
44

Nitobe Memorial Garden
UBC Botanical Garden
Vancouver, BC, Canada

The Nitobe Memorial Garden is a unique symbiosis 
of Pacific Northwest Coastal forest and Japanese 
native plants and is a testament to the relationship 
that exists between the Canada and Japan. The 
Nitobe Memorial Garden is located on the campus 
of the University of British Columbia (UBC) in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada and is managed 
under the auspices of the UBC Botanical Garden. 

Garden History

The garden was originally designed to commemorate 
Japanese educator, agriculturist, scholar, philosopher 
and statesman Dr. Inazō Nitobe, who was the 
founding director of the International Committee 
on Intellectual Cooperation, that later became 
UNESCO. Dr. Nitobe worked for World Peace and 
International co-operation throughout his life.  He 
helped establish important relationships between 
Japan and other nations. His most famous published 
work is Bushido: the Soul of Japan, one of the first 
major works on Samurai ethics, Japanese culture, and 
Japanese morality. A best seller in its time, Bushido
was read by Robert Baden-Powell, founder of the Boy 
Scouts, and President Theodore Roosevelt, among 
others. Nitobe later was honored with his image on 
the 5,000 yen note.

In 1933, on his way back from the Pacific Ocean 
Conference in Banff, Canada, Dr. Nitobe died in 
Victoria, Canada. Two years later, his friends and 
the Japanese community in Vancouver brought 
the Kasuga lantern from Japan, and created a small 
Japanese garden with it on UBC campus. August 
2015 marked the 80th anniversary of this event.

Following the Second World War, Dr. Nitobe’s 
friends, the Japanese community in Vancouver, 
and local government agreed that a permanent 
memorial to Nitobe and his work was needed in 

In 1935, friends of Dr. Nitobe in Vancouver and Japan brought a 
Kasuga lantern from Japan in his memory. 
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Vancouver. Kannosuke Mori from Chiba University 
was selected as the designer and directed the 
placement of each rock, tree, and shrub in the 
garden.  The Nitobe Memorial Garden was 
officially opened to the public in 1960. 

Garden at a Glance

The Nitobe Memorial Garden is a traditional 
Japanese strolling garden. There are many 
expressions of traditional design themes and 
methods used in the garden in a Canadian 
context. For example, the western hemlock tree 
(Tsuga heterophylla) is pruned in a traditional 
Japanese manner in the garden. Twelve stone 
lanterns–including the Kasuga lantern–are situated 
throughout and are visible to visitors as they stroll 
through the garden. The various bridges have 
different and unique design construction that 
serves an important role in the garden’s concept. 
For instance, the bridge over the pond symbolizes 
the accomplishments of Dr. Nitobe, who wished to 
become a philosophical and cultural bridge across 
the Pacific Ocean. This idea is expressed in the 
garden by the planting of a Japanese maple on one 
side of the pond and Canadian maple on the other 
side. Another feature of the garden is a traditional 
Japanese teahouse, a unique example of Japanese 
architecture. The teahouse and tea garden were 
built not only to show Japanese traditions, but also 
to create intercultural dialogue thorough the tea 
ceremony held throughout the year. Moreover, 
University courses are taught on the Japanese tea 
ceremony at the garden. These are ways in which 
the garden actively interacts with the University 
community and the larger Japanese community in 
Vancouver as a whole. 

The garden attracts visitors in many different ways. 
From daily tour groups, visitors, and weddings, 

the garden attracts visitors from all over the world. 
The garden is set on one of the largest university 
campuses in Canada and Vancouver is a world famous 
city. For both of these reasons, the garden is able to 
attract year round visitors. An active marketing and 
communications department at the UBC Botanical 
Garden also serves an important role in attracting 
visitors to the garden. 

Maintenance in the Garden

Curator Ryo Sugiyama of Nitobe Memorial Garden 
keeps Dr. Nitobe’s philosophy of “a bridge across 
the ocean” in mind while working in the garden. 
Maintenance in the garden is done in the traditional 
Japanese style with great attention to detail. Ryo is 
asked many questions from visitors about pruning 
methods, care for the moss, the koi fish in the pond, 
Japanese architecture, culture and garden history. Ryo 
states that he always tries to serve the visitors with 
the heart of Japanese hospitality, omotenashi. Ryo 
believes that Dr. Nitobe’s philosophy and the heart of 
Japanese hospitality are the most important things to 
bring people into the garden, along with the beauty 
and tranquility of the garden itself.

Centennial Celebrations at Nitobe

2016 marks the 100th anniversary of the UBC 
Botanical Garden. Included in the celebrations are 
events planned for the Nitobe Memorial Garden, 
including a Tanabata event on July 7, 2016. Other 
events in the year will run concurrently with events at 
UBC Botanical Garden and will serve as an important 
means of attracting visitors to both the Nitobe 
Memorial Garden and the UBC Botanical Garden as 
the gardens move into the next century. 
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