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encouraged by Sister Cities’ Executive Director Kate Helwig to travel to Japan as part of the organization’s exchange program. As a member of the delegation, Ditto would have to pay for his flight to Japan, but that would be the only significant expense as Sister Cities would arrange for him to “home-stay” with a Japanese family. During the day, the delegation planned to visit historical sites, schools, and government buildings and then spend the evenings and the weekend with their Japanese host families. But for Ditto, the highlight would be the promise of visiting the 180 year-old Ennan Teahouse in Kyoto on which the Newport News’ teahouse is designed. The Ennan, or Swallow’s Rest teahouse is modeled after one designed by the 17th century tea master, Furuta Oribe.  Kyoto’s Ennan teahouse is located in the compound of the Yabunouchi School of Tea, the oldest school of its type in Japan.  Around 1610, Oribe designed and presented the original to his brother-in-law, Yabunouchi Kenchū, founder of the Yabunouchi School.  In 1788 a massive fire destroyed the original structure but it was rebuilt in 1831.  Actually getting to see the teahouse would be a challenge.

Helwig says she noticed that Jami had a “genuine” interest in the teahouse when working with him back in 2007 on its re-dedication at the Park.  “I really wanted Jami to go to Japan and if possible, see first-hand the Kyoto teahouse.  But I did not have contact with anyone at the Yabunouchi School.  To my knowledge there has been no contact with the school since the teahouse came to CNU in 1989. I asked my counterpart in Neyagawa to see if she could reach them.  On June 19, just one day before the delegation left, I got an email from her saying Jami would be able to visit the teahouse.  We got lucky.  All the pieces just fell together.”  On June 25, Ditto along with three other delegates entered the Yabunouchi compound.  They learned that the placement of original teahouse was based on the location of a well that had the best water for making tea. The group even met the Associate Tea Master Joyu Yabunouchi (a descendant of the original tea master) who performed a special Tea Ceremony for them.

Ditto shared photos of Newport News’ Ennan teahouse, said to be nearly exact in construction and scale, with members of the Yabunouchi School and reported on what steps the City is taking to preserve and care for it. The Kyoto group was pleased to see the teahouse placed in a large park and now hopes to visit Newport News to teach Ditto proper repair techniques using resources they have. Ditto welcomes the visit noting the biggest struggle has been getting the proper materials to keep up the teahouse – “I cannot go to Lowes to find shoji paper or Japanese cedar”, he remarked.  Ditto also sees a need to improve the garden surrounding Newport News’ teahouse. “In Kyoto there is a lot of moss in the garden and it makes a big difference in bringing the whole aspect of the Japanese garden together.” He also thinks that the City might consider a conventional roof over the entire structure like the one installed over the Kyoto teahouse to help prolong the life of the delicate thatched roof and paper windows.  “Even with the difference in ages, the teahouse in Kyoto is still in a little better shape, due in part to the roof.”  

So what started out as an unusual work assignment turned into a trans-Pacific journey – one that will help preserve the integrity of Newport News’ priceless teahouse.  Of course, the friendships Jami Ditto made with his host family and those involved with the Ennan Teahouse in Kyoto will last a lifetime. 
The Ennan Teahouse in Newport News Park is open by appointment only by calling 886-7912. Admission is free. Special tea ceremonies are held periodically. Sister Cities of Newport News, Inc. has three cities: Neyagawa, Osaka Prefecture, Japan; Taizhou, Jiangsu, China; and Greifswald, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany. For more information on Newport News Sister Cities, Inc. visit www.sistercities-nn.com.

#####

Photo captions/credits listed on page 3.

          Photo Captions:

· Interior of teahouse in Kyoto, Japan, using a cedar tree for support. (photo credit: Jami Ditto)

· Interior of teahouse in Kyoto, Japan, showing simplistic style. (photo credit: Jami Ditto)

· Exterior of Ennan Teahouse in Newport News Park. (photo credit: Derrick Diemont)

Neyagawa, Osaka, Japan (1982)


Taizhou, Jiangsu, China (1998)


Greifswald, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany (2007) 





Newport News Sister Cities Delegate Returns from Neyagawa, Japan





It was over three years ago that Jamison “Jami” Ditto, then a carpenter with the City of Newport News’ Park Maintenance Division, was given the daunting task of repairing and maintaining the teahouse placed in Newport News City Park.  In � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan" ��Japanese� tradition, a teahouse refers to an architectural space designed for holding � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_tea_ceremony" ��Japanese tea ceremonies�. It is created for aesthetic and intellectual fulfillment.  





Newport News’ Ennan Teahouse (so named because the wing-like roof is said to resemble the Ennan swallow) had just made a rough journey to the city park from Christopher Newport University after sitting in near silence on the campus since 1989. Originally constructed in 1988 as part of a three-month exhibition at Washington’s National Gallery of Art, the teahouse had been re-assembled on the CNU campus by skilled Japanese craftsman after Peninsula businesses raised considerable funds to bring artisans to Newport News. Now the plan was to fix the structure and rededicate it by May of 2007 in honor of the 25th Anniversary of Newport News’ sister city relationship with Neyagawa, Osaka, Japan.  But there wasn’t money to bring in craftsman from Japan – this time the repairs would have to be done locally, and Ditto was chosen for the job. 





Ditto felt he had the skills to respond to the task at hand but needed the right direction. American construction standards are quite different from Japanese carpentry, especially when the structure is a teahouse that needed some major repairs. “You find a new passion when you put your heart into something. The history behind the Ennan Teahouse is very interesting but the design and details of its construction are even more so,” says Ditto who researched web sites and read as many books as possible.





The many hours of research and labor paid off.  The teahouse, which sits in a landscaped garden just across the Sister Cities Friendship Bridge off the main road in Newport News Park, was successfully rededicated on a sunny day in May 2007 by then Newport News Mayor Joe Frank while a excited delegation from Neyagawa, Japan watched on.  Ditto’s dedication to the teahouse paid off in another way when he was 
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