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NEWSLETTER 

“Brexit” and Japan-UK Relations 

 
Mr Shinichi Iida, Minister for Public Diplomacy and Media at the Japanese Embassy 

 

                                             
 

 

Brexit and the Future Japanese Relationship-
A Talk by Minister Shinichi Iida 
March 17th, University Place, Manchester 

 
Minister Iida’s talk took place in Manchester 
University’s impressive new building, University 
Place. He began by stating that when he arrived in 
Manchester, he had been advised to get used to 
his new posting by watching Coronation Street!!  

He went on to confirm the importance of the 
region and UK in general for Japanese investment.

60 Japanese companies are present in the North 
West of England and 1,000 in the UK as a whole; 
they have created over 140,000 jobs directly and 
many more indirectly. Japan is the second biggest 
investor in the UK after the United States. 

Since 23rd June, there has been some uncertainty; 
the Japanese Embassy has been in close 
communication with Japanese businesses, who 
have stated they need clarity, predictability and an 
orderly transition.  
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The Minister was reassured that in her Lancaster 
House speech of 17th January, Prime Minister May 
had said that any change in the relationship between 
the UK and the European Union would be staged and 
not precipitous. 

There is some concern over the UK’s “divorce” 
agreement with the European Union; Japan was not 
sure this could be agreed in two years, because it 
required the agreement of all 27 EU member states. 
The United States took 4 years to reach agreement 
on a trade deal with the European Union, roughly 
the same length of time as Japan has taken (the 
Japan-EU agreement is close but not finalised yet). 
The Minister believed, therefore, that some sort of 
“stop-gap” agreement would be necessary before a 
final agreement between the UK and EU could be 
reached. This remains uncertain. 

The Japanese Embassy is also worried about what 
appears to be an increasing propensity for nations to 
resort to force to resolve problems. The UK’s 
assistance in maintaining international diplomatic 
order has been greatly appreciated by the Japanese 
Government; however, there is some concern the UK 
will be forced to concentrate more on its 
negotiations with the EU, and less on world affairs. 
The Minister said the Embassy was reassured by Mrs 
May’s assurance the UK would continue to be a 
global player. 

Following the Minister’s talk there was a question 
and answer session, where the Minister gave 
comprehensive answers to all questions he was 
asked by the audience.  

At the end of the event the Minister received a 
heartfelt round of applause from all present. The 
Vice Chair of Japan Society North West, Yuko Howes 
(who organised the event) thanked the Minister for 
his contribution to a debate of much importance to 
Japan, the European Union and the UK. 

Article Tim Evans, Photo Kevin Howes. 

“Brexit” and Japan-UK Relations "Yoshitsune Senbonzakura" DVD Screening        
28th January 2017, International Society,        

Oxford Road, Manchester 

On Saturday 28th January JSNW hosted a free 
public DVD screening of the classic kabuki tale 
“Yoshitsune Senbonzakura” (Yoshitsune of the 
Thousand Cherry Trees). About 15 attended; 
several enjoyed delicious fresh sushi, with tea and 
biscuits also being available. To lend atmosphere to 
the event kabuki-play banners and books were 
displayed, with the host even dressing the part in 
traditional hakama and kataginu over a yukata.  

 
“Yoshitsune Senbonzakura” is a very long play and 
the one hour excerpt we watched, set in Kawatsura 
Hogen’s palace, was from act IV, scene 2. The 
following is a brief synopsis.  

Kawatsura Hogen is hiding Yoshitsune from his 
brother the Shogun Yoritomo, who feels 
threatened by Yoshitsune’s military 
successes. Meanwhile Tadanobu, who has been 
given Shizuka (Yoshitsune’s concubine) for 
safekeeping, arrives without her and is questioned 
by Yoshitsune. Why has he not brought Shizuka 
with him? Tadanobu is baffled; he has been 
severely ill, has only just recovered to re-join 
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his master and has no knowledge of Shizuka. 
Tadanobu is, therefore, arrested, taken into 
custody and questioned- just as Shizuka herself 
turns up!! She says, however, that Tadanobu is 
following a little BEHIND her and is completely 
astonished to learn he is already here. She recalls, 
however, that when she plays her drum, 
Tadanobu appears.  

She plays the drum after Tadanobu is taken away, 
and Tadanobu appears again. She questions him, 
scared, and eventually he reveals he is really a 
magical fox and the drum, which is holy, has been 
made using the skins of his parents. Upset that he 
had been unable to show sufficient respect to 
them, he needs to show filial piety to his parents 
and so he follows the drum. Yoshitsune, who is 
eavesdropping, steps forward and thanks the fox 
spirit for protecting Shizuka, and for his loyalty to 
his parents. He gives the fox spirit the name 
“Genkurô” and, to his great joy, then gives him 
the drum. The scene ends when a band of priests 
invade the palace and are magically defeated by 
Genkurô, who manipulates them like puppets. He 
then flies off into the night with the drum.   

The acting, set and costumes were sublime, and 
the play was greatly enjoyed by the audience who 
were interested in seeing more kabuki DVDs. Our 
next kabuki DVD will probably be an excerpt from 
the play “Sukeroku”. 

Article Nigel Cordon, photo Gail Cordon.  

“Shinnenkai” Celebration; 14th January 2017        
Tim Parry Community Centre, Warrington 

This was our first attempt to move our Bounenkai 
(“forget the year gathering”) from December and 
have a Shinnenkai (“New Year gathering”) instead. 
Liam Morgan played shamisen for us and we had 
three traditional Japanese games- a haiku writing 
contest, a tousenkyou 投扇興 (fan tossing) 
competition and a “make an origami rooster” 
challenge to celebrate the year of the Rooster. 

The delicious food included sushi and “sumo” 
chankonabe, tofu gyoza, lotus curry hasami agé 
and green tea crepe with Azuki beans, all of which 
was consumed with gusto. The fan tossing drew a 
small crowd; although the objective of the game, to 
knock a target off a block, seems simple you do 
have to throw the fan in a specific style (see photo 
below). Despite the success of the game we need 
to learn more about the complex scoring system!!  

The winning haiku in the haiku competition was 
written in Japanese (most were written in English). 
We do not have the haiku unfortunately, but this is 
a close approximation- 

Shinnenkai ni wa       5 
Iroiro hito wo           7 
Aimashita              5 
新年会には 
色々人を 
会いました 
(At the Shinnenkai I met many (new) people).  

The conversation afterwards was boisterous. 
Several people gathered around Liam Morgan, the 
shamisen player, who was perfectly happy to let 
people practice on and learn about the instrument. 
About six people tried their hand at an origami 
rooster, the winner receiving an origami box 
containing several miniature origami. By the end of 
the evening we had all had great fun, the 
combination of different activities being a real 
success. 

Article by Nigel Cordon. 
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What if One Walk could Change Your Life? 

"What if one walk could change your life?”  One 
rather long walk that is over 800 miles long, takes  
45 days and forbids meat, alcohol and sex. “No life" 
according to my Japanese friend!  

The 88 Temple "henro" pilgrimage circling the 
Japanese island of Shikoku is a famous 1,200-year-
old Buddhist pilgrimage dedicated to Kukai aka Kōbō 
Daishi, the Grand Master who propagated Buddhist 
teaching in Japan.  

Its long history is said to have its beginnings from 
the legend of Emon Saburo, a rich man who refused 
to give alms to a holy man who was begging at his 
gate. After losing each of his eight sons Saburo 
realised his sins were being punished and he sought 
out the priest seeking salvation. He searched high 
and low for him circling Shikoku continuously. When 
he eventually found the priest on a mountain path, 
he was given the absolution he sought before he 
died. This is the story of the first henro. Kōbō Daishi 
was the priest and Emon Saburo the first henro.  

Today many pilgrims travel the same route either as 
part of religious practice or dedicated to a loved 
one's life or health. My goal was also to switch off 
from modern life where we worship comfort, 
convenience and speed. The pilgrimage is back to 
basics with days of simply walking and a total 
awareness of your surroundings.  

 

Buddhism focuses your mind on the present, allows 
you to forget all your worries and have few personal 
cares ("the spirit of contentment").  

The circular route starts in Tokushima at Temple 1 
"Ryōzen-ji”, the intimidating sounding “Vulture Peak 
Temple”. Here I equipped myself with two key 
pieces of pilgrim kit should I die along the way, a 
white shirt (or “death shroud”) and a walking stick 
known as a “kongō-zue” (or “grave marker”).   
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Although meant to be a solo journey I had help 
from many kind people I met along the 
way.  “Osettai”, the action of giving to pilgrims, 
meant I received gifts of prayer cards, exotic fruits 
and even money pressed into my palms!  They say 
henro take on the aura of Kōbō Daishi and this is a 
way for people to be a part of your pilgrimage and 
protect themselves from misfortune. 

 My pilgrimage has so far taken me up to Temple 
37 in Kochi, known as "devil's land" because of its 
hot temperature and infrequent contact with 
civilization.  Now just 51 more temples to go on my 
path to enlightenment!  Patience. 

Article and Photos by Jonathan Graham 

 

                                                                                             

My walking stick was to become my spiritual 
companion along my journey, the embodiment of 
Kōbō Daishi that would prop me up, break my falls 
and ward off wild boar and snakes. 

After arriving at a temple, you follow a ritual of 
bowing at the gate, washing your hands/mouth at 
the ablution basin, announcing your arrival by 
ringing the large temple bell and then commence 
praying and giving offerings of incense, a few coins 
and your name card.  At each temple, a priest will 
stamp and sign your “nōkyō” book with beautiful 
Chinese characters. 

Following little red cartoon stickers placed on 
lampposts, weathered old stone waypoints, a torn 
guidebook and a smartphone app my pilgrimage 
routed me through the varied landscape of Shikoku. 

Beside rural rice fields, climbing steep forested 
mountains, through long smoggy car tunnels and 
via beautiful white sandy beaches watching over 
the peaceful Pacific Ocean. On my longest day I 
walked 25 miles experiencing this beauty and also 
the exhaustion, hunger, thirst, sunburn, mosquito 
bites, blisters and cuts inflicted from a heavy 
backpack.  I would walk from before sunrise until 
after sunset, collapsing in an evening at traditional 
Japanese inns, busy business hotels and even 
temple lodging with monks where I would eat, 
sleep and pray in the morning with my new friends. 

What if One Walk could Change Your Life? 
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On 27th February Japan Foundation and the 
International Anthony Burgess Centre (Manchester) 
hosted a talk by authors Hiromi Kawakami and 
Tomoka Shibasaki, both of whom have won Japan’s 
prestigious Akutagawa Prize. This was the Centre’s 
second Japanese author talk; their first, on 29th 
February last year, featured authors Takashi Hiraide 
and Kyoko Yoshida. An article about that talk 
appears in last spring’s newsletter (issue 46).  

The interviewer began by giving a brief overview of 
Hiromi’s and Tomoka’s work, and commented that 
Japanese authors publish a lot more books than 
authors in the UK because Japan has a very healthy 
magazine scene. 

Hiromi Kawakami was first to be interviewed, the 
first question being about her latest UK-published 
book “Record of a Night Too Brief”. She was asked 
why the book had a fable-like feel, with human-
animal characters, and initially replied she couldn’t 
remember since she wrote the book 20 years ago!!! 

 

She added, however, that at the start of her career 
she had found reality difficult to write about since 
she lived in what she regarded as a humdrum town 
where nothing ever happened (a view of her town 
she now thinks is incorrect). She was a big fan of 
western authors such as J.G.Ballard, Brian Aldiss and 
Anthony Burgess and this, therefore, also influenced
her work; she is particularly interested in novels that
explore the human psyche. 

Hiromi then read a story from the book called 
“Tread on a Snake” which, as its title implies, is 
about a person (who worked in a Buddhist prayer-
bead shop) who trod on a snake. This snake, 
however, was no ordinary snake; it disappeared, 
turned into a 50-year old woman and then walked 
to the clumsy culprit’s apartment. Hiromi explained 
that while this scenario might appear strange to 
westerners it wasn’t in Japan, due to the country’s 
national religion being Shinto. In this religion it is 
believed that all things- be they organic or 
inorganic- possess spirits, including of course 
humans and animals. Humans and animals, 
therefore, are not considered far apart and the idea 
that you could morph from animal to human (or the 
other way round) is actually a common feature of 
traditional Japanese literature- a literature where 
animals might speak, have human emotions and 
behave in a very human way. 

Hiromi explained she had a fascination with human 
interaction, the way in which people come together 
and separate, and weave in and out of each other’s 
lives. 

The book presented by Tomoka Shibasaki, “Spring 
Garden”, was very different. Its central character, 
Taro, is a lazy, sleepy, innocuous, recently divorced 
man who lives his life according to the motto of 
“avoiding bother”. Tomoka explained she gave his 
character these qualities because she felt they were 
not dissimilar to her own, and added that in one of 
Natsume Soseki’s books (an author she likes) a 

Japan Now: Discussion by Authors Hiromi Kawakami and Tomoka Shibasaki
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similar character appears; someone who tries to 
copy his considerably more heroic neighbour, but 
always fails. 

Tomoka read a passage from Spring Garden in which 
Taro hears about an unexploded bomb in Tokyo and 
wonders how it could be causing so much trouble 
after all this time. He also remembers that it is the 
anniversary of his father’s death and considers he 
really should mark it with beer and incense, but has 
neither in his flat. 

Tomoka said that in today’s world, it is now easy to 
glimpse into the minutiae of other people’s lives 
through Twitter and Facebook, but it is only a 
glimpse and you can’t really enter into their lives. 

Taro, she felt, only glimpsed the lives of others. She 
explained that in Japan, it was perfectly possible to 
enjoy yourself alone, although there were also many 
possibilities to interact with others.  

 

There are also opportunities to consider and think 
about the many layers of history in cities especially, 
with Taro’s musings about the unexploded bomb 
being a good example.     

After the readings, interviews and question and 
answer sessions the authors stayed to sign copies of 
their books; I bought “Spring Garden”. Both books 
are available to buy in the UK, along with a small 
sample of the authors’ other works. 

Article and photos by Tim Evans 

Japan Now: Discussion by Authors Hiromi Kawakami and Tomoka Shibasaki

Editorial Comment 

It has been a busy few months for JSNW, with a 
number of varied and we hope interesting events. 
We have many more coming up, so please see the 
back page or our website for details! We are also 
very pleased to welcome two new Committee 
members - Sandra McFarlane (who has previously 
worked on the Committee) and Kanae Gielty.  

I hope you all enjoy a lovely spring!  
Tim Evans, Newsletter Editor. 
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VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT WWW.JSNW.ORG.UK, WE ARE ALSO ON FACEBOOK AND TWITTER. 

The Dark Secret of Natsume Soseki 
Saturday 29th April  

In 2003 writer and critic Damian Flanagan 
became the first Westerner to publish a book in 
Japanese on celebrated author Natsume Soseki. 

 
In 2005 his translation of Soseki's writings on 

Britain won the Japan-US Friendship Commission 
Prize for the Translation of Japanese Literature. 

The talk will be followed by an informal reception 
with wine/ tea and coffee, and light snacks. 

Venue: Summerville, 65 Daisy Bank Road, 
Victoria Park, Manchester M14 5QL 

 

Red Dogs gig 
Friday 14th July 

Come, listen and dance to Osaka-band Red Dogs’ 
great Bastille Day garage-punk barrage!! 

  

Venue: Star and Garter, 18-20 Fairfield Street, 
Manchester M1 2QF 

“Discover Japan” Day 
11:00 am - 4:00 pm  

Saturday 20th May 2017 

Can you write in Japanese, make origami animals 
from paper or would you like to try the chopstick 

challenge? 

 
Join us at the World Museum in Liverpool for a fun 

day of Japanese-related activities. This event 
celebrates the “kodomo-no-hi” (Children's Day) 

public holiday. 

Venue: World Museum, William Brown Street, 
Liverpool L3 8EN 

Future JSNW Events 

Annual General Meeting 
1pm to 4pm  

Saturday 27th May  

A DVD of the sumptuous Kabuki classic “Sukeroku” will 
be screened before the AGM and delicious sushi will 

also be available. Please come, see how the Society is 
performing and have your say.  

 
Venue: Tim Parry Centre, Great Sankey, 

Warrington. 


