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DOES YOUR JAPANESE GARDEN REFLECT 
8,)�'31192-8=�8,%8�296896)7�-8#
 BY MICHELLE DAY AND JOHN S. HARDING, Ph.D.

FIGURE 1: Sunset over 
Nikka Yuko garden. Photo by 
.IJJ�,MRQER

The late Dr. Robert Hironaka (1928-2014) dedicated years of volunteer service 
EX�2MOOE�=YOS�.ETERIWI�+EVHIR�MR�RYQIVSYW�VSPIW�SZIV�½ZI�HIGEHIW��,I�[EW�
publicly known in our community as a guardian of the garden. He embodied 
servant leadership and dedication in the many ways he oversaw the Lethbridge 
and District Japanese Garden Society’s care for the garden. This began with his 
role as treasurer before the garden opened, and extended to the end of his 
life a half-century later as a garden board member and active steward. When 
introducing people to our garden through his writings, or more often when 
speaking lovingly about what it offers on a garden tour, Dr. Hironaka pondered 
two key philosophical components that we now contemplate as our team 
imagines and creates programs, events, and experiences. 

TWO PATHS TO AUTHENTICITY

8LI� ½VWX� GSQTSRIRX� EWOW� [LEX� QEOIW� SYV� .ETERIWI� KEVHIR� EYXLIRXMG and 
different from others? This query did not seek imitation, but instead recognized 
that our garden is a 'EREHMER garden done in a� .ETERIWI style. Known as the 
“Oasis on the Prairies,” Nikka Yuko amazes visitors with a lush garden located in 
a climate zone three of hot summer dry spells followed by extended freezing 
[MRXIV�XIQTIVEXYVIW��½KYVI����8LI�VIPEXIH�WIGSRH�GSQTSRIRX�GLEPPIRKIW�YW�XS�
develop our “products” to ensure that they too are genuine. This applies to all 
the programming we develop in the categories of horticultural and landscaping 
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elements, historical awareness and education, as well as immersive and diverse 
GYPXYVEP�I\TIVMIRGIW��½KYVI���

Our goal is to guarantee that the quality of the experiences works in partnership 
with the garden’s capability to artfully represent the horticultural and landscaping 
elements of southern Alberta. For people to acquaint themselves with our garden 
ERH�YRHIVWXERH�MXW�WMKRM½GERGI��MX�[EW�GSRWMHIVIH�RIGIWWEV]�XS�TVSZMHI�QSVI�XLER�
just access. It is equally important to showcase the culture of our southern Alberta 
community. We recognize that those of Japanese ancestry and those who love 
Japanese-Canadian culture are still contributing to our local region. Thus, we need 
XS�IRWYVI�XLI�KEVHIR�MW�RSX�NYWX�E�VI¾IGXMSR�SJ�XLI�TEWX��

Dr. Hironaka offered these insights most clearly in the unpublished March 28, 2000 
IWWE]��±2MOOE�=YOS�'IRXIRRMEP�+EVHIR�̄ �0IXLFVMHKI�²�SR�½PI�EX�SYV�KEVHIR´W�ZMWMXSV´W�
centre. In it, he cites David Slawson’s 
1987 book, 7IGVIX�8IEGLMRK� MR� XLI�%VX�
SJ� .ETERIWI� +EVHIRW�� (IWMKR� 4VMRGMTPIW��
%IWXLIXMG� :EPYIW, along with Taitetsu 
Unno’s chapter on “Shin Buddhism in 
the west: The question of authenticity” 
in )RKEKIH� 4YVI� 0ERH� &YHHLMWQ��
8LI� 'LEPPIRKIW� SJ� .SHS�7LMRWLY� MR� XLI�
'SRXIQTSVEV]�;SVPH��With respect to 
two different types of authenticity, Dr. 
Hironaka explains that the “lower path” 
of garden design and maintenance 
VI¾IGXW� ±PMXIVEP�� TVIGIHIRX�HVMZIR�
tradition.” The “upper path” follows 
the basic ideals of Japanese garden 
design but “responds to the reality of 
the landscape and the culture of the 
day.” Our garden is both a historical 
VIWSYVGI�ERH�E�PMZMRK�VI¾IGXMSR�SJ�SYV�
own time. We take direction from 
our founding member, Dr. Masami 
Sugimoto from Japan, for garden 
horticultural expertise to maintain the 
authentic design linked to the garden’s 
origins but also preserved through 
carefully tended ongoing growth. We 
also need to focus on being responsive 
to the “culture of the day” and how 
our garden and programming can 
most authentically and engagingly 
VI¾IGX� XLEX��%PXLSYKL� WSQI�QE]� JIIP�
that Japanese gardens need to remain 
the same to ensure authenticity, this 

FIGURE 2: Lethbridge 
Community Taiko Association 
performers. 4LSXS�F]�(ER�
&IVHYWGS

FIGURE 3: Japanese garden 
HIWMKR�TVMRGMTPIW�VI¾IGXIH�MR�
Alberta landscape. Photo by 
1SVXSR�1SP]RIY\
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falls short of the upper path’s objectives. A garden 
is a living, evolving entity and the ways it grows and 
GLERKIW�VI¾IGX�XLI�GSQQYRMX]�XLEX�RYVXYVIW�MX��8LMW�
too is authentic. 

The original garden was designed as a Canadian 
Centennial project. Instead of importing horticultural 
elements from Japan, the garden design was based 
on using the local studies that Dr. Tadashi Kubo 
(1922-1990) prepared from research on Canadian 
landscapes while onsite in southern Alberta. He took 
that back to his Osaka Prefectural University students 
for design creation. The students responded by 
TVSZMHMRK�KEVHIR�HIWMKRW�VI¾IGXMRK�XLIMV�TIVGITXMSRW�
of that Southern Alberta landscape. Based on the 
design selected and further developed by Dr. Kubo 
and his assistant, Dr. Sugimoto, the pathway takes 
you around the mountain area, exposing you to lakes 
and streams with a large prairie area overlooking 
the Henderson Lake Park. The “shakkei” borrowed 
view of the park and its lake exposes southern 
Alberta’s big sky and creates the perception of a 
much larger garden than the actual four acres. All of 
XLIWI�HIWMKR�IPIQIRXW�YWI�PSGEP�QEXIVMEPW�XS�VI¾IGX�
our physical environment. Using Japanese garden 
design principles, the garden effectively represents 
SYV�%PFIVXER�PERHWGETI��½KYVI���

THE GARDEN AT A CROSSROADS

8SHE]��2MOOE�=YOS�KEVHIR�WXMPP�VI¾IGXW�XLSWI�SVMKMREP�
design elements and more. It is a garden of peace 
and serenity showcasing striking beauty, while at the 
same time our hosts and hostesses provide context 
about the garden’s origins, including the darker 
clouds of past discrimination and forced relocation 
and internment of Japanese-Canadians. A remarkable 
aspect of local history is the contrast between such 
mistreatment in the 1940s followed just two decades 
later by the selection of Nikka Yuko Japanese Garden 
as the premier Lethbridge Centennial project, thus 
celebrating the culture of the Japanese-Canadian 
community and its members’ contributions. 

Aside from such major events as visits from Japan’s 
Imperial family at Nikka Yuko’s opening in 1967 and 
MXW� X[IRX]�½JXL� ERH� ½JXMIXL� ERRMZIVWEVMIW� �½KYVIW�
4 and 5), the previous programming was primarily 
the garden itself. It was a visual experience. Those 
who were into gardens appreciated the details, 
the importance of rock placement, the strategically 
planned blooms of certain shrubs and crab-apple 
blossoms. The fall was our busiest visitation time with 
XLI�QEKRM½GIRX�GSPSYVW�SJ�XLI�QETPIW�JSV�XLI�KEVHIR´W�
WIEWSR�½REPI��=IX��SZIV� XLI�]IEVW��EHQMVEXMSR�F]� XLI�
local community was slipping and visitations declined 



41

�½KYVI����3YV�KEVHIR��SRGI�IQFVEGIH�[MXL�GYVMSWMX]�ERH�ETTPEYWI�EW�E�PMZMRK�EVX�
[SVO��RS[�VI¾IGXIH�XLI�UYMIXRIWW�SJ�WGERX�ERH�SJXIR�TIVTPI\IH�ZMWMXSVW��;I�RIIHIH�
to question whether the people who were volunteering, visiting, and collaborating 
with the garden were engagingly connected, and whether their expectations 
[IVI�FIMRK�QIX��8LI�KEVHIR�TVSZMHIH�WS�QER]�FIRI½XW�XS�KEVHIR�IRXLYWMEWXW�ERH�
professionals, but why didn’t the majority of potential visitors “get it”? 

As volunteers aged, social media competed in the marketing world for people’s 
attention, and tourism changed from “come see” to “come experience” models, 
we heard from many that the garden was not a priority as they “didn’t get it” or 
[IVI�RSX�WYJ½GMIRXP]�IRKEKIH�[LIR�XLI]�HMH�ZMWMX��;MXL�XSS�JI[�MR�E�KEVHIR��LS[�
can a garden attain its fullest scope? What future does a garden have when only a 
limited group of people know and understand its value? We needed to look past 
the horticultural and landscaping piece as the sole focus. Libraries once were only 
a quiet place for intellectual growth, but are now social community hubs of support. 
In a similar way, can the culture of a garden implemented in the past change to 
VI¾IGX� XLI� GYPXYVI� SJ� XSHE]°� ERH� [SYPH� TISTPI� FIGSQI� KEVHIR� WYTTSVXIVW�
without acknowledging they are garden enthusiasts? 

A NEW WAY FORWARD

With tourism and tourist expectations changing, we evaluated the potential 
experiences our garden provided. It was clear that we had only limited programming 
to engage our youth. Lethbridge is a city with university and college students who 
are passionate about anime, cosplay, learning Japanese, and dreaming of one day 
going to Japan. However, many did not know that this Japanese-style garden 
existed in their own backyard. Repeat visits from the general public were too few, 
with survey responses commenting, “it was nice, but I didn’t get it” and “where are 

FIGURE 4: 50th Anniversary 
guests: Princess Ayako Takamado 
and Dr. Masumi Sugimoto, 2017. 
4LSXS�F]�1SVXSR�1SP]RIY\

FIGURE 5: Traditional Japanese folk 
dancers. 4LSXS�F]�1SVXSR�1SP]RIY\

FIGURE 6: Visitor Data Challenges.

2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

May 0 2,869 3,455 2,713 2,067 3,561 3,203 4,074

June 1,589 3,967 4,105 4,913 4,085 3,509 1,871 2,146

July 3,975 5,721 6,263 8,300 6,433 4,912 1,184 1,257

Aug 5,448 6,504 5,736 6,379 4,891 4,278 3,780 3,951

Sept 2,529 3,033 3,209 3,941 3,004 2,485 2,061 2,162

Oct 549 534 282 589 431 759 680 643

SEASON 14,090 22,628 23,050 26,835 20,911 19,504 12,779 14,233

COVID

37.75% 
decrease 77.07% increase
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XLI�¾S[IVW�²�0EGO�SJ�YRHIVWXERHMRK�ERH�IRKEKIQIRX�
was apparent. The landscape did not automatically 
draw people to us, so we needed to lure them to 
the garden more actively. We wanted a wider range 
of people to enjoy and comprehend our beautiful 
garden, but that still left questions about how best do 
we attract visitors, what experiences do they want, 
and who would most effectively engage people at 
the garden?

We quickly reached out to our community partners 
and younger community members. With each 
experience being created, we would consult with 
those of Japanese ancestry who were born in the area, 
others who were immigrants, foreign students and 
those who loved certain aspects of Japanese culture 
and our local history. These actions were needed to 
attract more of our cultural and history buffs, a type 
SJ� I\TPSVIV� UYSXMIRX� �)5� TVS½PI� SJ� SYV� GSQQSR�
tourists. We started by providing our volunteers 
with more roles in giving presentations and tours. 
What if you visited the garden and asked a second 
generation “nissei” about their experience growing 
up on a sugar beet farm, living in an internment camp, 
or as a Canadian of Japanese descent, what is your 
experience when you visit Japan today? It would 
mean more to interact with our locals than to have 
someone reiterate their story from a developed 
script. We needed to attract those locals and become 
that hot spot for people to meet. We also started to 

engage with people interested in Japanese culture 
in other community organizations to see how we 
could bring their passion to our garden. 

The key was looking at all of our senses to engage 
someone in our garden. Beginning with taste, we 
utilized our local food producers and restaurants 
to stimulate and engage the “foodie” explorer. Our 
long table dinners brought combinations of sites, 
smells, and tastes as the sake master expertly paired 
a cocktail that traditionally was not made for Alberta 
FIIJ� �½KYVI� ���;SVOMRK� [MXL� PSGEP� QYWMGMERW� SJ�
Japanese ancestry, we enticed our music enthusiasts 
to listen to blues and jazz as they drink gin amongst 
the junipers. Theatre groups seeking a provocative 
natural environment for their acting performances 
PIH�XS�GSQQIVGMEP�½PQ�ERH�TLSXSKVETLIVW�[ERXMRK�
to capture not only the garden’s beauty, but a 
moment to be experienced. The authentic garden 
increasingly attracted amazingly talented locals. Our 
community pride grew as visitors and guests came 
to experience our products and performances as 
they wear a yukata displaying a radiant smile, as they 
ring the friendship bell forged in Kyoto, and as they 
GETXYVI� XLEX� WIP½I��%� QEVOIXMRK� HVIEQ� SJ� TISTPI�
enthusiastically showing the garden to others, saying 
“I am here”!

The purpose of our garden, programs, and events 
converge to enhance the experiences of those 

FIGURE 7: Long Table 
dinner event. Photo by 
1IPERMI�&IVHYWGS
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FIGURE 8: Winter Light Festival. 4LSXS�F]�8VEZIP�%PFIVXE�

FIGURE 9: Popular winter event attracts thousands. Photo by 
8VEZIP�%PFIVXE

contributing their time to the garden 
and those who visit. Both the engaged 
creator and spectator are transported 
from the outside mundane world 
and immersed in an extraordinary 
environment. The garden still works 
its quiet wonders, as it was designed 
to do, and the visitor walks away 
with a peaceful feeling as well as the 
thought that they have to come back 
and learn more. Experience more. 
The garden and the community 
have succeeded in their productive 
GSPPEFSVEXMSR�ERH�TYVTSWI�XS�±VI¾IGX�
the culture of today.” 

We have expanded our season by 
creating a Winter Light Festival, which 
displays traditional and modern 
winter customs and events of Japan 
and Japanese Canadians. The garden, 
which in previous years sat empty in 
the winter months, now comes alive in 
PMKLXW��½KYVIW���ERH����)ZIR�MR�[MRXIV��
the authentic design is highlighted with 
the trees beautifully lit. The majority 
of our Winter Light Festival guests 
are local residents claiming that the 
festival is their new family tradition. We 
hope in the future, the children now 
delighted by the bright lights—those 
who let their imagination soar—will 
have children of their own and will 
bring them to share experiences at the garden. We 
hope they maintain that memory of the peace and 
wonder the garden brought, or perhaps the artist 
who inspired them. Maybe they recognize how 
XLI� KEVHIR� VI¾IGXIH� GYPXYVEP� HMZIVWMX]� [MXL� WXEJJ��
volunteers and guests, when they remember meeting 
someone from Japan, a member of the Japanese 
Canadian community, or any one of our staff eager 
to share their love of Japanese culture. Our slogan 
is “Experience the Friendship,” and we hope many 
feel the garden’s embrace as our community full of 
HMZIVWMX]�KVIIXW�]SY�[MXL�E�[IPGSQMRK�±]OSWS²�


