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Reading Tales and Poems
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3. MAARREE

All Aboard the Magical Mystery Haiku Tour!

Weather wise, it seems that Takano sensei may
have a special contract with the “man up above” as
all the literary tours she organises are carried out
in splendid sunshine and today was no exception.
The sun shone brightly on a mild autumn day as
we gathered in the grounds of Kenristu University.
Groups of students from the university Haiku
circle mingled with the disciples of Haiku poet Mr.
Inoue and teachers, all getting to know each other.
Although the weather was mild, it was November
and most people were already dressed in winter
clothing. This was in stark contrast to one lady,
dressed in a brightly coloured, short sleeved, dress
and sandals. Her hair, an elegant up-do, revealed
her dangly, blue earrings and a pretty, white
flower covering one ear. This was the English
poet Katrina Naomi, visiting Japan to give a series
of lectures and poetry readings and who was
joining the tour. Little did we know it at the time,
but she was the only person dressed for the
occasion, as by midday the temperature had
climbed and people were beginning to peel off
jackets and sweaters.

30 people and a sweet, plump baby of one of the
professors boarded the bus and we travelled south
in the direction of Mt Minobu and the Temple of
Kuonji, Head Temple of Nichiren shu Buddhist
sect. The atmosphere on the bus, helped by the
“goody bag” and coffee, with which each person
was provided, was relaxed and friendly.

However, the premise of the literary tour is to
visit places connected to Haiku or a particular
writer and in turn be inspired to write a Haiku
poem on the thin strips of paper provided for us
(with our goody bag) by Mr Inoue. As in time
honoured Japanese fashion, each person
introduced themselves and we settled in to enjoy
the sights on the 90 minute bus ride to Mt Minobu.
We followed the ambling Fuji River for most of the
way, admiring the hillsides, ablaze with the
autumn leaves at their very best. On arrival at
Minobu town, our bus driver skilfully navigated
the frighteningly narrow streets and from our high
vantage point on the bus we could see the old
wooden shops and tea houses selling a huge
variety of sweets, soba and all things concerning
pilgrimages to the nearby Kuonji Temple.
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Although it was peak “changing of the leaves”
season the Temple grounds were spacious
uncrowded and our visit unhurried. We
encountered white robed pilgrims chanting their
prayer “Namu Myoho Renge Kyo” as they crossed
through the 3rd largest gate of Japan and began to
climb the tree lined steps to Kuonji Temple. We
followed and were grateful for the cool shade of
the giant cedar trees lining the 287 stone steps up
to the Temple. It is said that if one climbs the
steps, one reaches a state of Nirvana. However,
most people just seemed happy to have reached
the top and still have breath to spare! Emerging
from the darkened climb into the sunlit garden,
Kuonji Temple and its 5 storey Pagoda was a sight
to behold. The Temple complex also includes a
school and a university and was abuzz with young
monks in flowing robes, silently swishing by us on
their to class or prayer. Behind closed doors, came
the constant chant of monks in prayer and the
whole visit felt very uplifting to know that
somewhere in the world people were chanting for
peace and enlightenment.

Leaving Kuonji with plenty of spiritual food for
thought our minds turned to nourishment of
another kind... approaching lunch time, our bus
driver herded us onto the bus and drove us to the
Yuba no Sato (Yuba village) restaurant. A
vegetarian’s delight, our lunch of 6 different
“yuba” dishes and their sauces was a happy
surprise. “Yuba”, a product of soya beans is
definitely one of those occasions when the
Japanese name far outweighs the bland English
translation which is “Tofu skin”. After our
relaxing lunch we once again boarded our bus
bound for Lake Shiberiko, a caldera lake high in

the mountains.

Our “resident poet” Mr Inoue gently reminded
us that we should be composing Haiku and our
next stop must have been the inspiration for many
of the poems that were to come. The bus climbed
the narrow mountain pass at a snail’s pace and
reached the sparkling Lake Shibireko surrounded
by a mixed forest of Ginko, Maple, Cherry, Cedar
and Pine trees all competing for the prize of best
colour award. These colours were reflected in the
tiny (1.2 km) pristine caldera lake. We took a
walk and many photos and drew on the lake’s
peaceful scenery for inspiration.



Back on the bus and trying to fend off the desire
for a little nap, we listened as Inoue sensei began
to read some of the amazing amount of Haiku he
had already collected. People had found
inspiration in the most unusual of places, had seen
things others had not even noticed and these were
all reflected in these seasonal short poems. Inoue
sensei had an astounding array of encouraging
comments for each one and everyone felt included.
The friendly atmosphere on the bus was such that
it nurtured peoples’ efforts. The gentleness and
enthusiasm of the students” poems belied their
image of tough rugby players. We remembered
once again that the day was not only about
tourism but also an appreciation of the way other
tour members viewed the world and expressed it.
All the places we visited, the food we ate, the
colours we saw, the chats we had had were
mentioned. One woman even wrote about the
colourful and elegant English poet Ms Naomi
whose friendliness had encouraged students to
chat in English.

The miles flew by listening to the seasonal
rhymes telling of autumn colours and we were
soon back in Kofu as the sun was about to set.
People stayed chatting in the university courtyard
long after the bus had left. It had been a splendid
day and we all lfelt grateful for what a Ter.nple, a U R, i 25 RS
lake, 2 poets, nice people and Yuba had given to
our senses. i

To top off the day as we drove through the
university gates a bright yellow, full moon was
rising.

Orla Rylands Morita
(YPU)
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A Memoir of Yamanashi

In October and November 2017, I spent six weeks
writing in Japan. The trip was sponsored by the
Arts Council England. And for three of those
weeks, I was hosted by the Yamanashi Prefectural
University (YPU) in Kofu. I'm extremely grateful
to all the staff and students of YPU for making my
trip such an enjoyable one, but particular thanks
are due to YPU’s English Literature lecturer,
Michiyo Takano, without whom my trip to Japan
might never have happened.

My contact with Prof Michiyo Takano came about
via a mutual friend, the poet Maura Dooley of
Goldsmiths College, in London, where I'd studied
for a PhD in creative writing. I'd always wanted to
visit Japan but spoke no Japanese (I speak a few
words now) and had no contacts in Japan (I would
now count several people as friends, not only
contacts, in Japan). Maura suggested I contact
Michiyo. And Michiyo and the YPU agreed to host
me, organising many aspects of my trip and
translating and interpreting for me.

I spent the first part of my trip walking in Basho's
footsteps. For 10 days, I walked and travelled from
Tokyo to Nikko, Matsushima, Hiraizu, Mount
Haguro-san and Kanazawa, visiting many places
that Basho had visited and written about. I wrote a
lot and the walking tour was also an excellent
introduction to some aspects of Japanese culture. I
wrote a (not very serious) blog about the walking
tour http://www katrinanaomi.co.uk/basho-
bassev-blog-japan/

I then visited the poet collective JUNPA in Kyoto. I
. read with JUNPA poets, wrote with them and
interviewed them about various aspects of poetry
in Japan. I then travelled to Kofu to begin my stay
in Yamanashi.

I was met and briefed by Michiyo and taken for a
delicious meal at a local vegan restaurant, Fluunt. I
became a regular visitor to Fluunt during my time
in Kofu. I lived for three weeks in a hotel in the
centre of the small city of Kofu. The hotel, the
Danrokan was a good place to write, with
delicious breakfasts and was very friendly. It was
also an easy and enjoyable walk to YPU. On my
first visit to YPU, I was escorted by Tomomi and
Ryota, who were both very friendly and spoke
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extremely good English, putting me to shame with
my few words of Japanese.

During my stay in Kofu, I ran two workshops: one
on performance/speaking in public for Michiyo’s
students and a wider workshop on writing free
verse poetry, which attracted students from YPU
as well as poets from the Yamanashi region. Both
workshops were held in English, with Michiyo and
other staff interpreting where necessary, although I
was amazed at how well YPU students and
Yamanashi poets could write in English and
communicate on complex issues.

I spoke with many Yamanashi poets, finding much
common ground in terms of how poetry is seen in
Japan and the UK. I always enjoyed these
interactions. During my visit to Kofu, [ also
interviewed the North American poet Jane Joritz-
Nakagawa who has lived in Japan for many years
and I travelled to Tokyo to meet and interview the
poet Hiromi It5. Again, this was a wonderful
experience. I also met a traditional storyteller, Mrs.
Hirose visiting her at her home with Michiyo and
her husband Hiroshi, where we had fascinating
conversations, with Michiyo interpreting, over tea
and cake against a backdrop of mountains and a
rushing stream, where I'm told you can find
kingfishers.

I also attended a workshop by the haiku poet
Yasuaki Inoue at YPU, which was useful and
enjoyable. [ was surprised by how quickly
Japanese poets seem to write haiku — far quicker,
I'd suggest, than British poets. We seem to spend a
lot more time looking out of the window — but
then I was sat facing a window, through which I
could see Mount Fuji, shrouded in cloud, then
shyly revealing itself, so I had a very good excuse.
At Inoue’s workshop, I learnt a lot and I wrote a
lot.

I also went on a literary bus tour, organised by
Michiyo and YPU, of beauty spots around
Yamanashi. We visited temples, mountains and
lakes with Michiyo and other YPU staff and
students, and poets from Inoue’s ‘Cuckoo’ group.
This was a great opportunity to meet many other
people interested in poetry and also to see some
wonderful scenery, and, of course, to write.

I spent time working with Michiyo’s students on
translations. I was honoured and surprised to walk
into the YPU classroom to find that all the students



had well-thumbed copies of my latest collection,
The Way the Crocodile Taught Me (Seren, 2016).
Again, I really enjoyed talking with these young
students on issues around translation and poetry,
and answering their questions around specific
issues on my poetry, particularly on ideas or
language that proved difficult to translate. They
also had some interesting queries: was the
crocodile in the title poem real? Did I really bite
my attacker’s arm? And what, exactly, is a brillo
pad? I also gave a reading from The Way the
Crocodile Taught Me to these students at YPU.

I made time to translate haiku by Inoue and lida
Dakotsu into English. Michiyo provided me with
very useful literal translations and I then worked
to ensure that the English versions made a strong
impact via their imagery as well as fitting the 5-7-5
syllabics for haiku. I thoroughly enjoyed working
on these translations.

Michiyo set up an interview for me with the
Yamanashi newspaper Sannichi. The resulting
interview appeared in the newspaper and online
during my stay in Kofu.

The visit culminated in a big reading on 12
November at the Fuji Kinenkan with koto playing
by Dr. Tamaki Ando, a reading by the traditional
storyteller, Mrs. Hirose, and me reading poems
from The Way the Crocodile Taught Me, which were
also relayed on a large screen and then read by
YPU students in Japanese. I felt incredibly proud
to have my poetry translated and performed in this
way. I also read my English translations of
Dakotsu and Inoue’s poetry, as well as Michiyo's
English versions of Yamanashi folk tales. This was
an incredibly experience. The reading was
extremely well attended, with people of all ages,
from children to people in their 80s.

-As well as learning a lot about poetry, and writing
a good deal, my stay at Kofu was a very sociable
one. I played table tennis once or twice a week,
and with a friend I met there, also went walking
and for a picnic at the beautiful Shosenkyo Gorge.
She also took me to a local miso factory (I love
miso) and various cafes. I also became a regular at
the small vegan café Fluunt, which Michiyo first
took me to in the centre of Kofu, and became
friends with the owners. I visited art galleries and
temples, and met Michiyo and her colleagues
regularly to socialise in restaurants. I was very
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glad of this interaction, so that I didn’t become
lonely and also so that I could understand more
about Japanese society, food and culture. I also
enjoyed trips to some of Kofu’s pubs and bars,
including a tiny jazz bar where the owner played
the piano for us and one of the women in the bar
sang.

I received many lovely gifts from my hosts in
Kofu. Thank you, your kindness really has been a
highlight of my trip.

I also wrote a blog about some of the experiences I
had in Kofu and Kyoto
http://www.katrinanaomi.co.uk/kernow-kofu-via-
kyoto-katrinas-poetry-blog/

After leaving Kofu, I took a few days’ holiday in
Matsumoto, enjoying the castle and Yayoi
Kusama’s art. It was then time for the long flight
back to London and the long journey home to
Cornwall.

Since my return home, I've been commissioned to
write articles, for The Poetry Review and for Modern
Poetry in Translation based on my trip to Japan. I'll
also be running several Japanese poetry
workshops for the Poetry School in London and at
the Leach Pottery in 5t Ives near my home. The
Leach Pottery is probably the most famous pottery
in the UK. It was founded in the 1920s by the
British potter Bernard Leach and the Japanese
potter Shoji Hamada. I'm now poet-in-residence at
the Leach Pottery, learning to throw pots in
Hamada's style and carrying on reading and
researching about Japanese pottery. I'm also
continuing to read many anthologies of Japanese

poetry.

And what about the poetry I wrote during my trip
to Japan? Two poems are shortly being published by
The Kyoto Journal, others are before several
magazine editors and I hope to publish the poems
as a whole at some point in the future, either as a
collection or a pamphlet.

I'm incredibly grateful to Michiyo and to YPU. My
visit has been life-changing. I'd love to return. I'm
already missing Japan, its people, its poetry and
natto.

Katrina Naomi
Penzance, 18 February 2018
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Reading Poems and Tales BERER{ESM#AAT
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The Woman on the Sideboard

It was you, 40 years back,
an over-the-shoulder glance.
You don’t know yourself

Or me, anymore

After I helped sort your earrings,

you said how the Lord Mayor

had come to find your butterflies,

match pearls with pearls, enamel with enamel.

T've had to say goodbye to your lamb stews,
Singer sewing machine, photos of Sorrento.
They've all gone into storage;

you keep wrenching the hinge.

You're still my nan,
even if I'm your mayor.

Another Planet

She’s leaving this planet,

her roses neglected for spanners, bolts.

I hadn’t read the signs, didn’t know

she’d been working on that rocket.

And it’s complete. I can’t think

why I didn’t notice this before. I see now
she’s packed a small leather case.

So few items. I know very little

about this new earth, if there’s a moon,

a sun, lakes, a tide. She’s changing

into her silk dress and jacket,

plumping her hair. She doesn't look back,
just shoulders into her coat.

The kitchen door hovers in the artificial breeze.
She’s left me everything.

from Katrina Naomi,
The Way the Crocodile Taught Me (Seren, 2016)
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