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——Though much is known about Helen Keller, not all are aware that she traveled the world in her quest to advocate for the 

rights of the blind, deaf and others marginalized by society. One of the many places she visited was Japan.  

     The idea for her first visit there came in 1934. She received two guests in her Forest Hill, New York home that year—Kwansei 

Gakuin, a Japanese professor, and Takeo Iwahashi, the founder of the Nippon Lighthouse Welfare Center for the Blind, who was 

himself blind. Iwahashi urged Helen Keller to go to Japan with the hope that her advocacy would encourage the government to 

begin the education of the hundreds of thousands of blind and deaf children in his country.  

     Learning that so many deaf and blind Japanese children received little, if any, education, Anne Sullivan Macy, Keller’s  

teacher and friend, urged her to go. When Sullivan died in 1936, Hellen Keller honored her teacher’s request and began the 

preparations to make the journey to Japan. Her long time companion and interpreter, Polly Thomson (1885-1960) would join 

her for the journey. Because Keller was friends with the U.S. president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, he gave her a letter of  

friendship to hand to the emperor, with the hope that it would ease the tensions between the two countries. The situation  

between the U.S. and Japan had been tense for years, more so since the 1931 invasion of Manchuria by Japanese forces. FDR 

hoped the combination of Helen Keller’s visit and his letter would improve their diplomatic relations. 

     Though Helen Keller’s goal was to urge the Japanese government to invest in the education of marginalized children, she 

also knew of the diplomatic role she was expected to have during the visit. She arrived in Japan at the end of April in 1937.  

Unfortunately, the journey did not begin well. No sooner had Keller and Thomson disembarked from their ship in Yokohama 

than a thief stole Keller’s purse. It contained $60, but of more importance to Keller was the loss of her address book. Keller did 

not report the theft, but American newspapers heard the tale and printed the story in their papers. This caused some  

embarrassment with the Japanese government. 

     A few days later, Keller and her companion were invited to join the Imperial Cherry Viewing Party at the Imperial Gardens. 

There they met the Emperor and Empress of Japan. Apparently no one told the women to remove their dark coats, which was 

customary when meeting the royal couple. Any dark colors that might represent mourning were forbidden at such meetings. 

Spectators were shocked by this unintentional slight to the Emperor and Empress, though Ms. Keller wrote that, “Both the  

Emperor and the Empress stood beside me. The Emperor shook hands gently. In his hands I felt grace. He gave me a few 

words through translation. I answered this is such an honorable moment in my life that I cannot find words for my  

appreciation.”  

     Not long after Keller and Thomson’s arrival in Japan, the local government officials contacted the Sisters of Notre Dame in 

Okayama. They were asked, “Would we be willing to give hospitality on May 21st and 22nd to the well-known Helen Keller and 
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her companion, who are touring all Japan now, in behalf of the blind of which Japan has so many. There was no refusal and 

the Seishin was glad to give in its small measure what it has received always in such large measure. So it was agreed.”  

     As part of the preparation for her stay at the convent, the authorities came to view the parlor and bedroom where Helen 

Keller and Polly Thomson were to stay. Not leaving anything to chance, “They came to see her room, where she would take 

her meals, where she would rest between times, etc. etc. Not sighting an old-time sofa among our movables, they  

telephoned back upon their return to their office that they would purchase and send us one, as it seemed to be missing.” 

     At last, on May 21st, Helen Keller and Polly Thomson arrived. ”The morning . . .was one of needed but disappointing April 

showers, though it was mid—May. , , ,there was not a stir among the whole assembly as all stood at pleased attention  

waiting for the great lady of whom they had heard so much, whose story is a chapter in almost every girls English reader 

used in Japan. Smiling and bowing to left and to right, as she passed along their ranks, Miss Keller was all animation as she 

greeted her young friends, Miss Thomson evidently giving her a picture of the scene concealed from her sightless eyes by 

writing with her fingers into the palm of Miss Keller’s hand.” 
     Though the women only stayed with the sisters overnight, they were not idle. The Annalist reported that soon after their 

arrival, they left for an afternoon lecture, returned for a quick meal, then left again for an evening talk. The next morning, 

they toured the local area before departing for their next destination.  

     And while much has been written about Keller, the Annalist remarked that, “It would be unfair to omit a word of Miss 

Thomson, her companion, who devotes herself to Miss Keller as a good mother does to a child unable to do for itself. Her 

whole attention at all times was for Miss Keller. Though naturally all conversation was directed to her, as Miss Keller was 

unable to take part, Miss Thomson kept her continually informed either by writing with her fingers in the palm of Miss  

Keller’s hand, or by allowing the latter to keep her hand upon her lips, throat and nose, a process by which Miss Keller could 

make herself understand perfectly what was being said. Thus she took a share in the conversation of the moment, and was 

able to slip in a remark now and again, which though we had first found a little difficulty in understanding, Miss Thomson 

could distinguish perfectly.” 

     Upon leaving the Annalist concluded that, “Miss Keller won all hearts and if we judge from hearsay and add what we 

have seen for ourselves, there is scarce a child of an age to appreciate her who has not taken Miss Keller as the heroine of 

the times, and has enthroned her somewhere in her little Japanese home.” 
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