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On May 22, Takako Dickinson and Benjamin Hartley interviewed Willi Singleton, the potter who is making com-

memorative plates for the Association‘s 10th anniversary. Willi graciously revealed a very great deal about the 

art and practice of pottery. 

 Making pots is like planting seeds.  I am trying to grow pots from the materials the Earth provides, 

 using the transforming forces of Nature to nurture them into being. 

This is how Willi Singleton describes his work. He creates unique, natural clay pots, plates, bowls, jars, and the 

like at his workshop in Eastern Pennsylvania. There, he infuses each piece with the natural beauty of the land-

scape. He digs his own clay from the surrounding hills; he creates his own glazes from the plants of the area; 

he fires the pots in his wood-burning kiln. Each piece is special; each piece unique. 

Willi learned his craft in Japan, apprenticing first 

in Tamba. He traveled throughout Japan exten-

sively in the 1980s, studying and exploring vari-

ous techniques. After two years in Mashiko, he 

returned to America to establish his own pottery. 

He describes it thus:  

When I was in Japan, I didn’t have a lot 

of money and I learned to live on very 

little. I walked and rode my bicycle eve-

rywhere, I slept under bridges, I ate a 

lot of tofu, I dug bamboo shoots in the 

spring. My teacher, Taku-sensei, had 

lived that way himself… he was the 

perfect teacher for someone who want-

ed to be an artist of that type! 

In Japan Willi was introduced to Chado by a friend of his, Toyohara-san¸ who made teaware. Willi taught Toyo-

hara-san’s children English, and in exchange Toyohara taught Willi about teaware. He has learned a great deal 

more about tea and teaware from Chado practitioners such as Taeko-sensei and Miyahara-sensei here in 

America, who have approached him for teaware items.  

Chado items, for Willi, present special interest. While he makes many items for Chado, he is not a Chado prac-

titioner himself. He finds himself constantly learning new things about Chado from his customers and Chado 

practitioners with whom he gets the opportunity to talk. Each practitioner has their own preferences, their own 

interpretation. He makes a point of being open to new advice. He says ―It‘s very valuable to hear how people 

see things.‖ 

 

A view from Pinnnacle Height, near Willi‘s pottery 
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Willi works closely with the nature around him. He uses the clays found 

in the hills around his workshop, and adjusts to suit the needs of the 

piece. The two clays he uses are Chesapeake clay and Hawk Mountain 

clay. For the most part, he mixes these two clays in equal parts, but for 

tea bowls – especially matchajawan (抹茶茶碗, tea bowl) and guinomi 

(ぐい吞み, large size sake cup)– he uses entirely Hawk Mountain clay, 

a clay no one else uses, even though it is much harder to work with and 

more likely to slump or collapse while being worked. He throws 

matchajawan with an emphasis on spontaneity, drawing it up as little as 

possible; he touches the piece only as much as he needs to, so these 

pieces especially have a less manufactured feel.  Throwing a bowl on 

the wheel only takes about five minutes. But after that, he needs to 

apply the glaze. Willi uses vegetable glazes which he makes from local 

plants. Each glaze is unique, and he ladles them on the clay to create 

landscape patterns which reflect the land from which the clay and glaze 

came. The last step is the firing. Willi fires his pieces in a wood-fired kiln, 

while most potters use modern electric or gas-fired kilns. Unlike a gas kiln, a wood-fired kiln can be very inconsistent; placement in the kiln 

is very important. He says: 

It’s not an engineering project. You sort of have to measure by your gut, by sense. It makes a big difference how you do it, it’s not 

anything goes. It’s experience, and paying attention to everything that comes your way... 

But the main thing during the firing is to feel the flame, feel the fire, and to feed the fire as it needs to be fed. You fire the kiln, the 

kiln fires the pot. 

The entire process Willi uses is very labor-intensive, very difficult, and not very reliable compared to more modern methods. Over the years, 

he has had 30% of his pieces crack in the kiln. As a result, his prices are substantially higher than those of people using other methods. So 

why does he do it? Because each of his pieces are unique and special. What might be termed imperfections are the special variety and 

beauty of his work. No two pieces are ever the same. What he makes appeals to people who are lovers of the natural world. These people 

aren‘t necessarily Japanese or Asian, just people who are very interested in the natural environment, in the beauty of nature. Many of his 

buyers are Americans who lived in Asia for a time and, now that they‘re back in the United States, like to have these things in their lives. 

However, he credits the Washington, DC Japanese community, the tea community, and the museum network with keeping him afloat; as he 

says ―If it wasn‘t for the DC network, I would have been doing something else a long time ago.‖ He also says it takes a very sophisticated 

eye to appreciate what I‘m doing. I‘m glad there‘s a group that appreciates it.‖ 

Willi is making commemorative plates for the Urasenke Chado Association which will be given out at the 10th anniversary event on Novem-

ber 13th. He was asked to make 70 plates; he has made many more. Some will have bamboo glaze; others will have corn stalk glaze, some 

will have other glazes. His intent is to make sure that everyone has a choice; that there will be a variety for everyone. With the great artistry 

of Willi Singleton‘s work, it‘s sure that each one will be incredible. 

Sidestoking the kiln 

Left: one of Willi‘s land-

scape slabs made with 

corn stalk ash glazes and 

creek clay glaze. 
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T A N A B A T A  C H A K A I  
B Y  C H I E K O  N A K A Y A M A  

On Saturday, July 9th, Tankokai Washington, DC, along with the Japan-America Society of Washington, DC, hosted a Tanabata (Star Festival) 

tea gathering at Ippakutei, inside the grounds of the Embassy of Japan.  Proceeds were donated to Care for Japan to support the victims of 

the March 11 Tohoku Earthquake.  All sessions were sold out, and each session had approximately 25 attendees.  I attended the first of four 

sessions at 11:00 A.M., where we were joined by the Japanese ambassador‘s wife, Mrs. Fujisaki, as shokyaku (first guest).  Mioko Miller was 

the host. 

As the guests entered the former residence of the Japanese ambassador, they were asked to write a wish on a tanzaku, a small colored 

piece of paper with a string attached to it, which we later hung on a bamboo branch at Ippakutei.  Ippakutei‘s shoji screens were all re-

moved, allowing for guests to sit either on the tatami mat or the chairs/benches 

in the tiled terrace under the deep eave. 

Margie Linn explained to guests that Tanabata is a festival celebrated in Japan, 

typically on July 7.  It celebrates the meeting of Orihime (Vega, the Weaver Star) 

and Hikoboshi (Altair, the Cowherd Star).  According to an ancient legend, the 

Milky Way separated these lovers, who were only allowed to meet on this day.  

The temae was a habuta (leaf lid), typical for a summer tea gathering.  Our 

okashi (sweets) included higashi (dry sweets) shaped in the form of the Milky 

Way, Orihime, or Hikoboshi. 

Despite the typical 90⁰F humid DC summer weather, a nice breeze kept us cool 

during the ceremony.  I imagine that is how a tea ceremony in the old days used 

to be, not in the confines of an air conditioned room, but to be part of nature 

F U N D R A I S I N G  F O R  T O H O K U  D I S A S T E R  R E L I E F  E F F O R T S  

R E P O R T  B Y  M I O K O  M I L L E R  

 

Our efforts to help raise Tohoku disaster relief funds continue.  On July 9th, the Embassy of Japan kindly offered us the use of its famed Tea 

House, Ippakutei, for our Tanabata Charity Chakai, as described in the above article. With the donations from visitors, we were able to con-

tribute $1,300 to Care for Japan through the Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA.  This was our third fundraising activity for this cause. 

Our first was a modest but heartfelt contribution of the entire proceeds from the Tankokai Spring Chakai on March 19.  The second was our 

April 22 Tea Presentation, which was made possible by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation and the Japan-America Society of Washington, DC.  

Overall, we have donated over $2,000.  Although not a huge amount, we believe that every bit helps.  To raise money by doing Chakai re-

quires time and effort by the volunteers of Tankokai.  However, the joy of serving Tea and working with people who kindly support our efforts 

is a huge reward for us.  Thank you. 

Guests enjoy tea at the Tanabata chakai 
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On July 31st, the Association had an okashi (sweet) workshop at the McLean Community Center. Six people came to learn how to make 

white bean paste (shiro an). The workshop leader, Mrs. Watanuki, taught us many of the secrets to making pure white and refined-tasting 

bean paste from ordinary Great Northern (white) beans. 

With the freshly cooked white bean paste we then made kinton. Kinton is one of the traditional sweets often used in tea ceremony. It con-

sists of a ball of azuki bean paste covered with shredded colorful bean paste. First, we experimented with using Japanese food colors to dye 

the white bean paste, from which we made shredded bean paste. We found out how difficult it was to make uniform-sized shredded paste 

with a special bamboo sieve. Each person tried to cover a ball of azuki bean paste with dyed shredded paste. Again, we noticed that it looked 

easy, but was tricky to cover a ball of bean paste evenly and beautifully. 

The most fun part of workshop came at the end! We enjoyed eating our homemade kinton with tea together.  

O C H A  N O  W A  

O K A S H I  M A K I N G  

W O R K S H O P  B Y  A K I K O  T A K A G I  

On June 12, 350 people filed into the Meyer auditorium at the Freer-Sackler gallery for the ―Meaning of Tea‖ presentation. This presentation, 

sponsored by the Taiwanese Economic and Cultural Representative Office (TECRO), consisted of two parts.  The first part, open to all, was a 

viewing of the ―Meaning of Tea‖ documentary film. The second, open only to the first 100 people, was a Taiwanese tea ceremony held in the 

courtyard of the Gallery. When I arrived, I was appalled by the number of people waiting to enter the auditorium, and despaired of being al-

lowed to go to the tea ceremony. However, as serendipity had it, I was the 100th entrant to the auditorium and so received the last ticket for 

the tea ceremony. 

The ―Meaning of Tea‖ movie was directed by Scott Chamberlin-Hoyt. It 

offered a journey throughout the world, showing how tea affects the lives 

of nearly everyone. Chamberlin-Hoyt ‗s film  started in India, with tea tast-

ers determining the various grades of teas, and then showing how that tea 

is bought and sold in auctions. He also demonstrated the value of tea in a 

Buddhist monastery: ―When Buddha attained enlightenment, the first thing 

he did was laugh. And the second thing he did was ask for a cup of tea.‖ 

After India, Chamberlin-Hoyt went to Morocco, where he showed the crea-

tion of a teapot through to its use in a Moroccan tea ceremony. In spite of 

tea itself being a foreign and recent import to Morocco, Moroccans have 

developed a unique tea ceremony. After a brief interlude in the unlikely-

named Tea, South Dakota, Chamberlin-Hoyt continued to Japan, where an 

industry expert demonstrated a new product intended to provide conven-

ient matcha. Chamberlin-Hoyt interviewed a tea sensei, Hayashizaki Nori-

ko, who tried the mass-market matcha and politely said ―It‘s not very good.‖  After Japan, he went to France and Britain, asking about their 

views of tea. Finally, he showed Taiwan and the tea ceremony practiced there. Throughout the documentary, Chamberlin-Hoyt showed how 

tea brings people peace, and brings people together – however they make tea and drink it. 

(Continued on Page 6) 

M E A N I N G  O F  T E A  P R E S E N T A T I O N  A T  T H E  F R E E R - S A C K L E R  G A L L E R  

E V E N T  B Y  B E N J A M I N  H A R T L E Y  

Guests are entranced by a full spread of delicate tea cups and 

teapots . (Photo courtesy of TECRO) 
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After the screening, the first 100 people – myself in-

cluded – went to a tea ceremony held in the pictur-

esque central courtyard of the Freer-Sackler Gallery. 

There, we had the opportunity to try some especially 

select teas; I had a Jade Oolong which is apparently 

very expensive and hard to find. Since it‘s impossible to 

perform a proper ceremony for so many guests, the 

Taiwanese tea ceremony was demonstrated after eve-

ryone had a cup of tea to sip. We were then given an 

opportunity to handle the various tea utensils and try 

performing the ceremony itself – it‘s very different from 

how it is done in Chado! Throughout, the Alice Gu-

Zheng ensemble played lovely music that helped set 

the mood. 

The event showed a great deal about how tea is seen 

throughout the world.  Wherever tea is found, there is 

community and companionship, peace and tranquility. 

As was said in the documentary, ―In the making of tea, 

you come to see the meaning of life.‖ 

 

Links: 

Meaning of Tea website: http://www.themeaningoftea.com 

Alice Gu-Zheng Ensemble: http://www.aliceguzhengensemble.org/ 

Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office: http://www.roc-taiwan.org/us/ 

M E A N I N G  O F  T E A  P R E S E N T A T I O N  A T  T H E  F R E E R - S A C K L E R  G A L L E R  

C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  5  

The Alice Gu-Zheng Ensemble performs traditional music for a tea-sipping 

audience. (Photo courtesy of TECRO) 



April 6th was nyugakushiki, the school-entering ceremony, which is quite a big deal. I should explain 

that all such ceremonies involve the whole school—that is, Urasenke Gakuen Chado Senmon 

Gakko—of which we Midorikai students are but a small fraction. For this nyugakushiki all of the 

students except the incoming Midorikai students wore formal kimono, and students' parents were 

invited. We recited the Urasenke creed while facing the Rikyu Onsodo shrine. Oiemoto and Okusa-

ma gave speeches; each of us stood and bowed to Oiemoto when our names were called. Afterward 

we received our scholarships, attended teicha (呈茶, serving tea), paid our respects at Rikyu Onso-

do, and ate an elegant shokado bento lunch. Many students posed for photos outside of Gakuen.  

We scurried back to our dorms to 

change into samue (作務衣, working clothes) and returned to Gakuen for 

ƄsƄji (お掃除, cleaning), where we Midorikai students were responsible 

for cleaning the three second-floor classrooms. The four of us incoming 

Midorikai students had to leave early, though, to go to a fitting session for 

our scholarship kimono. I chose a blue fabric, which one of my doukyuusei

(同級生, classmates) insists is more appropriate for older women; my un-

derstanding is that colors like pink, orange, and yellow are particularly 

appropriate for younger women while colors like green, blue, and gray are 

more appropriate for older women. I already have two pink kimono and a 

yellow one and I prefer the older-woman colors. The obi I chose to go with 

it is dark red with a gold design. We had the option of adding a mon (紋, 

family crest) to the back of the kimono, which makes it suitable for formal 

occasions (of which I'll attend many over the next year, and not a few even after I return to the States, I expect) though that add-on isn't cov-

ered by the Midorikai scholarship. If you are Japanese, you already have a designated mon from your family, but if you aren't, you get to 

choose one, an act of identity-expression that rivals choosing a name for yourself, in my opinion. The shopkeeper has a catalogue of hun-

dreds of—probably over a thousand—mon, and I'm afraid I tried my doukyuusei's patience in paging through the catalogue to choose one, but 

I eventually found one I think suits me well. It'll be a surprise to you readers that I'll reveal when I receive the finished kimono, but suffice to 

say it's one I've never seen in person. 

Over here in the women's dormitory we Midorikai students capped off the evening with kitsuke, which is practicing how to dress in and wear 

a kimono. Putting on a women's kimono is not easy; I've always depended on others for help. But at Midorikai, after a week or two, we're 

expected to procure kimono of our own (in addition to the scholarship kimono) and learn how to put it on correctly so that we can wear it 

every day. If this evening's round of practice was any indication, I've got a lot of practice ahead of me before I can make myself remotely pre-

sentable. 

Katie Bechtold is an Association member who is currently studying chado  at Midorikai in Kyoto. 

 

A  K Y O T O  D I A R Y 

B Y  K A T I E  B E C H T O L D  
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Misono-dana (御園棚) Workshop 

Date and Time: 1:00PM to 4:00PM on Saturday, October 1, 2011 

Place: McLean Community Center, McLean, VA 

 

Tea demonstration for Otsukimi (moon viewing) organized by Japan-America Society of Washington, DC 

Date: Saturday, October 8, 2011 

Place: Textile Museum, Washington, DC 

 

Autumn Tea Gathering 

Date: Sunday, October 16, 2011 

Place: Hillwood Estate, Museum and Gardens  (the Dacha Building), Washington, DC 

 

10th Anniversary (see page 3 for more information) 

Date: Sunday, November 13, 2011 

Place: 2941 Restaurant in Falls Church, VA 

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S 

Dear Members, 

Have you ever been urged to write something about 

the Way of Tea? Did you discover something new while 

attending a tea affair? Have you experienced a eureka 

moment about a Zen phrase? We would like to invite 

you to write for Ocha no Wa about anything to do with 

the Way of Tea or any related cultural aspects of it. We 

are sorry that the space is limited only to a page or two 

including photos. Contact us at ochanowa@ 

tankokaidc.org for more details or questions. 

-- Editors 

Y O U R  C O N T R I B U T I O N S  

2011-2012 Officers 

President: William T. Breer 

Vice President: Masakazu Watanuki 

Chief of Administration: Norie Watanuki 

Treasurer: Mioko Miller 

Event Secretary: Akiko Takagi 

Membership Secretary: Yumi Yamasaki 

Bilingual Recording Secretary: Takako Dickinson 

Supervisors: Margaret Ann Linn, Mary Repass 


