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Message to my Japanese Friends
Joan Leach

It was my great pleasure to visit the Gaskell Society of Japan, to meet members and to speak at the Regular
Meeting on 3rd June at Jissen Women' s School, Shibuya, on Knutsford and Cheshire in Mrs Gaskell’ s Life and
Works.

Mrs Gaskell called Knutsford her ‘dear, adopted native town’ but I was born there and grew up knowing Gaskell
landmarks such as the Memorial Tower, Cranford cake shop and Gaskell Avenue. As a local historian I have
researched the links with the town and Mrs Gaskell’ s life and works. I have collected pictures which I enjoyed
showing to members though there had been some difficulty in finding a slide projector for me as they are now
becoming obsolete but I am backward in mastering technology and in England slides are still used in talks to
groups and Societies.

Soon after The Gaskell Society was inaugurated in October 1985 our first president, Professor Arthur Pollard
told me that there was an interest in Japan in the writing of Elizabeth Gaskell and suggested that I should contact
Dr Yuriko Yamawaki in Tokyo. She became our first Japanese member and in September 1987 spoke at our
second AGM about Gaskell’ s works in Japan. Dr Yamawaki' s interest had led her to visit Knutsford some years
earlier but she and I did not meet then. It might be said that she was the Gaskell ambassador to Japan and with
her enthusiasm and encouragement the Gaskell Society of Japan was formed and has worked so consistently to
promote knowledge of her works by their translations.

Dr Yamawaki was kind enough to invite me to visit The Gaskell Society of Japan some years ago but family
circumstances made this impossible until this year when I was delighted to accept the invitation, though in some
trepidation about travelling so far with my very limited experience. Through the gener051ty of the Gaskell of the UK
and Japan all arrangements were made for my visit from 30th May to 8 June. % ; 3™
[ am particularly indebted also to Mrs Mariko Tahira, until recently secretary
of the Society, Mrs Akiko Suzue, now President of the Society, Mrs Hisako
Nagase, secretary, the committee and all those who made plans for me,
arranged a varied and fascinating programme and those who were my guides.
It was a special pleasure to be welcomed and cared for in the homes of
Professors Hidemitsu Tohgo, Mitsuharu Matsuoka and Tatsuhiro Ohno.

The itinerary gave me great pleasure in seeing so much of Japan in a short
time and I will be sharing my experiences by speaking to various groups as
well as to our members in the UK. I am grateful to have received gifts which
are in the fine style and traditions of Japan and these I will enjoy showing
when I give talks.

On 31st May, landing at Narita International Airport after my Air France
flight via Paris, I was met by Professor Hidemitsu Tohgo who took me to his
home in Saitama City. I was impressed by my first experience of rail travel in Japan.

Hidemitsu and I had first met in 1983 when he came to Knutsford, not because of its Gaskell connections, but
to meet my writer husband, Christopher. We were pleased to meet him, and his wife, Tomoko, on other occasions
and it was good to renew our friendship at his home and to enjoy such fine hospitality with Japanese food and
lifestyle, including my first visit to a sushi bar. A visit to the hot springs was also a novel experience for me and my
only regret was that I could hear but not see the singing frog in the river valley!

Hidemitsu and I went on to Tokyo which we saw from an tour bus skirting the Imperial Palace and then joined
a welcome celebration party of a splendid Chinese dinner on the evening of 2nd June hosted by Dr Yuriko
Yamawaki. We were all happy to share this evening with Yuriko and remember all she has done for our Gaskell
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world. Such a variety of dishes and I almost mastered the chopsticks! It was so good to meet some members again
and those I had only exchanged e -mails with. From the hotel rooftop Ms Akiko Kimura showed me Tokyo" s night
scene with the tower lit up and next morning with Ms Kyoko Imamura showed me more of Tokyo, including the iris
garden.

After the meeting at Jissen Women's School, Professor Mitsu Matsuoka took me to his home in Nagoya. We
visited the Tokugawa Art Museum where there is a replica of the scroll of the Genji: the original can only be shown
every ten years because of its frail condition.

The Meiji-mura museum had fascinating buildings including homes of Soseki and Lafcadio Hearn who played
such an interesting role in links between Western and Japanese literature. It was a surprise to note that the engine
of the steam train carrying tourists had been made in Manchester!

[ enjoyed the ride by shinkansen train from Nagoya to Kyoto where I was met by Ms Fumie Tamai and taken to
the splendid Shin Miyako Hotel. My guides for the next day in Kyoto were Ms Akiko Nakajima and Mr Akiyuki
Ohmae. We visited the splendid Sanjusangen-do with its 1,000 standing images; and the beautiful Temple of the
Golden Pavilion. I am now reading the novel by Yukio Mishima. Professor Masaie Matumura rounded off my Kyoto
tour by inviting me to a delicious Kyoto cuisine.

Ms Ishizuka arrived early on 6th June to take me by bus to Itami airport on my way to Kumamoto airport where
Professor Tatsuhiro Ohno was to meet me. We had nerve-racking journey as there were traffic delays but all was
well in the end. At the Kumamoto Middle School I stood in the classroom once used by Lafcadio Hearn. Professor
Ohno and his wife Yuko took me to the lovely Suizenji Gardens and the spectacular Mount Aso where I was happy
not to experience the earthquake which happened a few days later.

[ am grateful to him, Professor Mitsu Matsuoka and other members who took fine pictures for me to remember
and relive my tour of Japan. Thank you to all the members of The Gaskell Society of Japan who made my visit the
experience of a lifetime.
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