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英国北西部日英協会
Japan Society North West
NEWSLETTER
Shuriken Master Woos the Crowd!
On Thursday, September 8th, our members were treated to a rare opportunity to witness a
demonstration by Shuriken Grand Master, Yasuyuki Otsuka, during his first visit to the UK.
The visit was organized by
David
Castan
(right)
of
Bujinkan
Senki
Dojo
in
Manchester (senkidojo.co.uk).
The event started from
admiring the various types of
Shuriken (see below), followed
by the demonstration by
Otuska Sensei of
various
styles of the art of throwing
Shuriken.
Volunteers were able to try to
throw Shurikens at the target,
only to find it was not as easy
as it looked!
(For more photos please see
our website)
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聞かせて！日本の話

How was it?

Member’s Experience in Japan
In this issue, Simon Depledge tells us about his unique work experience in a residential home in rural Japan. It also
turned out that going to Japan expedited his pending marriage. Let’s find out all about it!
For six months in 2010, between March and September, I

suffering from physical disabilities, such as Cerebral Palsy

lived and worked in Japan. The placement came through a

and Multiple Sclerosis.

company called Lattitude, who do various GAP placements
all over the world. In Japan they had numerous positions in
schools, hospitals, and in my case, a network of residential
homes, owned by Leonard Cheshire. This is my story of
living and working in rural Japan.

When I arrived, I wasn’t too nervous, thanks to the warm
welcome from the staff. The residents too, adapted very
quickly to having new volunteers, as they had been visited
by them for many years. The chief majority of the residents
were incredibly polite, and despite the language barrier, I

Despite experience of working with numerous people with

became well acquainted with all of them during my time in

various physical disabilities and mental conditions, noth-

Japan. As I write this article, I look back on them all with a

ing could quite prepare me for working in such an environ-

keen fondness, I can safely say I miss them all greatly.

ment in a country like Japan. I had learnt the language via
night classes for a year, and had a smattering of knowledge on Japanese customs, religion and popular culture,
but for all intents and purposes, I didn’t quite know what
to expect.

Like all staff at the homes, I was expected to be flexible in
my duties, however they were focused mainly in conducting activities in the homes, and helping out where it was
needed. The activities were a mix of therapy, subject
interest, trips out, and various crafts. The crafting side was

There were three Leonard Cheshire Homes in Japan, all in

an important part of many residents’ daily lives, as Leonard

Western Honshu. Hanshin home was relatively urban in a

Cheshire owned a cafe and craft shop near the homes that

town called Takarazuka, which I paid a fleeting visit to, the

the local community adored. It sold all manner of items the

homes myself and two other volunteers worked at were

homes produced, and it gave many residents a strong

Harima and Shiso, both in close proximity to one another,

purpose of helping to fund the homes, and gave many of

and situated in a collection of villages in the mountainous

them a job and purpose they cared about.
The residents at the homes were offered an array of daily
activities to participate in. Both homes had a very unique
feel to them in their activities, which were geared towards
what people were able to do, and enjoyed. Because people
at Shiso were physically very able, they were able to do

Simon with his mother in front of Shiso home
countryside of Hyogo prefecture. In other words, in the
middle of nowhere.
Some of the crafts Shiso residents made
The homes catered to very different disabilities. Shiso
home housed fifty people with mental conditions or learn-

manual activities, such as woodwork, pottery, gardening,

ing disabilities, such as Autism or Bipolar disorder,

baking and various other artistic crafts. Harima’s resi-

whereas Harima was equipped more to house fifty people

dents, having more physical disabilities, did sensory and
physiotherapy and physical relaxation classes geared
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tered and squashed into what land the mountain’s harsh
gradient didn’t consume. Wild deer, snakes and large birds
of prey were common sights, in spring, with the growing
rice surrounded by water, evenings were met with an
impressive cacophony of gibbering frogs, and come summer, so were insects, big and small, from the noisy chattering cicadas, the dancing bioluminescence of fireflies, to
frighteningly massive and sickeningly yellow centipedes.
My days off usually involved exploring the local area. There
was a beautiful tiny castle, called Haga-jo, on top of one
of the many mountains, from there, you could see for at
least a few miles around, the villages far below. Yamasaki,
At Haga -jo castle

the nearest large town to the residential homes, was home

towards rehabilitation and also fun, two such examples
being Wii Sports and air trampolines. Harima’s residents
also did more mentally challenging activities, such as
history and language lessons, and photography. If the
residents had their own interest they wanted to pursue,
such as painting, or writing something in particular, the
staff would help them.

to plenty of interesting shops, including a large mall, from
which I bought an electronic translator that was quite
useless once I realised it didn’t display furigana (phonetic
symbols) for kanji, and Japanese copies of Pokemon Silver
and Alice in Wonderland, with the hope that it would help
me pick up more Japanese. A nice idea, in concept. Also
relatively nearby, if you were prepared to grab a few buses
and trains, was Himeji, the nearest city, and home to the

The homes also shared some activities, saori (Japanese

famous Himeji castle, which starred in “The Last Samurai”,

weaving) was very popular, the residents produced some

unfortunately, when I got around to visiting it, it had

brilliant designs that would be used to decorate the build-

adopted a new look in that it was surrounded by cranes,

ings, and used as material for making woven items, such

scaffolding and bright blue plastic sheets as it underwent

as handbags. Paper making, was also very involved across

renovation, unfortunately for the whole time I was in Japan.

the homes, they were both involved in stripping card,

Himeji also had a massive bazaar of shops which I found

pulping it, and pressing it into paper. The paper would

both incredibly fascinating, and immensely tiring.

either be sold at the shop, or used in arts and crafts to
make things such as calendars or pieces of art.
Baking/Cooking,

Music

Therapy

I felt very involved in the homes, so much so, that I didn’t
really heavily interact with the community in the villages
nearby, the staff and residents of Shiso and

(during which I learnt many Japanese

Harima were my community, apart from one

folk songs), and Calligraphy were also

important caveat. Myself and the other vol-

done at both homes. And lastly, as

unteers were given Japanese lessons by

volunteers, we were expected to run

Michiyo Maeda-san, a lady who had lived in

our own activity programme once a

America in her youth, and whose English

week at both homes, and this could

was second to none. She was extremely

involve almost anything we could

helpful and social, and often invited us

dream up, the results being a mish-

around to her old wooden home in Yamasa-

mash of crafts, trips out and cooking.

ki. Through her, we met many of her neigh-

I would go into the homes daily, even

bours. One of her neighbours played the

on days off, for lunch and tea, to use

ocarina, and would jump at the chance to

the internet, to work, but I had the

perform to us. We went to Maeda-san’s

privacy of my own apartment, situated

church (she was part of a local Christian

right outside Shiso home. It was basic,

group) to teach English and do origami

but comfortable. The area around

lessons. During hotaru (firefly) season, we

Shiso was incredibly picturesque. Tree

went out with neighbours to walk along the

covered mountains surrounded the

nearby rivers and watched the weaving

whole area, while the river Ibo wove its

Simon’s mother and Maeda san

way through them, the only main road
following suit. Little villages and paddy fields were scat-
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their English, at first by helping them

ing. I joined my parent in Tokyo from

with their homework, and at a later

which we went to climb Mt. Fuji, pos-

date, by taking them to Karaoke and

sibly to most physically challenging

singing English songs.

trek I’ve ever had in my life, it was cold,
and despite best efforts, I could not

Maeda-san was, in large part, a sav-

sleep halfway through the trek. The

iour. She made sure we experienced

second half was lit by awe inducing

what neighbourhood life was like in

strikes of lightning, forking across the

Japan, and played host to my family

heavy set clouds in the distance. I got

and girlfriend when they came to

to the top to see the sunrise, painting a

visit. My girlfriend, Kate, and I, had

gentle orange over the mist tinted

both missed each other very much,

Kanto. Sleep deprived, physically shat-

but kept in frequent contact via Skpe.

tered, and knowing that I still had to

I was overjoyed when she came to

descend all the way down before we

Japan for two weeks to visit, and to

took a trip to an Onsen, we completed

my own unparalleled surprise, she

our trek. A guide on our walk said to us,

proposed to marry me on our first

“you are wise man to climb Mt. Fuji, but

night together, to which I immedi-

only a fool climbs it twice”, I’m inclined

ately said “yes!” Maeda-san had Kate

to agree with her!

over for a week while I had to work,
introducing her to all the neighbours

It was coming up to August, and my

and the local area, but on most days,

work at the homes was drawing to a

Kate joined me at the residential

His girlfriend, now wife, Kate

close. The impending realisation that I

homes to help in the activities. She had a meet and greet

would soon leave made me cherish my last few weeks

with the residents at the homes who were extremely

there. With the autumn season came the Obon festival, a

excited to meet my wife to be. Due to the way Kate and I

Buddhist festival that celebrates ancestors that have

met, having known each other from living on the same

passed on. This brought with it two wonderful parties, one

street, moved away, then meeting once more years later,

at each home, all the locals and resident’s families were

the residents said Kate and I were joined by an

, (the

invited. Shiso had a somewhat ghostly makeover, with a

red string of fate), which is said to be a divine and invisible

haunted house constructed inside one of the activity

string that joins the little fingers of two soul mates who are

rooms, and being the ever helpful gaijin, always willing to

destined

to

continually

make a fool of oneself, I

reunite,

until

eventually

dressed up as a ghost

they marry one another.

and prowled the corri-

Curiously

enough,

dors,

bought

our

Kate

scaring

all

the

wooden

local kids who dared

engagement rings to Japan

approach. Harima had a

with her, which had a strip

more

of Bubinga, a red coloured

Odori (festival dance),

wood, down the centre.

where taiko drummers

Talk about coincidence!

and vocalists singing in

My

parents

also

what

came

as

“little

could

only

anese dialect. The dance

took us all to Tatsuno, a
dubbed

I

Bon

assume was an odd Jap-

along to visit, Maeda-san
town

traditional

The central stage at Obon Festival

Kyoto” by the locals, due to
its historical buildings, home to, among other things, a
small shogun castle and retired soy-sauce factory. On the

circulated

a

central

stage where the drum-

mers dwelt, glowing lanterns were liberally strung up in
the courtyard.

way back home, she also took us to see the Himawari

It was a fitting end to my time with the Leonard Cheshire

(sunflower) Fields of Sayo that had cropped up due to a

Homes. Like their ancestors, I slipped away, only to be

local initiative to spread happiness and hope after fields

preserved in memory, lest I fulfil my dream of returning to

upon fields of crops failed the previous year due to flood-

visit there someday.
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Past Events
Haiku in Walkden Garden in Sale
Saturday, 25 June
Fred Schofield started by playing the guitar as
Adrienne Ohmori read a few Haiku verses. We
then played with an enormous ball, reading a
Haiku when we caught it; we then moved on to
put together some 'broken' haikus. Finally we
went out into the gardens at Walkden to write
our own Haiku verses, which we shared. Tea
and cake were also enjoyed. (Report by Sandra
McFarlane)

Professor Fukuhara’s Japanese Garden Workshop at Calderstones Park in Liverpool
Saturday, 3 September
Participants met at the Mansion House in Calderstones Park. The weather looked as if it would spoil the day but it was
kind to us eventually. After a very interesting introductory presentation, we were able to spend two hours in the Japanese
Garden. Fukuhara Sensei was pleased with our hard work. Our thanks to Angela for translating! (Report by Joan Horley)

Editor’s Comment

Yuko Howes

編集後記

Martial arts are very popular in the UK, but this time, we were able to enjoy a unique form of
martial art, Shuriken (little hand-held weapon) throwing. Our thanks go to David Castan, who
arranged everything to bring Otsuka Sensei to the UK for the first time. I hope you enjoyed the
articles in this issue, by Simon and Nikki. If you have your own special story to share, please
contact

Simon Depledge, Kate Motohashi, Sandra McFarlane,

Nigel Cordon, Joan Horley, Yuko Howes, Kevin Howes.

VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT WWW.JSNW.ORG.UK
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もっと 知 りたい！

Tell me more!

Japan Day in Depth
Japanya, as the name might imply, sells Japanese gifts and souvenirs on-line. They are also a regular at various Japan
Day -type events. In this issue, Nikki Motohashi, the daughter of Japanya owner, Kate, shares her perspective on her
family’s business. Please visit their website, www.japanya.co.uk .
The car doors slam on boxes upon boxes, encasing my
brother and me in the back seats. We endure the persistent
rattle of key rings on their metal hanger, the quiet rustle of
yukata in their plastic coverings. Sometimes, the journey is
short - a simple enough trek through the choc-a-bloc streets
of central London. But we’ve also ventured further with our
products, frequenting the Japanese Will Adams festival in
Gillingham, Kent and even travelling as far as Manchester and
Liverpool to run a stall at JSNW`s Japan Day.
Such outings are reasonably rare, however. Japanya, as an
internet business, is for the most part run from the relative
dullness of our house in a London suburb. The work is shared
by my parents, my Japanese father, a self-professed internet
whizz working back office, and my Scottish mother dealing
with the orders and the occasional confused customer. They
met in Japan in 1990 when my mother, a scientist by training,
was spending 18 months working at a scientific research
Institute in Wakoshi, Saitama-ken. My father persuaded the
software company he worked for to give him a transfer to
their London branch, therefore allowing him to follow my
mother back to Britain, where they eventually set up home in
Pinner and started a family.
However, life was not happily ever after. After several long
years of commuting into the city, my father decided to take
voluntary redundancy from his IT job at a merging Japanese
bank. Initially he tried to establish himself as an IT consultant
and worked a couple of years on short-term contracts.
However, uncomfortable with the uncertainty of making a living from these
irregular IT contracts, my parents were
prompted to seek out other self-employment opportunities. In 2005, they
decided to “gamble” on setting up their
own internet business and hence,
Japanya was born. My mother continued
to work in her position as a part-time
data manager at a local hospital so as to
maintain something of a steady income
while Japanya was testing out its new
legs.
Remembering the numerous days upon
which the answer to “So, any orders
today?” was a desolate “Nope”, I struggle
at first to recognise the point at which
Japanya first began to take off. I suppose
that a number of factors have helped
contribute to its success. To begin with,
there was ‘the mini Kokeshi boom’, for
Packing in the
which we have gift shops across the
country including John Lewis to thank. Capitalising on this
newfound popularity for these wonderfully cute dolls, we
stocked an expansive range that provided alternative, unique
designs to those sold by other shops. We learnt from trial and
error that it was the smaller (£15-£20) ‘creative’ Kokeshi that
were most popular. So we had our opening into the market –
though Kokeshi sales have now dropped, their brief period in

VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT WWW.JSNW.ORG.UK

Nikki at Moshi Moshi Festival in Brighton
the spotlight allowed us to establish Japanya, whilst developing a number of other product lines.
My father’s IT skills were also an important aspect in
Japanya’s development. His perfectionist’s attitude towards
the website’s design saved the newborn company thousands,
whilst his intimate knowledge of its ins and outs were essential when it came to correcting some of the faults in its
construction.
A key element was timing. Like many small
businesses, the 2009 Banking crisis and
recent recession was a worrying turn of
events. The most serious effect on Japanya
came as a result of a decrease in value of the
pound against the yen, which forced us to
raise the prices of many of our goods. With
hindsight we can say that part of our success in establishing Japanya was that we
were lucky enough to begin at a time when
the exchange rate was about 230JPY to the
pound. (Today it is in the region of 130JPY.)
As every entrepreneur undoubtedly discovers, there were numerous lows to accompany our breakthroughs and lucky
endeavours. There was a series of adverts
we paid hundreds of pounds for in a
national newspaper that saw virtually no
return. In fact, the only notable response
was from other magazines wanting to sell us
their own advertising space! There have
back office
been the discontented customers – those
who spot the smallest smudge of black paint on the base of
a Kokeshi doll and send it back from the other side of the
world after a month, requesting a full refund. And there was
also the atrocious theft of my brother’s watch on the day we
ran a stall in Kent. Insignificant though this last event may
seem I can assure you that it was deeply upsetting.
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Nevertheless, when I look back on the last five years or so
since Japanya was born, I think I can speak for the rest of my
family that the overwhelming feeling is one of satisfaction.
There are many hidden delights in the running of this business
– for one; it has brought us closer to the Japanese community
in England. I’ve loved spending a day amongst fellow stallholders, practising my shamefully poor Japanese requesting a
macha pancake or a personalised calligraphy. In the same
vein, our attendance at several Japanese festivals across the
country has also given us a unique view of interesting locations. For instance, our stall at an event held to raise money
for the Japanese Red Cross last month was in a prime position
on the bank of the River Thames, with a superb view across to
Tower Bridge. My mother and I spent a lovely, relaxed day
selling Japanese greeting cards and packets of origami, passing the periods of a lesser flow of customers by drinking in the
view.

Nikki on a visit to Gotokuji Temple

One problem is that despite being at the forefront of modern
technology, Japan is also home to some businesses that are
still a bit antiquated. They will insist upon using fax as a
method of communication, and seem positively wary about
selling their beautifully crafted products abroad. My father,
being a Japanese speaker, handles the very important relationships we have with our valuable suppliers. It has been a
hard work to find good and reliable suppliers. To begin with,
my parents used JETRO’s (Japan External Trade Organisation)
business database. This turned out to be a useful internet
resource, as we discovered a large number of registered
agents willing to send products to the UK. However, these
middlemen will, of course, charge a surplus fee for their
services so in recent years my father
has visited the International Trade
Fairs in Tokyo to source new suppliers. The actual products we stock are
a mixture of trial and error – on occasion, those that we had marked out to
be successful fell far short of our
expectations, while other products,
for which we predicted an occasional
buyer only, turned out to be a big hit.
Our cotton kimono gowns are an
example of the latter. We take great
satisfaction in being able to supply
many of our customers with comfortable cotton kimono gowns. Those
who have been to Japan in the past
and look to replace a yukata bought
Maneki neko
during their stay are delighted to find
that what we offer matches the quality
of their well-used gown. This speaks volumes for our good
fortune in stumbling upon some truly magnificent manufacturers.

Moreover, I would not have had a chance to visit Gotokuji
temple in Japan, if we were not running this business.
Gotokuji Temple is a key location in the legend surrounding
the maneki-neko (the waving/beckoning lucky cat), which is
one of our main products. The maneki-neko is placed at the
entrances of shops and restaurants, in the hope that she will
bring good luck and prosperity in the form of customers and
business. It was in summer 2009 when my father took me to
Gotokuji temple on my last visit to Japan. Located in Western
Tokyo, we found Gotokuji Temple unexpectedly peaceful
given its location in the heart of the busy city; with no other
foreign visitors around (which I found surprising considering
its maneki-neko significance) and only a handful of local
Japanese paying their respects at family graves. The temple
obviously does not go out of its way to attract tourists but
there was an overflowing display (entirely open and unlocked!)
of maneki-neko statues of
varying sizes, offered as
thanks by visitors who feel
that the cat has brought them
luck.
You can read more
about the Legend of the
Gotokuji Temple on our website!
Finally, I would like to mention
a little about the effect of
recent events in Japan on
Japanya’s business. Our main
suppliers, who are based in
Tokyo and Kyoto, were luckily
not directly affected by the
earthquake/tsunami and we in
fact have not had any probin Gotokuji Temple
lems or delays in receiving
goods from them whatsoever.
However, their main business is to supply shops that cater to
foreign visitors at the main tourist attractions and airports in
Japan. Recently, one supplier informed us that visitors to
Asakusa Shrine had dropped by a dramatic 90%; and to make
matters worse for them, because of the strong Japanese yen,
even the tourists still visiting Japan have less money to spend
on souvenirs. So perhaps by buying Japanese products, either
here or from Japan, we can help just a little in Japan’s long
road to recovery.

Another problem is that there are a number of customers who
fail to appreciate the difficulty of sourcing and importing the
products we sell. “You can buy Darumas like those for half that
price in Japan!” is a comment that really annoys my mother
each time she hears it. Well of course you can – but that’s
completely missing the point! If you want to fly to Japan and
back to buy a Daruma for half the price then you’re welcome We certainly hope that we will be able to continue to provide
to do so. But Japanya is trying to sell authentic Japanese what we see to be a valuable service for many years to come!
products to a UK market and of course there’s going to be a
marginal extra price to pay for this service.
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Local News
Japanese Garden Centennial
On Friday 22 July, Ambassador Keiichi Hayashi attended a
centenary celebration of the Japanese garden at Tatton Park.
Here he planted a tree to mark the anniversary and in memory
of the victims of the Earthquake and Tsunami in March. He also
visited the Japanese show garden, designed by Head Gardener
Sam Youd, at the RHS Flower Show.

His Excellency Ambassador Hayashi (right) with the Head
Gardener, Sam Youd (left) and Tatton Park Manager, Brendan
Flanagan (centre) at the Japanese show garden.

Ambassador Keiichi Hayashi with (L to R) Cheshire East Council
Mayor, Roger West, Leader of Cheshire East Council, Wesley
Fitzgerald, and HM Lord Lieutenant of Cheshire, David Briggs.

MCM Expo at GMEX in Manchester
The MCM Expo is a multi-genre convention for the fans of Anime, Manga, Video
Games, Sci-Fi, and Cosplay (costume play; dressing up to look like Anime characters). It’s been held in London since 2002 twice a year, but on Sunday, 30 July, it
was also held in Manchester for the first time. The turn-out exceeded the expectation of the organizer, and the visitors had to wait in a long queue before entering
the venue. The main hall was packed, with many dressed in full costume.

Sunday 13 November 2011
Venue: Sugden Sports Centre
See www.dokidokifestival.com
Interview plus performance
Sunday 4 December 2011
2:30 pm - 4:00 pm Tickets £5
Venue: Bridgewater Hall,
Manchester
with Taka’s famous buffet and
origami demonstration by John
Roberto
Saturday 10 December 2011
Venue: Padgate Community
Centre
Contact: Nigel Cordon
(events@jsnw.org.uk)

Saturday 25 February 2012
Venue: Padgate Community
Centre 11 am - 4 pm
Contact: Yuko Howes
(editor@jsnw.org.uk)

Odd months in Manchester, even
months in Liverpool. See our
website for more details.
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