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One Time, One Meeting

“Niigata. Just my luck — the prefecture with the hardest kanji
to write!” That was my first reaction upon discovering that I was
to be posted to its third-largest city, Joetsu. I had at least heard of
Niigata, thanks to my friendship with an exchange student from
Niigata during my first year at the University of Durham. She’d
given me a set of postcards of sights around the prefecture and I
discovered that the splendid castle on one card that adorned my
wall was actually in Joetsu.

A few weeks after graduating, I arrived in Joetsu, armed with
a shiny new electronic dictionary I’d purchased in Shinjuku during
orientation and a copy of a travel guide to the UK. The latter might
seem a strange thing to pack, but as well as my official mission
of facilitating international communication and understanding, 1
had a more personal mission: to teach people about my homeland,
Wales.

Three years earlier, while an exchange student at Kumamoto
University, I’d been disappointed to discover that few Japanese
people seemed to have heard of Wales. They’d heard of England,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland, but “Uéruzu” just drew blank
expressions. Admittedly, explaining the four countries that make
up the UK was great for my spoken Japanese, but it did become a
little repetitive!

As it happened, Joetsu had strong ties with Scotland. Joetsu
University of Education had an exchange agreement with a college
of education in Glasgow, the local Catholic church had an English
conversation school with teachers from Scotland, and a number
of the new Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs) were Scottish,
so I felt quite at home as part of the local Celtic diaspora. Soon
after my arrival, a surprise parcel from my mother turned up: a
full set of Welsh national dress. As this is mostly only worn by
children these days, it was quite an achievement to find a set in
an adult size. I certainly managed to get plenty of use out of it
over the next two years, wearing it for school visits, a welshcake-
making workshop and other cultural events, and even my stint
as “stationmaster for the day” at the official opening of the
refurbished Naoetsu Station building.

I was Joetsu’s first Coordinator for International Relations
(CIR), so a large portion of my work involved translating local
tourism materials. I learned about its history as the birthplace of
skiing in Japan, the birthplace of wine in Japan, and the stronghold
of Sengoku-era lord Uesugi Kenshin. I was as proud as any Joetsu
native of Takada Park’s status as one of Japan’s three best night
views of cherry blossom. And I’ll never forget the privilege of
serving as interpreter to a British former POW when he visited the
peace park created on the site of the Naoetsu POW Camp, where
he’d been interned more than 50 years earlier. His positive attitude
to his wartime experiences was nothing short of inspirational.

After two fabulous years in Joetsu, I moved north to
Niigata City. My work at the city office had convinced me that
translation was my métier and, via a colleague of a CIR friend, I
was fortunate enough to find an in-house translation post at the
Economic Research Institute for Northeast Asia (ERINA). Joetsu
City’s International Affairs Department had quite a bit of contact
with Northeast Asia and with ERINA, so I became accustomed
to hearing the names of various towns and cities in Northeastern
China and Far Eastern Russia. The knowledge I’d gained in Joetsu
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stood me in good stead at ERINA, where, as well as translation,
I helped with the organisation of events such as international
conferences and a job fair for international students.

In late 2006, my fiancé (now husband) and I emigrated to
New Zealand, seeking greater job security and the chance to own
a home of our own. Having spent a combined total of 22 years
in Japan (my husband moved to Niigata from Far Eastern Russia
in 1993), we were both sad to leave, but it was time to take on a
new challenge. I quickly found work at an international assistance
company, helping people who’d encountered problems overseas,
such as falling ill or being robbed. While in Joetsu, I’d had surgery
twice after breaking my foot, and interpreted for friends at hospital
visits, so I was able to call on this experience when interpreting on
conference calls between our doctors and treating doctors in Japan.

Since late 2000, I'd been doing freelance translation work in
my spare time, and I continued this in NZ, setting up my company
Kinsho in 2008. By 2012, I was working four days at my day job
and four more on translation, so in the interests of a better work-
life balance, I decided to realise my long-cherished ambition of
becoming a full-time freelancer, a move I haven’t regretted for a
moment since.

Outside work, my main passion is tea ceremony. Before
leaving for Joetsu, I’d decided I wanted to begin learning chanoyu.
Luckily, the city office had a tea ceremony club. The teacher and
the other club members made me very welcome and helped me to
take my first steps along the lifelong path that is the Way of Tea.
When I moved to Niigata City, I was introduced to another teacher,
who taught me for the next six years, passing on an array of
invaluable knowledge. After arriving in NZ, a message I placed on
Facebook looking for other people with an interest in tea ceremony
led to my being asked to teach tea to members of the NZ-Japan
Society (NZJS) of Auckland. Since then, our tea group named
Aotea-kai has introduced the Urasenke tradition of tea to many
Aucklanders. This year, I’ve served as Vice-President of the NZJS
and have continued to take all possible opportunities to encourage
young people to participate in the JET Programme. For me, JET
brought about countless unique encounters that have shaped the
subsequent course of my life, giving me a true appreciation of
a concept at the heart of chanoyu: ichi-go, ichi-e (one time, one
meeting).
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