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 The thing 
about Japan is 

that you don’t see 
change day-to-

day, but when  
you look at a 

period of 25 years 
you see massive 

change 
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I
’ve always enjoyed knotty 
problems,” says James Lawden, 
managing partner at Freshfields 
Bruckhaus Deringer Tokyo and 
chair of the EBC Legal Services 
Committee. No doubt, that 
penchant must have served 

him well during his three-decade 
globe-spanning career as a lawyer.

Born in southwest London, not far 
from Wimbledon, Lawden went to 
boarding school at the age of nine, then 
on to the public school Winchester. 
“Winchester was great fun,” he recalls, 
adding that “Eton has had all the prime 
ministers, but Winchester has had lots of 
other politicians, judges, diplomats and 
soldiers.” 

After school, he read Classics fol-
lowed by Law at New College Oxford. 
The college, like Winchester, was set up 
by William of Wykeham (chancellor of 
England in the fourteenth century) and, 
Lawden wryly notes, is actually one of 
Oxford’s oldest, founded in 1379.

Lawden has spent a total of 14 years 
in Tokyo in between stints in London 
and Bangkok. He started working for 
Freshfields in 1979 and qualified as a 
solicitor two years later (“30 years ago 
last Sunday”), specialising in corporate 
and finance work. He has remained with 
Freshfields ever since.

He first came to Japan in 1984 to work 
for a Japanese law firm on a one-year 
secondment from Freshfields. “It was 
sort of pre-bubble – before it really took 
off and became crazy,” says Lawden. His 
Japanese boss, he recalls, alternated 
between “moments of great charm and 
great severity”.

“It was a super experience,” recalls 
Lawden. “After that I was always going 
to come back – basically because I knew 
more about Japan than anyone else in 
the firm.” 

When he did come back, in 1992, it 
was to a very different place. It was the 
end of the bubble, although, he recalls, 
“no one realised at the time quite how 

bad things were.” His third and current 
stint in Japan started in 2001.

The EBC Legal Services Committee 
comprises European and international 
law firms and works to make it easier 
for foreign lawyers to practice in Japan. 
Lawden gives the example of registra-
tion as one problem. It can take around 
six months to register as a lawyer here, 
compared to two to three weeks in 
Singapore.

But in other ways, many things have 
changed for the better. “The thing about 
Japan is that you don’t see change day-
to-day,” says Lawden. “But when you look 
at a period of 25 years you see massive 
change.”

The biggest change was in 1987 when 
foreign lawyers finally became able to 
practice in Japan. At the time Lawden 
arrived in 1984 there were just 20 or 30 
foreign secondees like him. Now there 
are several hundred foreign lawyers 
registered.

Another change is that Japanese law 
firms are much bigger. Ten years ago the 
largest had maybe 50 lawyers’, now the 
number is 300 or 400. Lawden’s own 
firm has 2,200 lawyers worldwide and 
30 in Tokyo.

For two years, Lawden has been co-
chair of the Foreign Lawyers Association 
of Japan, which represents the 300 to 
400 foreign lawyers registered in Japan. 
He is a member of the Tokyo American 
Club, and for the last five years he’s been 
executive officer of The Japan British 
Society, an organisation that promotes 
cordial relations between Japan and 
Britain. 

The society has around 2,200 mem-
bers, including about 100 Brits. Lawden 
describes it as about “tea, rose gardens, 
Shakespeare and the royal family”, 
although, he cheerfully adds, “the events 
you get the Brits out for almost all 
involve alcohol”.

A meeting of cultures has always been 
part of Lawden’s life. His father was 
65 when he was born and his mother 

passed away when he was seven. A 
Greek lady then came to look after him 
as a nanny.  

“I think that from an early age I have 
got used to being with people who are 
not native English speakers,” he says. 
He was extremely close to this Greek 
lady, who became a second mother, and 
continued to visit her in Athens regularly 
until she passed away five years ago.

Greece has been a big part of his 
life, like Japan. The two cultures have 
common features, such as a very strong 
tradition of hospitality. But there are 
also differences. Lawden shares a light-
hearted comment by one of his friends: 
that the two hardest countries in which 
to understand what is really happening 
are Japan and Greece. The reason, the 
friend observed, being that in Japan no 
one talks, but in Greece everyone talks all 
the time. 

For Lawden, Tokyo is the perfect city to 
be an expat. “In the UK people are natu-
rally quite insular; they want to spend 
their weekends mowing their lawn or 
doing DIY,” he says. “As an expat in Tokyo, 
you have the chance to get out and meet 
interesting people from everywhere.”  

E B C  personality         

A Brit abroad

James Lawden
Text and Photo  Tony McNicol

Title: Managing Partner, Freshfields 
Bruckhaus Deringer, Tokyo

Time in Japan: “14 years (third time, this 
time 10 years)”

Career highlight: “Becoming a partner 
in Freshfields”

Career regret: “None really”

Favourite saying:: “Saru mo ki kara 
ochiru” [even monkeys fall from trees]

Favourite book:: Captain Corelli’s 
Mandolin

Cannot live without:: “Family”

Most important lesson: “As they say in 
Japan, ‘the customer is god’ ”

The secret of business: “I wish I knew”

Do you like natto? “My girlfriend does a 
delicious natto with toasted tofu.”

 Do you like natto?
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A floating world
Photos  Rob Gilhooly   Text  Julian Ryall

The bar in which I am drinking is 
moving.

There is a gentle rolling motion and 
a slight reverberation beneath my feet 
as I admire the view from the window. 
Lanterns and neon reflect in the low 
waves thrown up by the bow.

The Rainbow Bridge drifts by, followed 
by the Odaiba waterfront district. 
Aircraft descend – surprisingly quietly 

– to Haneda Airport a little further 
down the coast.

As much a part of Tokyo’s summer 
scenery as fireworks and young women 
in yukata kimono, an evening aboard 
one of the low-roofed party boats that 
ply the bay are a highlight of the season.

Yakatabune have been taking parties 
of revellers out since artists such as 
Hiroshige caught their winking lights in 

his ukiyo-e woodblock prints more than 
150 years ago.  

See all the photographs at  www.eurobiz.jp
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A floating world
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Established in 2009, Swedish Quality Care (SQC) offer 
a range of services related to care of the elderly. Last year, 
713 people travelled from Japan to Scandinavia on study 

tours organised by the company and it also offers training 
to caregivers in Japan. One popular programme is the 
Bunne Method, which uses simplified instruments to 

activate physical, psychological and social abilities through 
music for the elderly and those suffering from dementia.

Anyone can learn to use the instruments in minutes, 
says Kautto. “At first people hesitate because they think 

they won’t be able to play them. But in most cases it 
doesn’t take long.”

Joakim 
Kautto

President, Swedish Quality Care
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The Pacifi c Islands Club, Saipan is an all-inclusive American resort, located just 
three hours south of Japan. Our guests experience a unique range of facilities, 
providing them with a memorable recipe of sports and recreational activities, staff 
interaction and exceptional service personalized for their enjoyment or relaxation.

Choose PIC for your next getaway!

TOKYO   Tel: (03) 3436-0777  Fax: (03)3436-0776  Email: pictokyo@pacifi slandsclub.co.jp

SAIPAN   Tel: (670) 234-7976  Fax: (670) 234-6592  Email: sales@picsaipan.com  Blog: www.picsaipan.wordpress.com

www.picresorts.com
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because 
there’s no place 
like home,
especially when 
you’re sick.

Hospitals are excellent establishments. It’s just that no-one likes going into them unless

they have to. So why not have the hospital come to the patient instead? Getting healthcare

at home is a simple solution that makes patients

less anxious and hospitals less crowded. Find out

more at www.philips.com/because


