
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to graduate school at the University 
of Chicago, Oberlin, and Rochester 
Divinity School. By 1916, he was 
back in the Orient, serving in Y oko
hama where he was "engaged in 
educational work under the Ameri
can Baptist Foreign Mission Soci
ety." It was Roy Fisher, who in 
1923, telegraphed President Stetson 
with the news that the Dean of the 
College and Mrs. Clark Williams 
had been killed in the Great Kanto 
Earthquake. This tragedy occurred 
during the Williams' sabbatical trip 
around the world when Yokohama's 
Grand Hotel, in which they were 
staying, collapsed. 

The College's Japanese connec
tion by no means ended in 1910, but 
it has never existed with the same 
intensity as it did in the previous 
decade when so many Americans 
were discovering Japan for the first 
time. In the wake of this activity, it 
would be interesting to know how 
deeply Kalamazoo students of that 
era grasped the intricacies of Japan
ese culture and Japanese character. 
There is no way now to probe the 
psyches of those students or to sit in 
on late night conversations in the 
dorms, but we may hazard a guess 
from the nature of the societies' 
programs that students preferred to 
focus on the exotic or on current 
events. Consideration of Japanese 
religion seems to have been virtually 
taboo in view of the preoccupation 
with missionary activity. This aver
sion no doubt reflected the presence 
of the three missionary's children as 
well as the religious preferences of 
the student body. Nonetheless, we 
have to be impressed with the num
ber and range of activities at the 
College dealing with the Orient in 
these years. We would be hard 
pressed today to match them despite 
our larger student body and firmer 
connections with Japan. 

Dr. David Strauss, professor of history, 
recently returned from a sabbatical year 
in Tokyo where he served as resident 
director of the GLCA-ACM Japan 
Study Program. The author wishes to 
thank Joan Hinz ,52, reference librar
ian, and Mark Butler ,85, College archi
vist, for their assistance in locating 
materials for this article. 




