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JAPAN

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Naoshima | very yudea/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ah, Japan – it feels so good to be back! All the things that drew me to the country 30-odd years ago, and have made me return time after time, are still here: the treasured traditions, the dynamic pop culture, the incredible food scene and the amazing efficiency of it all. But there’s also something new. It’s partly the access to culture and daily life that smartphones now put in everyone’s pocket, but also a willingness from locals to engage and show off the best of Japan. And boy, is there a lot to show off. From eye-popping contemporary architecture and art to the timeless beauty of World Heritage–listed sights and landscapes, Japan is truly blessed. If you’ve never been, you’re in for a treat. And if it’s a repeat visit, prepare to be wowed all over again.

Simon Richmond

@simonrichmond

Simon has spent much of his adult life exploring and writing about Japan and Japanese culture. Read his Hiroshima & Western Honshū chapter on.
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My favourite experience is cycling around the idyllic island of Naoshima, enjoying Tadao Ando’s architecture and the diverse works of contemporary art, then taking a dip in the Inland Sea.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Japan.
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A Japan visit just isn’t complete without soaking in an onsen like Kurokawa. With the ancient baths and the gurgling river, a bath feels so blissfully relaxing it probably should be listed as a religious revelation. I kept places like this in mind while crafting my second novel, Celadon. To me, they are the essence of rural Kyūshū.
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Ray Bartlett

@kaisoradotcom, kaisora.com

Ray is an acclaimed travel writer and novelist, and the author of the memoir, In the Sunlight of Sakurajima.
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I was sceptical when someone once told me that if I judiciously scanned the 1000 human-size, gold-leaf-covered statues of Kannon at Sanjūsangen-dō Temple, eventually I’d find my own face reflected back at me. Once I surrendered my disbelief, that’s exactly what happened. As many times as I’ve been back since, I’ve never seen myself in the same statue twice.
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Andrew Bender

@wheresandynow

Los Angeles-based and formerly a longtime Japan resident, Andrew writes about travel, consults about Japanese culture and delights with every return to Japan.
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The Michinoku Coastal Trail will always be special for me. It’s a symbol of Tōhoku’s ongoing recovery from the tsunami of 2011. During the Covid-19 pandemic, a two-day hike from Fudai to Tanohata was also the first time my son and I had been out of Tokyo for what felt like years – maskless and enjoying fresh air and stunning views.
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Rob Goss

@robgosswriter

Rob is a Tokyo-based writer and author focusing on travel and culture in Japan for media around the world.
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We’ve been admirers of the avante-garde artist Kusama Yayoi’s distinct pumpkins and polka-dot-adorned sculptures since our first visit to Japan. So, naturally, her birthplace, Matsumoto, is close to our hearts. This wonderfully cosmopolitan city proudly flaunts its art cred with an excellent contemporary art museum.
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Trent Holden & Kate Morgan

@hombreholden

Trent and Kate have worked for Lonely Planet for over a decade, covering destinations across Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe and South America. This is their second time as co-authors for the Japan guidebook.
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Hokkaidō feels so different to the rest of Japan: 20% of the country’s land area, but only 5% of the population. And, encouragingly, the Ainu have finally been legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan. I love wandering the Ainu kotan (village) at Akanko Onsen (pictured above) and now there’s stunning Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park to explore.
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Craig McLachlan

@yuricraig

Craig has wandered all over Japan, writing books on his various adventures and guidebooks for Lonely Planet for more than two decades.
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I’m way too uncool for Amerika-Mura, an Osaka neighbourhood of niche music bars and stores selling limited-edition sneakers and vintage records, but I love it anyway. Most nights a parade of beautiful classic cars and lowriders pull up beside Triangle Park – I like to get tako-yaki at Kogaryu, beer from the konbini next door, then just find a bench and enjoy the show…
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Thomas O’Malley

tomfreelance.com

Thomas has worked on many guidebooks, and reports on travel for the Telegraph.
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I’ve lived in Japan for years, but as soon as I landed on Okinawa-hontō, I felt like I was in another country (which it used to be), with its own architecture, food and attitudes. The island culture is deeply connected to the power of the sea and jungle to both nurture and destroy.
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Hannah Kirshner

@sweetsnbitters

Hannah is the author of Water, Wood, and Wild Things: Learning Craft and Cultivation in a Japanese Mountain Town.
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It’s incredible to witness the artisanal scene in Tokushima. In a time when many traditional art forms are being lost to the annals of history, the younger generation of Tokushima are finding innovative ways to reinvent this living culture – not to simply modernise, but to preserve what has come before and give it relevance in today’s world.
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Jessica Korteman

japanesefoodguide.com

Jessica is a travel writer and Japanese culture expert, dedicated to raising the profile of women in the travel industry.
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There’s a special place in my heart for Shinjuku and Northwest Tokyo — a neighbourhood that thrums with life at all hours, where quiet moments are few and far between. In this densely packed, neon-lit district lies the soul of Tokyo, and you just have to experience it to believe it.
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Winnie Tan

@weeniemon

Winnie moved from her home of Kuala Lumpur to Tokyo almost a decade ago and now writes about Japanese culture, folklore and the city she loves. Listen to some of this on her podcast, Monogatari: Tales from Japan.
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That moment my train slips out of Tokyo and the rush of greenery blurs by is always special. The mountains at the city fringes, like Takao-san, seem almost a part of the capital. It’s where Tokyoites grin more, dangling their feet from the chairlift and taking slow breaths of the pine air. While at a beach in Shimoda (pictured above), you’ll see day trippers from the capital at their most relaxed.
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Phillip Tang

@mrtangtangtang, hellophillip.com

Phillip writes about travel on his two loves, Latin America and Asia.
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BEAUTIFUL LANDSCAPES

The perfectly framed view is everything in Japan – be it of a snow-capped volcano, an alpine meadow sprinkled with wildflowers, or pine-tree-clad islands fading to the horizon. The country is blessed with spectacular natural landscapes such as these, as well as artfully designed gardens. Once you’ve taken your photos, go experience Japan’s great outdoors on a hike, bicycle ride or scenic cruise. In winter, take in magnificent mountain vistas from the country’s ski resorts.
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Scenic Rail Trips

Ride sightseeing trains through Shikoku’s picturesque landscapes. One of the three train journeys ends at Ōboke, the entrance to the spectacular Iya Valley.
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N.Esperanza Sato/shutterstock ©

Long-Distance Trails

The 1000km Michinoku Coastal Trail, one of Japan’s great hiking routes, was devised post-2011 earthquake and tsunami to help with Tōhoku’s long-term recovery.

Top Three Views

In 1643, Matsushima Bay, Amanohashidate and Miyajima’s Itsukushima-jinja shrine were proclaimed Japan’s most beautiful views.
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BEST OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES
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Cycle the 1 Shimanami Kaidō route across bridges linking Onomichi on Honshū with Imabari on Shikoku, via six Inland Sea islands.

Hit the slopes of 2 Niseko, Asia’s top ski and snowboarding destination with incredible powder snow and views of the Fuji-like volcano Yōtei-zan.

Take in the majesty of 3 Mt Fuji from across one of the five lakes nestled close to the sacred volcano’s base.

Encounter a landscape peppered with soaring cedars, some thousands of years old, on the island of 4 Yakushima.

Hit the surf along Miyazaki’s 5 Nichinan, a Pacific shoreline punctuated by beautiful islands and impressive rock formations.







CITY LIFE

With brilliant public transport and convenience stores everywhere, Japan has perfected the art of urban living. Megacities such as Tokyo, Osaka and Fukuoka, lit by dazzling neon signs and mammoth digital screens, are exciting, fun places to eat, play and shop. Second-tier cities and towns offer historic sights on a more intimate scale.

Edo-Tokyo Museum

Learn how Tokyo evolved from fishing village to feudal capital to modern metropolis via detailed scale recreations of historic townscapes at this impressive museum.

Hit It Out of the Park

Baseball (or yakyū as the Japanese call it) is the nation’s most popular sport. Attending a game at stadiums such as Tokyo Dome is a thrilling experience.
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BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES
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Brave the rivers of people flowing across Tokyo’s 1 Shibuya Crossing intersection.

Watch a team of robots assemble a car at the 2 Toyota Commemorative Museum of Industry & Technology.

Take in Kyoto’s 3 Gion district, looking out for geisha shuffling the lantern-lit streets.

Ponder nuclear weapons and war at 4 Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum.

Explore 5 Kanazawa, home to a superb garden, a reconstructed castle, geisha districts and a fantastic contemporary-art museum.








GET INTO HOT WATER

The Japanese have turned bathing into a national religion, and the country is dotted with onsen (natural hot springs) devoted to this most relaxing of faiths. Strip off and take a dip in super-sized resorts with palatial bathing facilities that would make the ancient Romans envious, or go in search of rustic waterholes surrounded by nature.

Alfresco Bathing

Rotemburo (outdoor onsen) worth searching out in Hokkaidō include the lakeside pool at Kussharo-ko (pictured) and rock pools in the sea at Mizunashi Kaihin Onsen.
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Southern Hot Spots

Alongside Kyūshū’s top resorts of Beppu and Kurokawa Onsen you can get buried up to your neck in hot sand at Ibusuki.
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Kaga Villages

In Yamanaka, the most picturesque of the Kaga villages is Kiku no Yu, a bathhouse lauded by 17th-century poet Bashō as one of Japan’s best.


BEST ONSEN RESORTS

[image: ]

Soak in the rotemburo at Hakone’s prestigious 1 Tenzan Tōji-kyō and participate in a tradition as old as the trees around you.

Clip-clop in geta (wooden slippers) and yukata (light cotton robe) between the 13 soto-yu (public baths) of 2 Nozawa Onsen.

Enjoy a stylish onsen experience amid beautiful natural surroundings in 3 Nagato Yumoto, Yamaguchi Prefecture’s 600-year-old hot-spring resort.

Dip into the Bath of the Spirits in 4 Dōgo Onsen, where the waters have been considered a source of restorative power since the age of the gods.

Travel the long and winding road to 5 Nyūtō Onsen, one of Japan’s most rustic hot-spring experiences.







CHANGING SEASONS

The Japanese year is divided into 72 micro-seasons. Seek out the experiences that define each season from the brief but beautiful spring plum and cherry blossoms to the equally spectacular displays of autumn leaves. More seasonal flower displays include azaleas in May, irises and hydrangeas in June and chrysanthemums from September through November. Also, hardly a day goes by when there isn’t a religious festival or seasonal event happening – they’re always great fun to join.

Rice Field Art

Paddy fields planted to create giant artworks have become a feature of Inakadate. These pieces of land art are best viewed from mid-July into August.
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Sumo Tournaments

Bashō (tournaments) – held in Tokyo (January, May and September), Osaka (March), Nagoya (July) and Fukuoka (November) – are as much about pageantry as sport.
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Summer Fireworks

Spectacular fireworks displays include Tokyo’s Sumida-gawa Hanabi Taikai in late July, and the Biwa-ko Dai-Hanabi Taikai near Kyoto in early August.
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BEST SEASONAL SPECTACLES
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Brave hordes of sakura (cherry blossom) spotters in 1 Yoshino to marvel at the hito-me-sen-bon (1000 trees at a glance) spectacle.

Feel the beat of giant taiko drums and other percussion instruments at Sado-ga-shima’s 2 Earth Celebration.

Dance along with the revellers at Tokushima’s 3 Awa Odori, the biggest of Japan’s O-Bon celebrations.

Be dazzled by rainbows of colour spreading across flower fields in 4 Furano. Staggered blooming seasons keep the spectacle going from June until September.

Visit 5 Nikkō in late October and early November to be wowed by autumnal foliage and World Heritage–listed temples to the Tokugawa shoguns.








DROP OFF THE RADAR

Japan’s top tourist spots are immensely popular – be prepared for crowds, especially on weekends and holidays. However, by following the roads less travelled across the archipelago, it’s possible to avoid the crowds and discover lesser-known gems. Even in Tokyo and Kyoto there are pockets of calm if you know where to look.

Tranquil Tokyo

Less-crowded districts of the capital include Kuramae, home to small artisan shops and third-wave coffee roasters, and the booksellers’ ’hood of Jimbōchō.

Quieter Kyoto

Saihō-ji restricts visitors to protect its famous moss garden. Shōren-in is a small, often overlooked temple in the Higashiyama foothills.
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BEST OFFBEAT EXPERIENCES
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Explore 1 Hagi, where the Unesco-listed streetscapes make you feel as if you’ve time-travelled back 200 years.

Trek into the 2 Shiretoko National Park and understand why the indigenous Ainu named this far northern peninsula the ‘end of the earth’.

Search out the Nagoro Scarecrow Village in Shikoku’s deeply forested 3 Iya Valley.

Escape to stunning vistas of  4 Hirado, a historic island in the far west of Kyūshū.

Take a folk dance lesson in the charming castle town of 5 Gujō Hachiman.








JAPAN’S SMALLER ISLANDS

Apart from Japan’s four main islands, there are 14,121 more – big and small – waiting to be discovered. Scattered across nearly 3800km from north to south many of these islands, of which around 430 are inhabited, have vastly different geography, vegetation and cultures. Some are easy to get to; others require a bit more time and forward planning.

Places of Exile

Japan’s feudal rulers favoured remote Sado (pictured) and the Oki Islands as places to banish political undesirables.
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Battleship Island

When coal mining on Hashima ceased in 1974, the island’s population of 5000 departed. The Unesco-listed ruins here make it a uniquely eerie tourist destination.
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World Natural Heritage Site

Kayak through mangroves on Amami-Ōshima and spot endemic species. Snorkel alongside whales in winter and turtles in summer.


BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES
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Hire an e-bike to explore 1 Nakano-shima, where the poetry-writing Emperor Go-Toba was exiled in 1221. The island’s Akiya Coast is spectacular.

Take a stand-up paddleboard (SUP) tour of the rivers that flow through the dense subtropical jungles of 2 Iriomote-jima.

Sail on the 24-hour ferry to the 3 Ogasawara Archipelago, Japan’s ‘Galapagos’, home to green turtles, flying foxes, dolphins and whales.

Go off-grid on 4 Kakeroma-jima, where you can swim in the brilliant turquoise ocean and bask in the presence of ancient banyan trees.

Summit Rishiri-zan on 5 Rishiri-tō or hit the wildflower-sprinkled hiking trails of nearby 5 Rebun-tō, a pair of islands in Japan’s far north.








SACRED & SPIRITUAL JAPAN

Shintō came first, Buddhism followed. For much of Japan’s history these two religions were intertwined, and every neighbourhood would have both a shrine and a temple, sometimes in the same location. Spiritual places continue to abound, and the experience of visiting them can be eye-opening. Contrast the bustling activity of a busy Buddhist temple, such as Tokyo’s venerable Sensō-ji, with the calm and serenity of Ise-jingū, Japan’s spiritual centre, dedicated to the sun goddess.

Shikoku Pilgrimage

Complete the 88-temple pilgrimage, a 1400km hike connecting bustling cities, remote mountain peaks and windswept coastal headlands.
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Three Sacred Mountains

For over 1000 years, yamabushi (mountain priests) have bathed beneath icy waterfalls on the peaks of Dewa Sanzan as part of their search for enlightenment.
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National Ainu Museum

Learn about the spiritual beliefs of the Ainu at Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park, which shines a light on the culture of Hokkaidō’s indigenous people.
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BEST TEMPLE & SHRINE EXPERIENCES
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Marvel at 1 Tōdai-ji, a Buddhist temple complex in Nara that’s home to one of the largest bronze statues in the world.

Tune into nature and spirituality on a pilgrimage hike to 2 Kōya-san, the living, breathing centre of Buddhism in Japan.

Clap four times to summon the spirits at 3 Izumo-taisha, where the pantheon of Shintō gods gather for an annual convention.

Try your hand at ink brush calligraphy before padding around the heart-shaped moss garden of Kyoto’s 4 Saihō-ji.

Climb the 1368 steps to 5 Kotohira-gū, a Shintō shrine dedicated to the deity of seafarers nestled in the forest of Shikoku.








DESIGNS FOR LIFE

Local and international architects have found fertile ground for their imaginations in Japan. Their contemporary designs, riffing on traditional architectural motifs or striving for something new, feature in cities as well as rural destinations. Some of their constructions house outstanding contemporary art museums, where you can surf the cutting edge of Japan’s boundary-pushing creative scene.

Ando’s Island

Naoshima, Japan’s top art destination, is stacked with extraordinary buildings designed by Pritzker Prize–winning architect Tadao Ando.

Iconic Towers

Defining the capital’s skyline are the 1958-vintage Tokyo Tower and its 2010 replacement as a broadcasting antenna, Tokyo Skytree.
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BEST CREATIVE SPOTS
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Overlook scenic Sagami Bay from Sugimoto Hiroshi’s 1 Enoura Observatory.

Drive into the hills south of Lake Biwa to visit IM Pei–designed 2 Miho Art Museum.

Ponder Yoshitomo Nara’s Aomori-ken, an 8.5m canine sculpture at the 3 Aomori Museum of Art.

Stroll Tokyo’s 4 Omotesandō, a boutique-lined boulevard that showcases contemporary Japanese design and architecture.

Ride the escalators up at futuristic 5 Kyoto Station to take in the city views from the 15th-floor Sky Garden.







A TASTE OF JAPAN

Prepare your tastebuds for the gastronomic experience of a lifetime. From kaiseki haute cuisine in an elegant Kyoto restaurant to the best ramen ever from a street stall in Fukuoka, Japanese food looks great and tastes amazing. The range of drinks is also superb – enjoy sampling regional sakes, craft beers and a universe of teas.

Food Markets

Zone in on Tokyo’s Toyosu Market, Kyoto’s Nishiki Market (pictured), and depachika – the basement food halls of department stores – for culinary treats and souvenirs.
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Dairy Queen

With its cool climate and vast pasturelands, Hokkaidō produces around 90% of Japan’s dairy products. Sample its creamy milk, butter, cheeses and ice creams.
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Culinary Capital

Tokyo is home to the most Michelin-starred restaurants of any city in the world – from temples of gastronomical experimentation to no-frills joints serving superlative noodles.


BEST CULINARY EXPERIENCES
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Taste soy sauce fresh from the factory and in products as varied as ice cream and soda pop on 1 Shōdo-shima.

Sip at 2 Sapporo Beer Museum then tuck into a sizzling hotplate of jingiskan lamb BBQ.

Learn to distinguish the different types of sake at 3 Imayotsukasa, a 300-year-old sake brewery in Niigata.

Slurp Hakata-style ramen at the famous noodle shops in 4 Fukuoka then check out the outdoor yatai carts.

Sample Okinawa cuisine from vendors around 5 Naha starting with breakfast at Iyumachi Fish Market and ending with peanut tofu and awamori liquor at Urizun.








POP-CULTURAL ENCOUNTERS

Japan’s pop culture – from the polka dots of Yayoi Kusama’s artworks to the kawaii (cute) world of Hello Kitty – has made the country a ‘soft power’ leviathan. To generations of fans worldwide, anime (animation) and manga (comic books) are as integral a part of Japanese culture as sushi, sumo and samurai. Top manga titles sell in the millions, anime movies consistently break local box office records and cartoon mascots are ubiquitous.

Studio Ghibli

Fans of the animated movies of Studio Ghibli should book well ahead for tickets to the delightful Ghibli Museum, Mitaka in Tokyo and Ghibli Park near Nagoya.
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Street Fashion

Cruise Tokyo’s Harajuku and Shibuya, and Osaka’s Dotombori, Amerika-Mura and Den Den Town districts to view what’s currently hip in Japanese street fashion.
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Monster Mash

Dive into the weird and wonderful world of Japanese ghosts and monsters at Shōdo-shima’s entertaining Yōkai Art Museum .
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BEST POP-CULTURE EXPERIENCES
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Play vintage arcade games and wear a cosplay outfit while riding a go-kart in Tokyo’s 1 Akihabara, where otaku (geek) subcultures rule.

Design your own instant noodles at the 2 Cup Noodles Museum then marvel at an 18m-tall, moving robot at 2 Gundam Factory Yokohama.

Pose with the 177 bronze statues of yōkai manga characters along 3 Mizuki Shigeru Road in Sakaiminato.

Learn how 12th-century picture scrolls were the precursor to Atom Boy, Sailor Moon and Dragonball Z at the 4 Kyoto International Manga Museum.

Dodge snapping piranha plants and magical mushrooms at SuperNintendo World in Osaka’s 5 Universal Studios Japan.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

The Golden Route

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days    Distance: 900km


This classic route for first-time visitors hits many of Japan’s star attractions, can be done year-round, and takes advantage of the excellent value and seamless travel offered by a Japan Rail (JR) Pass. With some time up your sleeve, purchase a longer rail pass and combine this with one of our other itineraries.
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1 Tokyo  [image: ] 3 DAYS

Start with a few days in the capital to get over any jet lag, find your bearings and get a taste for big-city Japan. It doesn’t get any bigger than Tokyo, with skyscrapers, plenty of hustle and bustle and all those lights in one of the world’s busiest cities. More than any one sight, it’s Tokyo itself that enchants visitors.
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2 Kyoto [image: ] 2 DAYS

Activate your seven-day rail pass on the morning of day four and ride the fabulous shinkansen (bullet train) west to the old capital, Kyoto. You’ll want a couple of days here to explore one of the world’s most culturally rich cities. Consider staying in Kyoto for four nights and visiting Nara and Osaka as day trips using your JR Pass.
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3 Nara [image: ] 1 DAY

Just a short hop from Kyoto, you could either visit Nara as a day trip or spend a night here, home of the Daibutsu (Great Buddha) and gorgeous Nara Park, with its roving semi-wild deer. History in Nara goes back even further than in Kyoto. It was Japan’s first permanent capital and is one of the country’s most rewarding destinations.
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4 Osaka [image: ] 1 DAY

Only 20 minutes on the shinkansen from Kyoto, Osaka can also be visited on a day trip or as an overnight stop. This vibrant, spirited city was home of the merchant class and takes pride in shedding the conservatism found elsewhere in Japan. It’s a bit brasher, interactions are peppered with playful jabs, and it’s known for its exciting street food.
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5 Hiroshima [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s an easy shinkansen ride through to Hiroshima, a name never to be forgotten in world history. The Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and its surrounding park attract visitors from all over the planet, commemorating the world’s first atomic-bomb attack of 6 August 1945. Present-day Hiroshima is a thriving, vibrant cosmopolitan community. Consider visiting Miyajima on a day trip from here.
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6 Miyajima [image: ] 1 DAY

An excellent day trip or overnight trip from Hiroshima, Miyajima, with its photogenic floating shrine, is easily reached by JR Pass and JR Ferry. If trying to maximise use of your rail pass, on day 10 (day seven of the rail pass) you could head back to Tokyo. On the way, consider stopping in Himeji to visit Japan’s best-preserved feudal-era castle.
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ITINERARIES

Nagano & the Alps

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days    Distance: 750km


Link your visits to Tokyo and Kyoto inland through the mountains and via Kanazawa, one of Japan’s most historic and appealing cities. It can be done in either direction and while the freedom of rental wheels is likely to enhance enjoyment levels, this itinerary can be followed using public transport.


[image: jpg]
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Nagano | tuyoshi/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Nagano [image: ] 2 DAYS

Find your way to the city of Nagano, either by shinkansen or rental car from Tokyo. The mountain-ringed capital of Nagano Prefecture is centred on its magnificent Zenkō-ji temple, a National Treasure founded in the 7th century. The city was home base for the 1998 Winter Olympics, and is within easy reach of the ‘snow monkeys’. Plenty to explore here.
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2 Matsumoto [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s a short hop to vibrant Matsumoto, sitting in a fertile valley to the east of the impressive northern Japan Alps. Matsumoto-jō is Japan’s oldest wooden castle, a National Treasure not to be missed. The city is an attractive, cosmopolitan place, with locals who are obviously enjoying life.

[image: ] Detour: If you’re driving, consider going via the outdoors resort of Hakuba.
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3 Kamikōchi [image: ] 1 DAY

The eyes of Japanese outdoor enthusiasts light up when Kamikōchi is mentioned. This is where it’s at for hikers, and you may want to consider spending days here, up this remote valley at the base of the North Alps. The road is closed in winter, open from late April to early November; you’ll have to bus in as private cars are not allowed.
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4 Takayama [image: ] 2 DAYS

Carry on through the mountains to Takayama, a charming old post town with one of Japan’s most atmospheric townscapes, boasting well-preserved wooden buildings and narrow streets, now home to galleries, sake breweries and craft shops. It’s also known for its temple district and morning market. Book ahead as Takayama is not as off the beaten track as it once was.

[image: jpg]
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5 Shirakawa-gō [image: ] 1 DAY

The remote mountain villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama, between Takayama and Kanazawa, are famed for their farmhouses with dramatically angled thatched roofs. They hold a special place in the Japanese heart, whatever the season, and you’ll have seen them in the country’s tourism literature. These World Heritage–listed villages are popular; you’re unlikely to get lonely.
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6 Kanazawa [image: ] 2 DAYS

Enjoy Kanazawa, a city that, in its heyday, rivalled Kyoto in its contributions to the arts. Near the Sea of Japan, Kanazawa is known for its seafood, a lasting artisan tradition and its strolling garden, Kenroku-en. This is an excellent place to shop for traditional crafts. When you’re ready, take the train or drive through to Kyoto.
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ITINERARIES

Shikoku with Wheels

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days    Distance: 350km


The country’s fourth-largest island, Shikoku is still well off the radar of most international visitors. It’s used to hosting, though, as pilgrims have been walking the 88 Sacred Temples of Shikoku pilgrimage for 1200 years. This low-key island, best explored by car, may well be the highlight of your visit to Japan.
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Ritsurin-kōen, Takamatsu | MrNovel/shutterstock ©

1 Naoshima [image: ] 1 DAY

Part of Shikoku’s Kagawa Prefecture, in the Inland Sea between Shikoku and western Honshū, the art island of Naoshima is for many a stepping stone between Okayama and the Shikoku mainland. See some of Japan’s best art and architecture, with museums and outdoor sculptures; Yellow Pumpkin by Yayoi Kusama has become a symbol of the island.
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2 Takamatsu [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take the ferry from Naoshima to Takamatsu. Kagawa Prefecture is nicknamed nationwide udon-ken (udon prefecture), and you’ll find an udon noodle place, with the local version, known as sanuki-udon, on almost every corner. Stroll in the immaculate gardens at Ritsurin-kōen, and browse the wares in Takamatsu’s covered shopping arcades and evening entertainment areas.
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3 Konpira-san [image: ] 2 DAYS

Pick up a rental car and drive southwest to Konpira-san, Shikoku’s best-known Shintō shrine. Enjoy a walk in the township at the mountain’s base, and if inclined, climb the steps. Close by are Zentsu-ji, Temple 75 of the 88 Sacred Temples, and if you have time, take the ropeway up to Unpen-ji (Temple 66), with its enthralling 500 rakan statues.
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4 Iya Valley [image: ] 1 DAY

Head over or around the mountains and into the Iya Valley, considered one of Japan’s great ‘hidden regions’. Its staggeringly steep gorges and thick mountain forests were the refuge of fleeing samurai in centuries past. Narrow, winding valley roads limit access, particularly towards the head of the valley, where you’ll find Oku-Iya’s lovely twin kazura-bashi (vine bridges).
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5 Kōchi [image: ] 2 DAYS

The capital of the island’s Pacific Ocean–facing prefecture is the city of Kōchi, a smart, compact place with a reputation for enjoying a good time. The people here are known for being independent and proud, survivors cut off from the rest of Japan throughout history. Visit the lovely castle, Kōchi-jō, walk the covered shopping arcades and enjoy local delicacies at Hirome Market.
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6 Matsuyama [image: ] 2 DAYS

Shikoku’s largest city, Matsuyama is handsome and refined, with a hint of mainland hustle. Its magnificent castle, one of 12 ‘originals’ in Japan, lords it over the city, with the central city and covered shopping arcades to its south. In the east is the legendary hot springs area of Dōgo Onsen. You can fly out or ferry to Hiroshima or Kyūshū from here.
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ITINERARIES

Explore Kyūshū & Yakushima

[image: jpg]

Allow: 10 days    Distance: 700km


Off the beaten track for most international visitors, Kyūshū really delivers: it’s got vibrant cities, layers of history, excellent onsen and smoking volcanoes. If you’ve been to Japan before, or want to see something totally different, this is for you. There’s a JR Pass for Kyūshū, but having a car is the way to go.
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Yatai (food cart), Fukuoka | masary78/shutterstock ©

1 Fukuoka [image: ] 2 DAYS

Find your way to Fukuoka, the gateway to Kyūshū and its biggest city (population 1.4 million). It’s easy to fly, or take the shinkansen to Hakata, Fukuoka’s bullet-train hub, from the major cities on Honshū. This hip, exciting place is the ‘bright lights, big city’ of Kyūshū, famous for its Hakata ramen, best from a streetside yatai (food cart).
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2 Nagasaki [image: ] 2 DAYS

History weighs heavily on Nagasaki, the second Japanese city destroyed by an atomic bomb. But as Japan’s only truly open port during the 200-year period of isolation from the 17th to 19th centuries, Nagasaki has a mercantile and cosmopolitan legacy that predates its historic tragedy, living on today in its festivals, food and architecture.

3 Kurokawa Onsen [image: ] 1 DAY

Make a sojourn into the Kyūshū heartland at Kurokawa Onsen, one of Japan’s prettiest onsen villages, nestled on either side of a steep gorge. This is a perfect place to experience what an onsen-ryokan getaway is all about. It’s not far from Mt Aso, the world’s third-largest volcanic caldera, with its smoking Naka-dake crater and enthralling landscapes.


4 Kumamoto [image: ] 1 DAY

Carry on southwest to Kumamoto, the main hub for central Kyūshū. It’s deeply proud of its greatest landmark, the castle Kumamoto-jō, built in the early 1600s. Still recovering from 2016 earthquakes that killed many and destroyed thousands of homes, this is a lively city with a tempting collection of restaurants, bars and shops in the busy arcades east of the castle.

5 Kagoshima [image: ] 2 DAYS

Head south to Kagoshima and marvel at the stunning backdrop of Sakurajima, the often-smoking volcano across the bay. This place has a personality to match its climate and has been voted Japan’s friendliest city. It’s known for tonkatsu (breaded pork cutlets) and shōchū (liquor). The hot sand baths at Ibusuki are close by.

[image: jpg]
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6 Yakushima [image: ] 2 DAYS

Catch a ferry from Kagoshima to magical Yakushima, 70km south of the Kyūshū mainland. This World Heritage–listed island has primeval, moss-strewn forests, seaside onsen and a mountainous interior that towers up to 1936m. It has great hiking options; the best known is to Jōmon Sugi, an ancient tree said to be thousands of years old.







ITINERARIES

The Wilds of Hokkaidō

[image: jpg]

Allow: 2 weeks    Distance: 950km


Japan’s northernmost island, Hokkaidō has much of what you want out of Japan: steaming onsen and rugged, volcanic peaks, city lights and foodie credibility, as well as something you may not expect – the opportunity for an epic road trip. Snow falls early in Hokkaidō, so this is a June to October trip.
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Fukiage Roten-no-yu, Furano | retirementbonus/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Hakodate [image: ] 2 DAYS

Start here in Hokkaidō’s southernmost port, reached by shinkansen from Tokyo in four hours through the underwater Seikan Tunnel, though unless you’re on a rail pass, it’s probably cheaper to fly. Hakodate is a charming city with a famous morning market, historic buildings – due to being one of the first ports opened to foreign shipping in the 1850s – and renowned night views.
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2 Shikotsu-Tōya National Park [image: ] 2 DAYS

Pick up a rental car and drive to Tōya-ko, where you can cycle 36km around the caldera lake. Carry on to Hokkaidō’s most famous hot-springs town, Noboribetsu Onsen. For a day trip, visit nearby Upopoy: National Ainu Museum and Park, opened in 2020, after the Ainu were finally legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan.
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3 Sapporo [image: ] 2 DAYS

Get your city fix in the prefectural capital, Sapporo; with a population of two million it’s Japan’s fifth-largest city. The central city has plenty of buzz, especially around the entertainment district of Susukino and Ōdori-kōen. Don’t leave town without going to the Sapporo Beer Museum or trying some Sapporo ramen and jingiskan, the legendary grilled-mutton dish.
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4 Furano  [image: ] 2 days
 
Drive to Furano, nicknamed heso-no-machi (Belly-Button Town), as it’s at the centre of Hokkaidō. Here you’ll find wine and cheese tasting, fabulous flower fields and great cycling opportunities in nearby Biei. Fukiage Roten-no-yu, one of Hokkaidō’s best onsen in the wild, is also close at hand. Views east of the Daisetsuzan National Park mountains make a stunning backdrop.

5 Daisetsuzan National Park  [image: ] 1 day
 
Daisetsuzan means ‘big snowy mountain’ and Asahi-dake (2290m) is the highest point on Hokkaidō. Climb it from the top of the ropeway (1600m) at Asahidake Onsen in the northwest of the national park. You can stay here and also at Sōunkyō Onsen in the park’s northeast. To stay at a very remote mountain lodge, head to Daisetsu Kōgen Sansō.

6 Shiretoko National Park  [image: ] 2 days
 
Continue east to World Heritage–listed Shiretoko National Park and base yourself in Utoro. The Shiretoko Peninsula is a volcanic spit of land that the Ainu referred to as ‘the end of the world’. There are some excellent short walks and hiking, plus nature cruises that head out up the coast. Gaze out on Russian islands from Shiretoko Pass.

7 Akan Mashū National Park  [image: ] 2 days
 
It’s a short drive southwest to Akan Mashū National Park, where there’s plenty to check out. In the east, you’ll find fascinating Iō-zan (Sulphur Mountain), the clear caldera lakes of Kussharo-ko and Mashū-ko, and a number of onsen in the wild. In the east is Akanko Onsen, where you can check out a modern-day Ainu community at the Ainu kotan (village).







WHEN TO GO

Whether you’re visiting Japan for nature, festivals, culture, outdoor activities or cuisine, every season offers something special.


Japan cherishes its seasons, and each season returns that love handsomely. Spring brings hanami (flower viewing) as sakura (cherry blossoms) drape city parks and remote hillsides. Summers teem with festivals, fireworks, visitors clip-clopping around onsen (hot-spring) towns in yukata (cotton bathrobes) and geta (wooden sandals), and sipping ahh-inducing biiru in beer gardens. In autumn, forest-bathe amid the vivid yellows, oranges and reds of momiji (Japanese maple). Winter ushers in air crisp enough to see Mt Fuji from Tokyo, steamy wisps from geothermal springs and snows turning the magnificient mountains of Hokkaidō and the Japan Alps into a skiers’ paradise before, finally, plum blossoms foreshadow spring’s return.

Accommodation

Travelling to Japan during cherry-blossom season? Expect accommodation prices to spike, as they do during autumn leaf-peeping seasons, Golden Week and any night you’re near a major festival. If you don’t mind cold weather, winter prices tend to be more reasonable, except in ski resorts.
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Path of Philosophy, Kyoto Prefecture | MyPixelDiaries/shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

GODS & CHERRY BLOSSOMS

Kameda Tomoyuki is a traditional Japanese medicine maker in Kyoto.

My favourite season is spring because of the Cherry Blossom Festival at Hirano Shrine, one of the most respected shrines in Kyoto. Every year on 10 April, the deity of my local community is placed on a portable shrine and paraded around the neighbourhood. I love the fleeting scene of the deity interacting with the community members, and as a local I take great pride in welcoming the international travellers who visit.




PUBLIC-HOLIDAY CLOSURES

Note that if a public holiday falls on a Monday, establishments that normally close Mondays, like museums, typically close that Tuesday instead.




72 SEASONS

The traditional Japanese calendar had not four but 72 seasons, based on subtle changes throughout the year. Now there’s an app for that: 72 Seasons celebrates each five-day micro-season with poetry, art and tips about produce and fish at the peak of flavour.

Japan’s Big Three Holiday Periods


Most Japanese holidays and festivals are one-day affairs. But for the following travel periods, Japanese people go on holiday for days at a time, and things are different from normal.

New Year (Shōgatsu, 正月) Japan’s biggest holiday. Businesses and institutions close, as Japanese spend time with family, eat symbolic delicacies and don kimono for hatsumōde, New Year visits to Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines. [image: ] Late December to early January

Golden Week During this string of holidays from Shōwa Day (29 April) to Children’s Day (5 May) expect crowded trains, airports, accommodation and sightseeing spots. [image: ] Late April to early May

O-bon (お盆) The most visitor-friendly of the Big Three. Japanese return to ancestral homes to honour the spirits of their forebears with street dances, gravesite visits and paper lanterns.  [image: ] Mid-August

Festivals & Events


Sapporo Snow Festival A 1.5km stretch of Ōdori Kōen (Ōdori Park) comes alive for a week with wondrous snow and ice sculptures, snow slides, curling and more.  [image: ] February

Takayama Matsuri This small central Japan city brims with spectacular, multi-tiered yatai (floats), some decked out with masterful karakuri (puppetry), plus mikoshi (portable Shintō shrines) and lion dances. [image: ] April and October

Sanja Matsuri Three-day festival attracting 1.5 million visitors to Tokyo’s Asakusa shitamachi (low city) district, for a parade of some 100 mikoshi accompanied by drums, traditional flutes, street foods and games.  [image: ] May

Kyoto Gion Matsuri Japan’s most vaunted festival dates from the 9th century and lasts all month. Events span street food fairs to locals decorating their homes and culminate in parades of elaborate, exquisitely crafted floats.  [image: ] July
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I LIVE HERE

AUTUMN BEAUTY

Okubo Naoko is the owner of Cinnamon & More Café in Kamakura. @cinnamon_and_more_3311

Autumn is the best season to visit my seaside home of Kamakura because it brings perfect, stable weather. As the lively summer fades, the peaceful quiet I look forward to all year returns. Autumn brings a magical beauty to our hills and sea. If you have time to stop by, I hope you can discover Kamakura’s calming beauty, take an evening to wander around, or catch an autumn festival at a small local shrine.



THE RAINY SEASON

Japan’s rainy season, tsuyu (梅雨), arrives in early May in Okinawa, gradually migrating up the archipelago into Northern Honshū through July. While it may not rain daily, travellers should prepare for downpours and their hot, sticky aftermath.
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JANUARY

Average daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: gif]

FEBRUARY

Average daytime max: 10°C
Days of rainfall: 5
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MARCH

Average daytime max: 13°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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APRIL

Average daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 9
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MAY

Average daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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JUNE

Average daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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JULY

Average daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 10
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AUGUST

Average daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: gif]

SEPTEMBER

Average daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: gif]

OCTOBER

Average daytime max: 22°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: gif]

NOVEMBER

Average daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: gif]

DECEMBER

Average daytime max: 11°C
Days of rainfall: 3







GET PREPARED FOR JAPAN

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: jpg]
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Manners

Speak quietly and avoid mobile phone use in enclosed places, especially public transit.

Shoe etiquette. Think ‘shoes on stone, socks on wood’. If you’re provided with slippers, remove them before stepping on tatami mats.

No eating while walking. Consume street food where you bought it.

Carry trash with you. Rubbish bins are rare.

Don’t blow your nose in public.



Clothes

Style Japanese tend to dress smartly, but neat casual wear is fine even in cities. Dress codes at high-end establishments usually mean no sleeveless shirts or sandals on men.

Footwear Shoes are removed to enter temples, shrines, ryokan (traditional inns), private homes and many restaurants. Slip-on shoes will save time, and wear (or carry) nice socks to avoid walking barefoot indoors. You also may find yourself sitting on the floor; dress appropriately.

Layers Handy autumn through spring. In winter, prepare heavy socks and a fleece for inside draughty, older buildings.

Ryokan Inns provide yukata (cotton bathrobes) to wear around the property (and sleep in, if you choose), with haori (short overcoats).

Religious sites No special dress code for sites such as Buddhist temples or Shintō shrines.



READ

Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes (Eleanor Coerr; 1977) Young-adult novel about Hiroshima atomic bomb survivor Sasaki Sadako.

[image: jpg]

Norwegian Wood (Haruki Murakami; 1987) Novel about the coming-of-age of Tokyo college students amid the protests of the 1960s.
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Lost Japan (Alex Kerr; 1996) US-born Japan resident writes about traditional heritage and environmental and cultural destruction.
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Convenience Store Woman (Sayaka Murata; 2016) Tale of the struggle against the tyranny of societal norms, set in a Tokyo convenience store.
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Words

A macron over a vowel (eg ō) elongates the sound.

Kon-nichi wa (こんにちは) Hello, good day. Used anytime of day but especially late morning to late afternoon.

Ohayō gozaimasu (おはようございます) Good morning.

Konban wa (こんばんは) Good evening.

Mata ne or bye bye (またね, バイバイ) Informal goodbye, ‘see you soon’.

Oyasumi nasai (おやすみなさい) Good night. Use only just before bedtime.

Sayōnara (さようなら) Goodbye. Rarely used. It sounds formal and implies finality.

Sumimasen (すみません) Excuse me. Said to get someone’s attention or when you have committed a minor offence (eg bumped into someone). Say this to call a restaurant server.

Onegai shimasu (お願いします) Please (general request).

____ o kudasai (＿＿を下さい) Please give/bring me _____, when asking for a specific thing, eg when ordering food. If you can’t pronounce a food name, point to it on the menu and say kore o kudasai (translation: This, please).

Dōzo (どうぞ) Please. Used when offering something.

Arigatō gozaimasu (ありがとうございます) Thank you. Can be abbreviated arigatō.

Arigatō gozaimashita (ありがとうございました) Past tense of thank you. Used at the conclusion of an event or gathering.

Dō itashimashite (どういたしまして) You’re welcome.

Kekkō desu (けっこうです) No thank you.




WATCH

Seven Samurai (Akira Kurosawa; 1954) Masterpiece about 16th-century rōnin (masterless samurai) who protect a village from bandits.
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Tampopo (Jūzō Itami; 1985) A hilarious stew of ramen, yakuza and a cowboy-hatted hero.

Lost in Translation (Sofia Coppola; 2003) Bill Murray and Scarlett Johansson in this enigmatic relationship story.

Your Name (Makoto Shinkai; 2016) Animated fantasy about identity-swapping high schoolers.

Midnight Diner (2009–2019) A series about patrons of a tiny Tokyo restaurant.




LISTEN

AKB48 This 48 (!) member girl group is the essence of J-pop’s candy-coloured, relentlessly upbeat vibe.

Sakamoto Ryūichi Genre-defying pianist, composer, producer and thinker, who collaborated with a who’s who of world musicians, film directors and DJs.

Yoshida Brothers (Yoshida Kyōdai) Taking the shamisen (traditional three-stringed banjo) and making it sound like surf rock since 1989.

Yuuri Japan’s reigning romantic male singer. Listen to his top hit ‘Betelgeuse’, and see if you don’t see why.







TRIP PLANNER

ONSEN

Most visitors to Japan have seen onsen in brochures or online literature, those magical pools of hot water, many of them overlooking a riverside, a bamboo forest, some even with Mt Fuji off there in the distance, the quintessential ‘borrowed scenery’. They evoke tranquillity and calm, and for many visitors, they’re a mesmerising item on the must-do list.
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Nyūtō Onsen | Piotr Milewski/shutterstock ©

Finding Onsen Baths in Japan

Japan has thousands of wonderful onsen (hot-spring baths; onsenjapan.net), but it’s important to understand the difference between true onsen water and that of a sentō (public bath). The latter is just heated tap water. It’s relaxing and therapeutic, but it’s not the real thing. Any public bathhouse is required to post a sign with the quality of the water, and while it’s nearly always written in Japanese, online translating devices aren’t bad at turning it into English.

PRELIMINARIES

Most bathhouses have bathing instructions in several languages, along with cartoons that show what you should and shouldn’t do. The process is simple. First, remove your clothes and place them in a basket. If you have valuables, look for a locker and use that for security. Next, carrying only the small hand towel (supplied for free or purchased for a few hundred yen), head to the washing area: small stools and individual faucets, often with soap and shampoo. There you’ll scrub-a-dub carefully, rinse the soap off, and only then head over to the actual bath. Walk slowly and watch your step, as the floors are sometimes slippery and some even have sharp mineral deposits.

SOAK & RELAX

Ease into the bath slowly. Don’t let the wash towel touch the bath water. If you want to look like a pro, fold it several times and balance it on your head as you soak. Alternatively, place it carefully next to you on the lip of the bath. The only thing that should touch the bathwater is your skin. If you have long hair, tie it up.


Soak in the blissful warmth for as long as you like. Exit after a minute or stay for an hour. Some people will get out, rest on a rock or the bath edge, and then soak again. It’s calming, meditative, peaceful.

WHEN YOU’RE DONE

Collect your hand towel and take a few seconds to wipe your skin after you exit the water, wringing the towel carefully into a gutter rather than onto the floor (and never into the bath itself!). Once dry, return to your clothes in the changing area.

[image: jpg]

Wash towel etiquette | PR Image Factory/shutterstock ©


Do You Have to Be Nude?

In a word, yes. But for anyone averse to bathing nude among strangers, there are two options. One is called the ‘family bath’ (kazoku-buro, 家族風呂). It’s a private bath reservable for families, and because it’s locked, you’ll only be bathing with whomever you bring in with you.

Higher-end ryokan (traditional Japanese inns) have a similar private bath called a kashikiri-buro (貸切風呂). These are usually reserved for 30 minutes or an hour at check-in, and are a great option for the modest...or those with big, in-your-face tattoos. Since you’re bathing in private, you won’t upset other patrons.




OTHER ONSEN TIDBITS

• If you have tattoos, especially sleeves or large ones, be mindful that many onsen establishments prohibit bathing with tattoos. The reasons for this are complicated, as tattoos were once reserved only for members of the Japanese mafia, the yakuza. By prohibiting tattoos, bath owners could make their establishments safer without targeting individuals specifically. Times they are a-changing, but these attitudes often still remain, and many bathers view tattoos as dirty or scary.

• Many hotels, ryokan and onsen bathhouses have both indoor baths and outdoor ones. The latter, known as rotemburo (露天風呂), have the advantage of being exposed to the air. Sometimes you’ll find a spectacular view, so it’s worth looking for a door with a rotemburo sign (it may only be in Japanese) and checking it out if it’s there.

• You may take as much time as you like in the changing room. Often, you’ll find razors, colognes and perfumes, lotions, cotton swabs and hair dryers, as well as sinks and mirrors. Spiff yourself up, get dressed and head out to the lobby, where you can usually find a cooler of ice water or a vending machine with drinks and beer. It’s a good idea to replenish your liquids, as a bath can be dehydrating.







THE FOOD SCENE

Japanese cuisine is all about seasonality, variety and meticulous presentation. Flavours are often subtle, sometimes bold.
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Japan is one of the world’s top culinary playgrounds. This is a country obsessed with food. Everything from growing rice to making noodles and preparing the perfect broth has been elevated into an art form. No wonder that in 2013 Unesco registered washoku (traditional Japanese cuisine) as an intangible cultural heritage.

The nation’s diverse natural environments – from the lofty mountains of Hokkaidō to the tropical climes of Okinawa – provide an incredible range of ingredients. Wherever you go, there are delicious things to eat and drink with a mind-boggling range of meibutsu (regional specialities).

What’s served can vary tremendously: it can be light, delicate and beautifully presented, as in kaiseki (haute cuisine), or it can be the flavour-packed punch of spicy ramen. There’s super-fresh seafood that’s light years away from what’s on offer at that sushi restaurant back home, plus an incredible range of drinks and snack foods to discover. So abandon any preconceptions and take your tastebuds on an adventure.

The Japanese Kitchen

The sheer variety of dishes encountered across Japan is incredible. However, the foundations of the cuisine are remarkable consistent: fish, vegetables, miso, shōyu (soy sauce) and, of course, rice.

Marine Delights

If your experience of Japanese seafood has been limited to slices of tuna, salmon and the rubbery prawns atop sushi rice, then expect be blown away. Exploring the seafood markets of Tokyo, Hakodate and Shimonoseki reveals the enormous bounty of edible marine life Japanese chefs have access to – from kani (crabs) and tako (octopus) to ika (squid) and uni (spiky sea urchins).

On the Oki Islands sazae (turban shell) is a commonly eaten shellfish, as are farmed rock oysters, which take a minimum of three years to grow. The most famous region in Japan, though, for kaki (oysters) is Hiroshima.

In Kōchi’s Hirome Ichiba don’t miss trying katsuo-no-tataki (seared bonito tuna), a local speciality, while at the Inland Sea port of Tomo-no-ura, taimeshi (grilled red sea bream served on rice) is the dish du jour.

The colder waters surrounding Hokkaidō make the island a seafood heaven. Some of the sweetest crab you’ll ever eat – the long-legged snow and king varieties – are harvested and served here.

Oodles of Noodles

Your basic ramen is a big bowl of crinkly egg noodles in broth, served with toppings such as chāshū (sliced roast pork), moyashi (bean sprouts) and menma (fermented bamboo shoots). The variations on this basic formula, however, are numerous – from the thinner-than-usual noodles in a soy sauce flavoured broth that are a hallmark of Asahikawa to Fukuoka’s famous Hakata-ramen, with its richly flavoured, long-simmered pork bone soup.

Fans of soba (buckwheat noodles) swear the best hail from Nagano Prefecture where they are called shinshū soba after the old Japanese name for the region. Natives of Morioka may disagree, holding up wanko-soba, one of their sandaimen (three great styles of noodles) as superior. Super-thin sōmen (wheat noodles) are a speciality of both Shōdo-shima and Matsuyama, while Takamatsu is known for sanuki-udon – noodles which are on the chunkier side.
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A Meat Feast

With its melt in the mouth texture and superb flavour, wagyū (Japanese beef) has gained cult status. The most famous is Kōbe beef, but there are several other top-grade wagyū, including Matsuzaka beef from Mie Prefecture and Hida beef from Gifu Prefecture. In Takayama Hida beef is served in conjunction with delicious hōba miso – spicy miso paste, mixed with vegetable sand roasted over a charcoal brazier atop a large magnolia leaf.

Nagoya is famous for its succulent kochin chicken – enjoy it at the city’s yakitori bars or as tebasaki (spicy, deep-fried chicken wings). Chicken is also delicious as tsukune (minced, formed into balls and grilled on skewers) or marinated in a soy-based sauce, coated in potato starch and deep-fried to make kara-age. Nakatsu in Kyūshū has often been voted the best place in Japan to eat this moreish chicken dish.

However, when it comes to Japan’s top choice of meat, pork wins hands down. It’s a feature of the regional cuisines of Okinawa, Kyūshū and the Kantō area. The most common pork dish is tonkatsu, a breaded deep-fried cutlet that comes with a mound of shredded cabbage, rice and miso soup. The best tonkatsu is said to be made from Kurobuta (black Berkshire pork) from Kagoshima.

Kaiseki

The zenith of Japanese cuisine is kaiseki, a banquet where ingredients, preparation and presentation come together to create a highly ritualised, aesthetically sophisticated dining experience. Kaiseki is all about peak seasonal freshness; as the ingredients are at the height of their flavour, only subtle seasoning is used to enhance them. The table settings and garnishes, too, are chosen to complement the ingredients and evoke seasonality.

Kaiseki is served in several small courses, which at a minimum includes an appetiser, sashimi (raw fish), something steamed, something grilled, soup, pickled vegetables, rice and a simple dessert. Kyoto and Kanazawa are two cities known for their kaiseki culture.

Vegetarians & Vegans

As the home of tofu and miso, as well as the macrobiotic diet, Japan should be easier than it actually is for vegetarians and vegans. While the situation is improving, many dishes are made using animal products in one form or another. For example, a key ingredient of miso soup is dashi, a stock that contains dried bonito (tuna).

Restaurants that specifically offer vegan and vegetarian dishes are becoming more common – look for the official vegan or vegetarian sticker of approval issued by the Japan Vegan Society (vegan.or.jp) or the Japan Vegetarian Association (jpvs.org).


FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS
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BeerFes Tokyo (beerfes.jp; June) Held at Yebisu Garden Place this is Japan’s largest celebration of craft beers; the organisers also host BeerFes in Nagoya, Osaka and Yokohama.

Furusato Matsuri Tokyo (January) Enjoy famous festival dishes from across Japan at this culinary and cultural event held at Tokyo Dome.

Miyajima Oyster Festival (February; pictured above) Head to this island in Hiroshima Bay to wolf down freshly shucked oysters.

Ramen Expo (ramen-expo.com; December) About 50 ramen shops from across Japan gather in Osaka’s Banpaku- kōen (Expo Commemoration Park) every weekend through the month.

Saijō Sake Matsuri (sakematsuri.com; October) Crowds of up to 200,000 people descend on the Hiroshima Prefecture town for this nihonshu fest.

Sapporo Autumn Festival (September) Sample food and drink from across Hokkaidō along the length of the city’s Ōdōri-kōen.




Best Japanese Dishes

KATSU-DON

Rice topped with a breaded, deep-fried pork cutlet.

OKONOMIYAKI

Thick savoury pancake stuffed with anything you like.

RAMEN

Bowl of crinkly egg noodles in broth, served with toppings.

SHABU SHABU

Slices of pork or beef cooked in a broth with veggies and tofu.

SOBA

Buckwheat noodles; order chilled to best appreciate their flavour.

SUSHI

Vinegar-seasoned rice topped with seafood or other ingredients.

TEMPURA

Lightly battered seafood and vegetables deep-fried in sesame oil.

YAKITORI

Skewers of charcoal-grilled chicken, other meats and vegetables.

KARE RAISU

The ‘curry’ in this comfort-food rice dish is a mildly spicy gravy.



Local Specialities

Dare to Try

Inago-no-tsukudani Locusts or rice grasshoppers candied in soy sauce and sugar. A speciality of Nagano.

Mimigā Okinawan dish of boiled or pickled pig’s ears.

Nattō Partially fermented soya beans. Stringy, slimy and a bit stinky. Served with rice for breakfast.

Shiokara Small chunks of seafood fermented in their own viscera – very salty, an acquired taste.

Shirako Milky white milt (the sperm sac) from cod or fugu (pufferfish) served at sushi restaurants and izakaya.
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Street Food & Snacks

Curry pan Deep-fried doughnuts filled with sweetish Japanese-style curry sauce.

Senbei Rice crackers in various shapes and sizes, glazed in a soy and mirin sauce.

Tako-yaki Fried batter balls stuffed with octopus chunks and slathered with a sweet-savoury sauce.

Yuba-chiizu Deep-fried tofu skin and cheese served on a stick.

Yaki-soba Classic stir-fried noodles, with or without a protein. A staple of matsuri yatai (festival stalls).

Sweet Treats

Castella Dense, rich sponge cake, speciality of Nagasaki, where it was introduced by 16th-century Portuguese traders.

Dorayaki Anko (red-bean jam) sandwiched between two pancake-like sponges.

Mitarashi dango Rice dumplings stacked five to a skewer and glazed in a sweet-salty soy sauce.

Taiyaki Batter pancake cooked in a fish-shaped mould, its centre filled with anko, custard, chocolate etc.

Warabi-mochi Bracken starch jellies dusted in kinako (sweet toasted soybean flour).


THE WAY OF TEA

Tea was Introduced to Japan from China in the 9th-century CE and popularised by Zen Buddhist monks who used it to aid concentration through long meditation sessions. From here, tea drinking was refined into a formal ritual known as chanoyu (way of tea).

The tea ceremony is about more than beverage itself. There’s the rustic, naturalistic architecture of the teahouse with its wooden surfaces, tatami and garden views. Decoration is limited to a seasonal flower arrangement and a hanging scroll in the tokonoma (alcove). The utensils used to make the tea and the bowls in which it is served are all carefully chosen to further heighten the mood and engage the senses.

The tea that’s served is matcha (powdered green tea) whisked to a frothy brew. Turn the bowl clockwise in your hand three times to admire its design. Then drink the tea in three considered sips, interspersed with nibbles on the accompanying wagashi (sweet) that tempers the bitter grassy taste of the matcha.




MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Ginza Iwa Tokyo spot for fancy sushi that’s not overly intimidating or pricey.

Hakodate asa-ichi Breakfast on fresh seafood over rice at this lively morning market.

Kisetsu Ryōri Nakashima Exquisite kaiseki ryōri at this Hiroshima restaurant.

Sakurajaya Takayama izakaya serving inventive food, cooked to order in front of you.

Steak House Ichigo In Takamatsu sample succulent ‘olive beef’, from cattle fed leftover olive lees.

Takamori Dengaku no Sato Tasty grilled morsels, glazed with soy, sesame and miso. In Kurokawa Onsen.

Yudofu Sagano Re-evaluate tofu at this Kyoto restaurant in a former ryokan with a lovely garden.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Tai (sea bream) are at their best as are takenoko (bamboo shoots) and sansei (mountain vegetables). In cherry-blossom season look out for sakura-mochi, pink rice cakes wrapped in pickled cherry leaves.
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SUMMER

Enjoy light and refreshing dishes such as reimen (cold ramen) and zaru-soba (cold buckwheat noodles). For dessert, try slices of suika (watermelon) and kakigori (shaved ice with coloured syrup).
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AUTUMN

Savour shinmai, the first rice of the harvest season. Also try meaty matsutake mushrooms, tart kaki (persimmons), gingko nuts, and kuri (chestnuts) roasted and served with rice or made into manjū dumplings.
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WINTER

It’s all about warming dishes such as nabe (hotpot stews) and oden, root vegetables and other savouries simmered in a flavoursome broth. This is the best time, too, for fugu and citrus fruits.
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THE OUTDOORS

Thought Japan was all big cities, neon lights and anime? Think again. This is an outdoor enthusiasts’ paradise, with rugged coastlines, beaches and snow-capped mountains.
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Stretching from the volcanic peaks and wilds of Hokkaidō in the north to the tropical jungles and warm waters of Okinawa in the south, Japan covers over 20 degrees of latitude, giving this elongated island country one of the most diverse climates in Asia. There’s much to do in all seasons, from hitting the hiking trails and high peaks in the warmer months to enjoying some of the powder snow that puts Japan on the bucket list of international skiers and boarders.

Walking & Hiking

Situated on the Pacific ‘Ring of Fire’, Japan is one of the most geologically active areas in the world. Think high mountains, volcanoes, earthquakes and hot springs. Mt Fuji is 3776m high, and 21 peaks top 3000m. Lower latitude and lower altitude hikes can be walked year-round. With heavy winter snowfalls, higher peaks – such as the North, Central and South Alps, and those in Hokkaidō – have a July to October season. The official Mt Fuji climbing season is 1 July to mid-September. Almost everything you’ll need is available in Japan; bring boots from home if you have big feet. For multiday hikes, mountain-hut rates usually include meals and bedding, so week-long hikes can be walked with minimal gear; there are lots of camping areas on multiday walks, but you’ll need to carry everything. Check out hikesinjapan.yamakei-online.com.


Skiing & Snowboarding

With over 450 active ski areas and excellent powder snow, Japan has forged a huge reputation in the winter-sports world. The season usually kicks off in December, though conditions are highly variable until the peak months of January and February. Things begin to warm up in March, heralding the close of the season in April. Basically, more snow falls on the Sea of Japan side of the mountains, with more snow the further north you go. Niseko, on Hokkaidō, receives a whopping 15m of snow every year! Lift passes and accommodation rates are surprisingly reasonable, though the latter are higher in Japanese holiday peak times. Almost everything you’ll need is available in Japan, though if you’re on the bigger side, you may want to bring your own boots, clothing and gloves. Check out snowjapan.com.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Get the whole family up on skis or a snowboard at family-friendly Furano ski resort, where kids 12 and under ski free.

Head into Kamikōchi at the base of the North Alps for a valley hike in this spectacular mountain retreat.

Ferry out to the white-sand beaches of Zamami-jima from Naha for a snorkelling adventure with technicolour tropical fish.

Explore the remote Iya Valley on Shikoku, crossing the river at Oku-Iya on historic kazura-bashi (vine bridges).

Get buried up to the neck in warm sand at the beach in Ibusuki, southern Kyūshū, at the ‘sand onsen’.

Rent bikes at Lake Tōya on Hokkaidō and cycle the 36km perimeter road around this almost perfectly circular caldera lake.



Cycling

While cycling is seen as a form of transport to most Japanese, with massive bike-parking areas near suburban train stations, Japan has a growing and devoted recreational cycling community. You’ll find bike-rental operations near train stations and visitor hotspots, with many now offering e-bikes as well as standard bicycles. While some visitors rent for an hour, others rent for a day, and multiday bicycle touring is becoming more popular in less-developed destinations such as Hokkaidō. Check out the excellent Hokkaidō Cycling Tourism Guide online. JNTO has a good list of cycling spots on its website. Bear in mind that roads can be narrow and lack shoulders, and that terrain can be hilly, with frequent tunnels. It’s possible to cycle around the 88 Sacred Temples of Shikoku Pilgrimage in two to three weeks.
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Outdoor Activities

RAFTING

Paddle the gorges and upper reaches of the Yoshino River in Tokushima Prefecture on Shikoku.

SEA KAYAKING

Explore the rugged coastline of the Oki Islands by kayak off the northern coast of western Honshū.

CAMPING

Set up your tent at one of the lovely spots in Akan Mashū National Park in eastern Hokkaidō.

SURFING

Hit the waves on a surfboard or bodyboard on the Nichinan coast of Miyazaki Prefecture on Kyūshū.

DIVING

Enjoy some time below the surface in the Yaeyama Islands of southern Okinawa Prefecture.

SNORKELLING

Swim in the pristine waters around Shimoda on the Izu Peninsula, southwest of Tokyo.

BIRDING

Spot tanchō-zuru (red-crowned white cranes) in Kushiro Shitsugen National Park in Hokkaidō.






ACTION AREAS

Where to find Japan’s best outdoor activities.
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JAPAN

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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TOKYO
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The Modern Explorer’s Playground

A captivating city of lasting traditions and modern innovations, beckoning to all with a spirit for adventure and exploration.


There’s an unmistakable allure to Tokyo – a dense behemoth of a city that promises endless discoveries; its existence alone a challenge for the traveller and adventurer to explore every one of its nooks and crannies. And just when you think you’ve seen it all, the city still manages to find a way to draw you back in.

Look in one direction and you’ll see a landscape of neon lights; but turn around and you’re just as likely to see a shrine, quiet and unassuming amid the buzz. Here is a city of contradictions and interesting juxtapositions – where things are simultaneously cutting-edge and traditional; a feast for the senses that come with pockets of serenity.

Before it became one of the world’s most populated metropolises, Tokyo was known as Edo – a famously isolated city founded by the Tokugawa shogunate in 1603 that didn’t see any foreign influence until 1853. While skyscrapers slowly replaced thatch-roofed longhouses, and Tokyo has been rebuilt time and time again through earthquakes, fires and wars, the spirit of Edo remains tangible in everything, from its design elements in modern buildings to artisans keeping their traditional craft alive.

However, everyday life for many a modern Tokyoite tends to proceed at a breakneck pace, with the average weekday morning (or late Friday night) at a busy station nothing short of a pandemonium involving hordes of people being swept from platform to train, beeping turnstiles and konbini (convenience store) registers, and impenetrable walls of commuters. With a city so constantly on the go, it’s only natural that things are ultraconvenient and mega-efficient. All these elements, no doubt, play a further part in the city’s allure.

An exploration of each of Tokyo’s neighbourhoods is a glimpse into the many facets of the city, each of them distinct. Visit any temple that calls out to you, talk to strangers at bars, soak in the city and traipse down every alley – Tokyo is a safe place to wander. And just as fashionistas and anime-loving otaku (geeks) have found parts of Tokyo to call their own, so too can the traveller.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI

Business district with iconic historical structures.

GINZA & TSUKIJI

Fresh seafood and luxury shopping.

EBISU, MEGURO & AROUND

Food, drink and urban living.

SHIBUYA & SHIMO-KITAZAWA

Young, fashionable and alternative.

HARAJUKU & AOYAMA

Adventurous styles meet sophistication.

WEST TOKYO & AROUND

Cool suburbs and nature.

SHINJUKU & NORTHWEST TOKYO

Vibrant nightlife and pop culture.

KŌRAKUEN & AKIHABARA

Subculture and recreation hub.

UENO & YANESEN

Museum central.

ASAKUSA & SUMIDA RIVER

Centre for culture and tradition.

ODAIBA & TOKYO BAY

Art and kid-friendly entertainment.



Find Your Way

Considering how densely packed Tokyo is, navigating around the city can feel daunting. Some say the hardest part is decoding the train systems and making your way out of the endless mazes that are Tokyo’s stations; but elsewhere on the street, getting around is a breeze.
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Plan Your Days

The fast pace of Tokyo is an experience in itself – grab a quick onigiri (rice ball) to take away, then go see the sights – there’s so much to pack in.
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Day 1

Morning

• Start your day at Sensō-ji and proceed to the grand Kannon-do to pay your respects at the altar and draw a quick omikuji (paper fortune). Then hop on a rickshaw and explore the neighbourhood with a local guide.

Afternoon

• Head to Kuramae for cool stationery at Kakimori. Grab a treat at Dandelion Chocolate, along with coffee beans from Coffee Wrights.

Evening

• At dusk, head up to Tokyo Skytree to watch night settle over the city. You can also see Tokyo Skytree illuminated against the night sky from down at Oshinari Park.




Day 2

Morning

• Start with a stroll through the peaceful, beautiful grounds of Meiji-jingū, and get some green as you walk through Yoyogi Park before stopping for a coffee at Little Nap Coffee Stand.

Afternoon

• Browse Design Festa Gallery and Space Banksia in the backstreets of Harajuku, then soak up some more art at the vibrant Nezu Museum or Taro Okamoto Memorial Museum.

Evening

• To end your day, sip a cocktail against a musical backdrop at Live Haus in Shimo-Kitazawa, or party it up at dance club Womb in Shibuya.




Day 3

Morning

• Start with a walk as part of the Imperial Palace Tour. If open, proceed to the East Gardens afterwards for a serene stroll around the ruins of the former Edo castle.

Afternoon

• Sift through shelves of old books at Jimbōchō, a neighbourhood known for its secondhand bookstores, before sidling into a kissaten (coffee shop).

Evening

• Explore Tokyo’s otaku haven, starting with Akihabara Radio Kaikan for all things anime and hobby related; then browse the manga selection at Animate Cafe. Stop by some arcades before a drink at Game Bar A-Button.



You’ll Also Want to...

See where your feet take you – explore museums, get immersed in Japanese culture, eat your fill and party the night away.

EXPERIENCE TOKYO NIGHTLIFE

Duck into a tiny bar in Golden Gai or head to Kabukichō and sing karaoke until dawn.
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GO MUSEUM-HOPPING

Whether it’s art, history or the natural sciences that you’re into, you’ll find a museum for that in Ueno.
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INDULGE IN THE FINEST SUSHI

Splurge on exquisite sushi in Ginza, prepared omakase-style, where the daily menu is up to the chef.
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DINE AT A YOKOCHŌ

Skewers and cold beers await in the yokochō (narrow backstreets) around Ueno, Ebisu and Shinjuku.
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HEAD OUT ON A SHORT HIKE

For an exhilarating experience, head westwards from the city and get some fresh air atop Mt Takao.
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WATCH SOME SUMO WRESTLING

Witness Japan’s national sport of sumo wrestling at Ryōgoku Kokugikan in January, May and September.
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HAVE A LITTLE FUN

For the young and young at heart, the entertainment complexes in Odaiba promise a day of fun-filled activities.
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Marunouchi & Nihombashi


BUSINESS DISTRICT WITH ICONIC HISTORICAL STRUCTURES

At the centre of Nihombashi Bridge sits a zero-kilometre marker, from which all distances from Tokyo are measured, and it’s here where many of the roads to and from Edo (present-day Tokyo) began. Built in the 17th century, the bridge was an important landmark for the country, and the neighbourhood of Nihombashi flourished as a result, becoming a centre for trade and the arts. Many historical shops and restaurants remain in Nihombashi, keeping the traditional elegance of the area alive while modern developments breathe new life.

Located in the neighbourhood of Marunouchi, the heart of the city is Tokyo Station. Besides being busy every day of the week as a commuting hub for many of Tokyo’s office workers, it’s where everyone coming to and from the rest of the country makes their stop. The Imperial Palace is also in this neighbourhood, built on the centuries-old foundations of the former Edo Castle.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1National Museum of Modern Art

2Tokyo Station

SIGHTS

3Imperial Palace

4Imperial Palace East Garden

5Kyūden

6Nihombashi Bridge

7Nijūbashi

SLEEPING

8Hoshinoya Tokyo

9Mitsui Garden Hotel Nihonbashi Premier

10Tokyo Station Hotel

EATING

11Antica Osteria Del Ponte

12est

13Grill Ukai Marunouchi

SHOPPING

14Cohana

15Coredo Muromachi

16First Avenue Tokyo Station

17Hario Lampwork Factory

18Nakagawa Masashichi

19Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store

20Ozu Washi




TOP TIP

The Imperial Palace (皇居) has several gates – Kikyō-mon is the palace tour departure point. The three entrances to the East Gardens are Ōte-mon, Hirakawa-mon and Kitahanebashi-mon; Ōte-mon is the most easily accessible from Tokyo Station. All gates are marked on Google Maps.



Marunouchi Winter Illuminations

CITY IN TWINKLING LIGHTS

The highlight of the weeks leading up to Christmas are the glittering winter light-up events that happen all around Tokyo, with those in Marunouchi being particularly beautiful. Between the months of November to mid-February, the trees outside Tokyo Station are strung up in thousands of fairy lights, giving the city a warm, cosy glow. It’s the perfect setting for a romantic stroll with a date and, when you need to escape the cold, the Christmas displays inside the area’s department stores are worth checking out too.
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Nihombashi Bridge

THE GATEWAY TO EDO

The wooden bridge, built in 1603 and the namesake for the Nihombashi neighbourhood, has stood here for over four centuries, in different forms. The stone bridge we see now was built during the Meiji period, in 1911, and is currently flanked by bronze lions and dragons. Back when it was first constructed, it was the starting point for five major highways that connected other parts of the country to Edo. Today, distances from Tokyo are still measured from here. The overhead expressway that partly obscures the view of the bridge is currently being removed and is expected to be gone by 2041.

[image: jpg]

Nihombashi bridge | KenSoftTH/sHUTTERSTOCK ©

National Museum of Modern Art

CONTEMPORARY ART NEAR THE PALACE

Since its establishment in 1952, Japan’s first National Museum of Modern Art (MOMAT) has amassed an immense collection of 13,000 works by Japanese and international artists, beginning from the 19th century. The works are displayed on rotation every two to three months, with different themed exhibitions staged five times a year. The museum’s own collection includes 18 masterpieces of Japanese art, a select few of which can be viewed at any given time. Floors 2 to 4 house the rotating MOMAT collection, while special limited exhibitions are held on the 1st floor. Don’t miss ‘A Room with a View’ – the lounge with large windows overlooking the Imperial Palace – and the beautiful nihonga (Japanese-style painting) room.

Tokyo Station

THE GATEWAY TO THE COUNTRY

A symbol of the city right at the heart of Marunouchi, Tokyo Station is a Renaissance-style red-brick building that has a grand and instantly recognisable facade. The construction of the station was completed in 1914, though it has undergone significant renovations and restorations over the years. Air raids and bombings during WWII significantly damaged the roof and, after extensive work, the station was finally restored to its original state in 2012.

Tokyo Station is where you’ll go to board the shinkansen – the bullet trains that shuttle passengers across the country, from Hokkaidō to Kyūshū, at lightning speeds of up to 320km/h. While hundreds of thousands of commuters come and go daily through the station’s vast network of train lines, that’s not all that’s here: with architectural marvels, a gallery and a sprawling network of shops and restaurants all housed in and underneath the structure, Tokyo Station is worth taking your time to explore.

Check out the shops in the area within the turnstiles. This is where you’ll find omiyage (souvenirs) to take home – many of the shops selling these beautifully packaged food items, bentō (boxed meals) and sweets are concentrated in the two shopping areas: Gransta and ecute. Also don’t miss First Avenue Tokyo Station (東京駅一番街), a sizeable stretch of shops inside the station complex, with cute character merchandise, desserts and outlets for seven of the best ramen shops from around the city.
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OMIYAGE: THE CULTURE OF GIFTING

For many locals, picking up an omiyage at the tail end of any trip is a social convention that’s an absolute must. Omiyage translates to ‘souvenir’, but it usually denotes something bought specifically for others. The most common omiyage are the packaged mochi (rice cakes), biscuits and other pastries. Because each region of Japan tends to have a dish or produce generally associated with it, omiyage is a great way for travellers to share the flavours of the region with colleagues, friends and family.





MORE IN MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI

Tour the Imperial Palace

THE SEAT OF ROYAL POWER

Where Edo Castle once stood is the stately Imperial Palace (皇居), where the Emperor and Empress of Japan reside. Originally built and occupied by the Tokugawa shogunate, the castle became the official residence of the Imperial Family when the shogunate was overthrown in 1868 and the capital and emperor moved from Kyoto to Tokyo. The palace sits on top of the foundations of the aforementioned castle, surrounded by its original moat. The buildings within the palace’s vast compound are relatively new, having been rebuilt in the 1960s following WWII air raids that destroyed much of it. The only remaining structures from the Edo period are the two watchtowers and the imposing stone walls along the palace’s perimeter.

Not much of what’s contained within those walls can be seen from the outside, so the best way to experience the palace is to join an official tour, which will take you through parts of the inner compound. You get to see the outside of the Kyūden – a somewhat understated, modern building where the throne room is located – the two historical watchtowers and several statehouses, and you can walk on the ornate steel Nijūbashi Bridge on the roughly 90-minute walking tour. No visitors are allowed inside any of the palace buildings.

Tours are given in multiple languages (English, French, Spanish, Chinese, Korean) by local bilingual guides who have plenty of anecdotes and fun facts to share. Advance reservations (up to a month prior) are highly recommended, especially for larger groups, as only two tours are held each day, and spots can fill up quickly. There is an option to arrive early and register on the spot, but space is not guaranteed. Palace tours are also unavailable in the height of summer, from late July to the end of August.
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THE EAST GARDENS

Also on the Imperial Palace grounds, the East Gardens (皇居東御苑) are open to the public and free to visit. You’ll have three scenic areas to explore once you step through the gardens’ gates – the Honmaru area is where the original foundations of the former Edo castle still stand (on which you can climb!), while the Ninomaru and Sannomaru areas feature a lovely Japanese garden and a museum housing the Imperial Collection, respectively. The pond in the Ninomaru area is inhabited by koi (carp) bred by the Emperor Emeritus. The East Gardens are closed on Monday and Friday, and from 8 December to 3 January.



WHERE TO FINE DINE IN MARUNOUCHI

Antica Osteria Del Ponte

Fine Italian cuisine near Tokyo Station, featuring an elegant dining area with city views. ¥¥¥

Grill Ukai Marunouchi

Premium beef courses available for lunch and dinner. Dining space overlooks a pretty courtyard. ¥¥¥

est

Beautifully presented French cuisine, with ingredients that are sourced locally and sustainably. ¥¥¥

Shop the Finest Wares

HISTORICAL DEPARTMENT STORES AND MORE

Japan’s oldest department store is not as eye-catching as its Ginza counterparts, with their sleek glass facades and modern design sensibilities. Instead, the Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store is a boxy, European-style building with bronze lions flanking its entrance. First established in 1673 as a kimono shop, Mitsukoshi eventually expanded to become a department store in 1904. When the structure was first built in 1914, it introduced Japan’s first escalator and was equipped with sprinklers and a heating system – all new technologies at the time. While fires and natural disasters have seen the store rebuilt several times, the one that now stands in Nihombashi was completed in 1935. Because of its long history and association with prestige, the Mitsukoshi department store in Nihombashi is the place to shop for high-end, refined goods to last a lifetime, as well as elegant, traditional craft pieces created by Japanese artisans. The 6th floor of the building also features an art gallery.

Located near Nihombashi Bridge, Coredo Muromachi is a shopping complex that incorporates traditional elements into its design, giving the place a modern Edo vibe. The shops here are spread across three different buildings within the same complex, curated so that visitors can experience Japanese design, crafts and culinary delights, all in one place.


NIHOMBASHI’S MOST TASTEFUL SOUVENIRS

Nakagawa Masashichi

Shop specialising in simple, beautiful and high-quality household items as well as curated, made-in-Japan fashion.

Hario Lampwork Factory

Elegant, refined glass accessories and jewellery made by renowned glass and coffee-equipment manufacturer, Hario.

Cohana

Small business offering elegantly designed and artisanal sewing supplies and gift sets, all made with quality materials.

Ozu Washi

Traditional washi (Japanese handmade paper) store offering a large array of paper, stationery and shodo (Japanese calligraphy) materials.

Hacoa Direct Store (Hacoa ダイレクトストア)

From interior decor to phone cases and computer keyboards, all products here are made of wood.



WHERE TO STAY IN MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI

Hoshinoya Tokyo

Beautiful ryokan combining urban and traditional Japanese aesthetics. Natural hot-spring baths. ¥¥¥

Mitsui Garden Hotel Nihonbashi Premier

Stylish rooms in Nihombashi; near many of the area’s department stores. ¥¥

Tokyo Station Hotel

Housed inside Tokyo Station itself. Some rooms look down onto the station’s domed atriums. ¥¥¥






GINZA & TSUKIJI


FRESH SEAFOOD AND LUXURY SHOPPING

Ginza has a reputation for being Tokyo’s swankiest neighbourhood, attracting Tokyoites to shop, dine and have tea with friends in its many shops and cafes. But before it was the city’s premier shopping spot, Ginza was where the silver-coin mint factory was located during the Edo period – in Japanese, gin means ‘silver’. Besides shopping, one could easily spend an entire day in Ginza, dropping into cool cafes and patisseries, eating high-end sushi or taking in the art that’s everywhere – from the street architecture to the quiet galleries.

A mere 10-minute walk from Ginza, Tsukiji was where Tokyo’s biggest wholesale seafood market used to be, before the market relocated to Toyosu in 2018. However, the outer market remains the go-to spot for wholesale seafood, sushi meals and kitchenware. Also here is the beautiful Hama-Rikyū Gardens, a quiet oasis by the bay that was built by the Tokugawa shoguns over generations.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hama-Rikyū Gardens

2Kabukiza

3Tsukiji Outer Market

EATING

4Ginza Iwa

5Kitsuneya

6Sukiyabashi Jiro

7Sushi Dai

8Sushi Harutaka

9Sushi no Midori Ginza

10Sushi Yoshitake

11Yoshino

DRINKING

12Ginza Bar L’aurora

13Mixology Salon

14Nakajima-no-ochaya

15Tír na nÓg

SHOPPING

16Ginza Six

17Mitsukoshi Ginza




TOP TIP

A few train lines on the Tokyo Metro lead to the neighbourhood of Ginza, with most of the stations being within walking distance from each other. The stations are: Ginza, Ginza Itchōme and Higashi Ginza. The JR Yūrakuchō Station is also relatively close by, as is Shimbashi Station on the Metro.
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Tsukiji Outer Market

STILL THE BEST PLACE FOR SEAFOOD

Big waves were made when Tsukiji’s famous tuna auction and wholesale market relocated to Toyosu; but aside from the opportunity to witness the auction firsthand, everything else that Tsukiji Outer Market (築地場外市場) is known for is alive and well. The outer market remains the ultimate spot to grab a bite of freshly caught seafood, munch on snacks or shop for produce and kitchenware. Many sushi and kaisendon (assorted raw seafood on rice) shops are here, while street stalls also draw crowds. It’s a tourist hot spot, but the market is still an important place for many restaurants in the city, whose staff come here to source ingredients. Most wholesale activities take place before 9am, when tourists aren’t allowed in.

Though official opening hours are from 9am to 2pm, some shops might close earlier. No bargaining is allowed; some stalls do not allow photography; and eating must be done in the vicinity of the stall the item was purchased from, or in designated areas.

Kabukiza Theatre

WHERE KABUKI COMES TO LIFE

Kabukiza Theatre (歌舞伎座), adorned with red lanterns and towering banners, is Tokyo’s premier spot to witness the dramatic art form of kabuki; a type of stylised Japanese theatre. Though first established in 1889, the building was destroyed several times due to natural disasters and fires. Its current form is the result of renovations completed in 2013, true to one of the theatre’s original designs from 1924. Aside from the grand kabuki stage, the building also houses a gallery that features props used in the performances, as well as gift shops, a rooftop garden and restaurants.
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Hama-Rikyū Gardens

BEAUTIFUL BAYSIDE PARK

One of Tokyo’s most idyllic spots – a green haven away from the busier areas of the city – Hama-Rikyū Gardens (浜離宮恩賜庭園) offers a peaceful refuge where park-goers can weave their way around pine trees and manicured lawns or enjoy a cup of tea while feeling the sea breeze that gently drifts from nearby Tokyo Bay.

This scenic and grand garden was first established by the Tokugawa shogunate as a private family garden, with improvements made over generations before it was finally completed by the 11th shogun, Tokugawa Ienari. It was reserved for use by the Imperial Family until 1945, when it was donated to the City of Tokyo and reopened as a public park the following year.

Buildings from nearby Shiodome rise above the tree line of the park, the juxtaposition making for beautiful photographs of an urban oasis. Within the park are several reflective ponds, the largest being Shiori-no-ike, a tidal pond that draws seawater in from Tokyo Bay. It could take over an hour slowly strolling along the paths to see every inch of the garden; when you’re in need of a quick breather, stop by Nakajima-no-ochaya for some tea and wagashi (Japanese sweets). This teahouse sits in the middle of Shiori-no-ike, and has a deck that gives an unobstructed view of the gardens from the water.

For something a little different, Tokyo Cruise offers trips to the gardens via Tokyo’s waterways in its futuristic-looking boats. The 35-minute journey departs from Asakusa and takes passengers under several iconic bridges that stretch over the Sumida-gawa, before arriving directly at the gardens. The one-way ¥1040 fare includes admission to the gardens. At the time of writing, passengers cannot board the boat at Hama-Rikyū; only disembark.
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BEST SUSHI RESTAURANTS IN GINZA

Ginza Iwa

High-end sushi restaurant with a warm and cosy interior. The lunch course gets you fewer pieces compared to dinner, but is reasonably priced. ¥¥¥

Sushi Harutaka

Heavenly sushi by chef Harutaka, who trained for over a decade under Jiro, of Sukiyabashi Jiro. ¥¥¥

Sushi no Midori Ginza

High-quality sushi at reasonable prices. Very popular among locals and tourists alike – expect to wait in line. ¥¥

Sushi Ginza Onodera

Omakase courses start from a (relatively) reasonable ¥11,000. Easy online reservations in multiple languages. ¥¥¥

Nemuro Hanamaru Ginza

Popular conveyor-belt sushi restaurant. Quality food, but lengthy wait times. ¥¥



WHERE TO EAT IN TSUKIJI

Kitsuneya

Tiny stall specialising in gyūdon – a hearty meal of stewed beef served atop rice. ¥

Yoshino

Softly simmered anago (conger eel) served in a box. Combos with fresh sashimi available too. ¥¥

Sushi Dai (すし大)

Popular sushi restaurant serving fresh, quality seafood. Try the chef’s omakase at a reasonable price. ¥¥
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MORE IN GINZA & TSUKIJI

Watch a Kabuki Show

JAPANESE THEATRE AT ITS BEST

Everything about a kabuki show is truly a spectacle. From the actors’ dramatic makeup, elaborate costumes and exaggerated movements in tune with the live music to the impeccable stagecraft, it’s easy to see how it has managed to captivate audiences for centuries. This art form traces its origins to 17th-century Kyoto, where a female shrine attendant and her troupe of female performers first gained popularity for their distinct style of dance. A concern for morals at the time led to female performers being banned in 1652, eventually resulting in men taking over their roles. Kabuki retains an all-male cast today, and actors who play female roles are known as onnagata.

A typical kabuki show comprises three to four acts, each lasting about an hour. Shows often depict dramatised events from history, the most famous of which is the Chūshingura, which tells the tale of the 47 rōnin, a group of lordless samurai who avenge the death of their master. Kabukiza, Tokyo’s premier theatre for kabuki, is a half-day affair, with intermissions in between for audiences to dine on bentō. These meals are sold at the theatre common areas, and audiences can dine directly at their seats.

There are two performances daily, 25 days out of the month. English guides are available for select plays, though an English synopsis of the play will be provided if unavailable. For just a quick taste of kabuki, 70 reserved single-act seats are available for purchase online the day before the performance, and 20 non-reserved seats are for sale on the day itself. These ticket prices vary, but they are much cheaper compared to standard reserved seating; however, you will be right at the back of the theatre.


GINBURA

Now somewhat of an old-fashioned term, ginbura is a combination of the words Ginza and bura, meaning to wander aimlessly. To loiter around Ginza, or ginbura, was an activity that appeared to be all the rage beginning from the 1910s, when the neighbourhood with its shop-houses and bazaars emerged as a cool hangout for Tokyoites. Though the term is not often used now, its long history is testament to the lasting allure of this now fancy Tokyo district.



WHERE TO GET A COCKTAIL IN GINZA

Tír na nÓg

Basement bar that can only be described as otherworldly. Lots of inventive drinks and cocktails.

Mixology Salon

A bar inside Ginza Six, specialising in Japanese tea-based cocktails.

Ginza Bar L’aurora

Warm, classy bar with a friendly atmosphere and an extensive cocktail menu.

Live it Up in Ginza

DESIGNER FASHION AND SCRUMPTIOUS SUSHI

With its streets lined with luxury boutiques, sophisticated cafes, high-end restaurants and grand shopping complexes, Ginza is Tokyo’s most upscale neighbourhood. A real treat is strolling down Ginza’s main street, Chūo-dōri, on weekends when it’s closed to vehicular traffic and pedestrians are free to roam. The neighbourhood does get crowded on weekends, and queues just to enter the area’s more popular luxury boutiques are to be expected. While here, check out department stores Mitsukoshi Ginza, or stylish Ginza Six; make sure to wander into the alleyways too.

After some shopping, complete your day here with a spot at one of the many exclusive sushi restaurants. From Sukiyabashi Jiro (of the documentary Jiro Dreams of Sushi fame) to the three-Michelin-star Sushi Yoshitake, the neighbourhood is the stomping ground for the world’s foremost sushi masters. Diners sit at the counter – around the sushi chef’s workspace – and wait as the chef artfully prepares each individual piece of sushi before placing it on a tile before you. There’s no menu here – sushi at these restaurants is served omakase style – where what you get is determined by the chef and the ingredients available that day. Note that restaurants here are intimate by nature and can accommodate only a few customers at a time. Foreign-language bookings are usually made online through a third-party service, though the available restaurants can vary from one website to another. Reservations are best made ahead of time.





Ginza Through the Ages

[image: jpg]

From historic landmarks, to chic new stores and cool architecture; this walk through Ginza will show you the neighbourhood’s most renowned spots. Begin the journey at 1 Kabukiza, Tokyo’s foremost theatre for kabuki. Then, turn right and continue up the road for the next stop: 2 Mitsukoshi Ginza, one of Ginza’s oldest department stores, and where Art Aquarium is located. Just across the road from here is 3 Ginza Wako; a prominent clock sits atop the building, which is a department store specialising in timepieces, jewellery and other personal items. On the same intersection is 4 Nissan Crossing, a showroom for the eponymous car manufacturer that features both classic and concept vehicles. Proceed down the avenue and you’ll come to a second intersection, where you’ll see 5 Hermès Ginza and its cool glass-block facade – there’s a gallery on the top floor of the building. Double back and turn right at the first junction to get on Namiki-dōri, where many of Ginza’s luxury boutiques are located. Regardless of whether you’re looking to shop, the architecture here is worth checking out, with the shining, iridescent, and jellyfish-like 6 Louis Vuitton store being particularly eye-catching. Turn left at the intersection just outside the store and continue straight to the 7 Ginza Lion Building, Japan’s oldest beerhall that still looks exactly the same as when it was built in 1934. Next door is the sophisticated mall, 8 Ginza Six. Ginza’s first cafe, 9 Cafe Paulista, is also on the same avenue. For those travelling with children, or who are simply young at heart, check out 10 Hakuhinkan Toy Park down the road; it’s been Ginza’s favourite toy store since 1899.






EBISU, MEGURO & AROUND


FOOD, DRINK AND URBAN LIVING

Anchored by the Meguro River, which intersects the area before emptying into Tokyo Bay, this southwestern region of the metropolis hosts a collection of trendy spots, artistic destinations and top-notch culinary offerings. Ebisu is an upscale neighbourhood packed with restaurants and bars that cater to all manner of tastes. Go a little northwards and you’ll come to Roppongi, a neighbourhood filled with art galleries and ritzy clubs that come alive at night. Lying to the southwest is Meguro City, a special ward encompassing numerous districts popular with the shopping and cafe-going set, including the trendy Naka-Meguro area by the sakura (cherry blossom) tree-flanked Meguro River. Further north, the neighbourhoods of Hiroo and Daikanyama are clustered with stylish shops and eating establishments that invite an afternoon of browsing before finding a lively izakaya (pub-eatery) or cosy bistro for dinner and then hitting the bars in the evening.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Yebisu Garden Place

SIGHTS

2Daikanyama

3Kyū Asakura House

4Museum of Yebisu Beer

5Space Utility Tokyo

6Tokyo Photographic Art Museum (TOP)

7Yūten-ji Temple

SLEEPING

8°C

9Ebisuholic

EATING

10Ebisu Yokochō

11Huit

12Mark’s Tokyo

13Nakameguro Slow Table

14Princi

15Rigoletto Short Hills

16Tonki

DRINKING

17A10

18Bar Track

19Bar Trench

20Janai Coffee

21Martha

22Rue Favart

23Tea Gate Coffee

24Tram

25Triad

SHOPPING

26Cow Books

27L’Officine Universelle Buly

28T-Site

see 28Tsutaya




TOP TIP

The tourist information centre near Naka-Meguro Station (Gate Town Building, underground level) is packed with information on local offerings. Pick up the Meguro Tourism Encyclopedia, which includes detailed explanations on sites of interest, including local temples and shrines, along with protocol to follow when visiting them.
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Daikanyama

BOOKS, MUSIC AND URBAN LIVING

Daikanyama (代官山) is an excellent place to wander streets lined with boutique shops and restaurants. Many have a distinctly European vibe, such as Parisian apothecary L’Officine Universelle Buly and Milan-style bakery Princi. Bibliophiles and audiophiles will love Tsutaya at T-site, with its massive collection of book titles in Japanese and English, plus vintage magazines, household goods, a music store and a lounge. For traditional history, visit the Kyū Asakura House (旧朝倉家住宅). Built in 1919, the former residence showcases wood and tatami-based architectural design from Taishō-era Japan, alongside a tranquil garden.
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More in Ebisu, Meguro & Around

Beer & Urban Vibes

EXPLORING YEBISU GARDEN PLACE

Accessible from the east exit of Ebisu Station either on foot or via the escalator-like Sky Walk, Yebisu Garden Place (恵比寿ガーデンプレイス) is an excellent place for an afternoon or full day of exploration. The multi-facility complex takes its name from Yebisu Beer – its name, in turn, derived from an ancient god. The local district and train station also derive the name Ebisu from the beer, due to a local community that sprang up around the brewery following its launch in 1890. This history is recounted in detail (along with tasting opportunities) at the Museum of Yebisu Beer, which is slated for reopening in late 2023 following several months of renovations. The revamped museum will also include on-site brewing for the first time since the brewery relocated to Chiba Prefecture in 1988. While you’re here, don’t miss the outstanding Tokyo Photographic Art Museum (TOP), which houses a permanent collection and curates additional rotating exhibitions featuring some of the world’s top photographers.

Explore the Riverside in Naka-Meguro

SOPHISTICATED SHOPS AND CAFES

The Meguro riverside offers opportunities for languid strolling along its banks, which are lined with restaurants and cafes, art galleries, clothing stores and speciality shops.

Begin at Yūten-ji Temple (祐天寺) (accessible from Yūtenji Station), a Pure Land Buddhist temple dating back to the early 1700s, which remained intact following WWII firebombing. Several structures are designated tangible cultural properties, and the grounds make for an interesting stroll. From here, take the train one stop to Naka-Meguro Station – or walk to the river (around 15 minutes) via Komazawa-dōri road. Lunch at one of the numerous local restaurants. Nakameguro Slow Table is a cosy establishment with a verdant terrace that also serves delicious cakes and pies, while Huit is a riverside brasserie-cafe fronted by a gorgeous yaezakura (cherry blossom tree).

The shops flanking the riverside are clustered mostly north of Naka-Meguro Station. Once you’re satiated, an excellent place to relax and see an interesting slice of urban life is Meguro Sky Garden (目黒天空庭園), a peaceful oasis of meandering paths, flower gardens and locals walking dogs or quietly reading books. It is also surprisingly silent, despite being located atop the intersection of two metropolitan expressways. To get here, follow the signboard at the river, and take the elevator next to the post office (there is a small sign with the name written in Japanese).


FEELING THE SEASONS ALONG THE RIVER

The most popular time to visit the Meguro riverbank is spring, when the cherry trees flower around the end of March to early April. There’s a chaotic yet joyful energy during the evening sakura festival – particularly at peak bloom time when street vendors hawk everything from strawberry sparkling wine to kebabs and yakitori (skewers) and the riverside blossoms are framed by an atmospheric display of lanterns.

In summer, Nakameguro Summer Festival takes place here, and dancers in the Awa Odori and Yosakoi styles take over the streets. The blazing colours of the cherry trees in autumn and the numerous crisp sunny days during the Tokyo winters also make these seasons a fine time for riverside strolls.



WHERE TO EAT IN MEGURO & AROUND

Tonki

Meguro institution serving tonkatsu teishoku (pork cutlet, miso soup, cabbage mound, rice, pickles) since 1939. ¥

Rigoletto Short Hills

Stylish two-storey restaurant serving Moroccan-inspired tapas and creative cocktails. ¥¥

Mark’s Tokyo

Meguro restaurant featuring omakase fusion dinners with seasonal produce from local farmers. ¥¥¥
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A Night Out in Ebisu

STREET FOOD AND SPEAKEASIES

Experience authentic local food culture at Ebisu Yokochō (恵比寿横丁), the local version of the narrow alleyways lined with food stalls that are found throughout Japan. Here you’ll find everything from fish skewers to okonomiyaki to mushrooms, plus plentiful beer and sake. Be forewarned that everyone packs in closely inside this covered, maze-like venue, which has one narrow lane for both directions of foot traffic, plus food servers. Open nightly from 5pm until the wee hours.

Ebisu offers some of the most imaginative cocktail bars on the contemporary global scene. At Bar Trench, head bartender Rogerio Vaz crafts absinthe-based and other sophisticated herbal cocktails in an intriguing dimly lit library-esque setting, with a perfectly chilled playlist. Nearby sister bars Tram and Triad are also worth a visit.

Just opposite the train tracks is Bar Track, which caters to music lovers and offers a selection of whisky and cocktails amid plentiful stacks of vinyl. As with its sister bar, Martha, visitors are encouraged to drink and listen more than talk, and photography is prohibited.

Revisit the speakeasy era at Janai Coffee, a coffee stand that fronts a hidden bar serving spectacularly delicious cocktails – some accessible only via a secret menu. Hint: the circular logo on the website should be dialled clockwise, leading you to the bar’s hidden reservation page.

Cocktails, vintage vinyl and the speakeasy concept are also combined at another creative Ebisu bar, A10. Your hint? Look for the lockers near Ebisu Park.


BEST EBISU CAFES

Rue Favart

Lovely three-storey Parisian-style cafe/bistro/wine bar. Unique summertime ice-cream flavours include roasted green tea and apple ginger. ¥¥

Tea Gate Coffee

Pocket-sized cafe/art gallery serves drinks such as the ever-popular espresso tonic. ¥

Time Out Cafe & Diner

Cafe fare served in an uber-cool upstairs venue. Shares building space with the Liquidroom live house and Kata gallery. ¥

Analog Cafe Lounge Tokyo

Wooden floorboards and an eclectic selection of furniture give this Ebisu cafe a homely vibe. ¥¥

Espresso D Works Ebisu

Stylish urban cafe in a quieter part of the neighbourhood serving fluffy pancakes and other desserts. ¥¥



UNIQUE SHOPS ALONG MEGURO RIVER

Fukusaya Castella

Famous for its castella – spongy cake/traditional Japanese sweet, originally introduced by Portuguese settlers.

Cow Books

Diminutive bookstore; good selection of independent titles, including some in English and other foreign languages.

Space Utility Tokyo

Venue housing a collection of art galleries, exhibition pop-ups, zine displays and a community gathering space.

Roam Around Roppongi

NEIGHBOURHOOD OF ART AND DANCING

Well known as a flashy nightlife district with streets teeming with bars and clubs, Roppongi is also characterised by its art galleries and decorated shopping complexes that, by day, are ripe for exploration. Roppongi Hills’ Mori Art Museum (森美術館) features rotating contemporary exhibitions; past works have included Takashi Murakami’s epic 100m-long 500 Arhats painting. Art is similarly incorporated throughout shopping mall Tokyo Midtown, adorning the columns inside its galleria building, along with many stand-alone pieces. Also at Tokyo Midtown is the Suntory Museum of Art (サントリー美術館). Designed by Kengo Kuma, its features include flooring that incorporates oak from recycled (Suntory, natch) whisky barrels. Mostly housing antiques, it also hosts collections on everything from insect art to the artistry of the Ryūkyū kingdom, and offers Thursday-afternoon tea-ceremony sessions. Nearby, the expansive National Art Center, Tokyo (国立新美術館) hosts rotating exhibitions that have included ‘My Eternal Soul’, a retrospective on avant-garde artist Yayoi Kusama. Collectively, the Mori Art Museum, Suntory Museum of Art and National Art Center, Tokyo form the Art Triangle Roppongi – save your ticket stub from any of the three to gain reduced-price admission to both others.

In the evening, head out for a drink at the neighbourhood’s many nighttime spots – go casual at Brewdog Ropongi with a pint of craft beer, or slink into Traffic and lounge in style, craft cocktail in hand. For some rhythm and groove, pick your favourite music genre and head to a dance club. The repertoire at El Café Latino is as its name suggests – think lively salsa, bachata and more. Meanwhile, 1 Oak Tokyo is a multilevel hip-hop club featuring international acts, plus a rooftop terrace with house music.


A TOKYO ICON

Tokyo Tower (東京タワー), built in 1958 as the pride of Tokyo, eclipses the Eiffel Tower at 333m tall. The red-and-white communications tower offers sweeping metropolitan views via observation decks, or if you’re adventurous, via the roughly 600-step open-air outdoor stairs that take you up to the 150m high Main Deck. For higher views, the Top Deck sits at 250m, though tickets are about twice the price (buy online at tokyotower.co.jp/en for a small discount). Shiba Park, a 30-minute walk from central Roppongi, is where you’ll get an unblemished view of this Tokyo icon; and while you’re here, don’t miss Zōjō-ji, a Buddhist Temple where the ruling Tokugawa shogunate worshipped.



WHERE TO STAY IN EBISU & MEGURO

Ebisuholic

Stylish urban hotel located near the station with a minimalist aesthetic and great amenities. ¥¥

°C

Pronounced ‘Do-C’, Ebisu hotel featuring comfortable capsules along with a twist: a Finnish-style sauna. ¥

Hotel Gajoen Tokyo

You’ll pay for the privilege, but there’ll be much historical and artistic splendour surrounding you. ¥¥¥






Shibuya & Shimo-Kitazawa


YOUNG, FASHIONABLE AND ALTERNATIVE

Shibuya has long been a cultural and fashion epicentre, serving as a pilgrimage site for youth throughout Japan and edgy trendsetters from around the globe. Throngs of humanity are in consistent motion here – a phenomenon seen most fully at the famed Shibuya Scramble traffic crossing, which moves up to 500,000 people daily. Advertisements also blare out regularly from gigantic video screens towering atop nearby buildings, and from truck loudspeakers touting the latest J-pop bands.

Shimo-Kitazawa, a bohemian enclave in neighbouring Setagaya City that’s long attracted musicians, actors and other artistic creatives, is more subdued yet equally exciting. While many parts of the neighbourhood (known colloquially as ‘Shimo-kita’) have been revamped following a local renovation project, the area has retained its character while also taking on additional vibrancy, including large stretches of greenery and urban gardens. Beyond these larger neighbourhoods, the suburbs of Setagaya are also very worthy of a wander.
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SIGHTS

1Dōgenzaka Hill

2Hachikō Statue

3Rayard Miyashita Park

4Shibuya Scramble Crossing

5Shibuya Station

EATING

6Shibuya Yokochō

7sta.

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Club Asia

see 12DJ Bar Azumaya

9Harlem

19Lion Cafe

11Nonbei Yokochō

12O-East

13Record Bar Analog

14White Space Lab

15Womb

ENTERTAINMENT

16Eurospace Theatre

SHOPPING

17Fukuras

18Hikarie

19Lighthouse Records

20Mark City

21Scramble Square

22Shibuya 109

23Shibuya Stream




TOP TIP

Visit one of the Shibuya Station tourist information centres to pick up the Shibuya/Harajuku Map, plus pamphlets detailing sites including local sentō (public baths) and even architecturally unique toilets. The Shibuya Fukuras location also offers luggage storage, battery charging, airport bus ticket sales and local tour information.
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EATING

1Bar Bodeguita

2Guerrero

3Magic Spice

4Nanatsu Kaido

DRINKING

53313 Analog Heaven

6Bear Pond Espresso

7Brooklyn Roasting Company

8Jazz & Coffee Masako

9Kiryuusha

10Mosque Coffee

11No Room for Squares

12Petit Garden

13Shirohige’s Cream Puff Factory

SHOPPING

14Taimadō



Around Shibuya Station & Hachikō Statue

ONGOING VIBRANT CHANGE

Shibuya Station began rail transit in the late 1800s, and has undergone numerous renovations since. Its recent makeover added several large-scale shopping complexes like Scramble Square and Shibuya Stream; but amid these transitions, some legendary spots have endured. The iconic dog statue outside the station commemorates Hachikō, an akita who waited here faithfully for a decade following his owner’s death during the 1920s.

The Shibuya Station area is a shopper’s utopia, and each of the surrounding building complexes (Hikarie, Fukuras, Mark City, Scramble Square and Stream) is replete with stores that compete for your attention through displays of stylish goods. Whether it’s washi, woodcrafts or seasonal sweets, this is prime ground for finding it.
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Shibuya Stream | Osugi/shutterstock ©

Shibuya 109

A LEGENDARY FASHION DESTINATION

Locals know this Shibuya landmark as ‘ichi-maru-kyū’. Since opening its doors in 1979, the shopping mall has been home to generations of fashionistas and remains steadfast in Shibuya’s rapidly changing landscape. At its peak around the 2000s, this was the centre of gyaru culture, when bleach-blonde-haired girls would spend their weekends shopping for the latest trends here, and texting friends on bedazzled phones with their equally bedazzled acrylic nails. Today, it’s still one of the coolest places in Shibuya to check out local brands and to see what the youth of today are wearing.
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Shibuya 109 | Destinos Espetaculares/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Rayard Miyashita Park

SHIBUYA’S ULTRA-URBAN HANGOUT

The Rayard Miyashita Park complex is located across Shibuya Station’s train tracks, where a public park used to be. The greenery has been kept (somewhat) intact – only now it’s up on top of the building. You’ll also find a mishmash of trendy shops, restaurants, bars and even a skatepark on the rooftop frequented by teenagers and hip Tokyoites. While here, consider dining at the adjacent Shibuya Yokochō, a long food alleyway serving popular regional dishes from throughout Japan, which offers both indoor and outdoor seating.
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Rayard Miyashita Park | Naoki Nishimura/AFLO/Alamy Live News ©



More in Shibuya & Shimo-kitazawa

Shibuya after Dark

DIM BARS AND THUMPING CLUBS

After hitting the shops by day, consider slotting in a nap or some downtime so you’ll be ready to hit Shibuya after dark. To start, explore history at the Shōwa-era (1926–89) Nonbei Yokochō (のんべい横丁; Drunkard’s Alley).

Past the stimulating centre of Shibuya – the Shibuya Scramble Crossing – is Dōgenzaka Hill, filled with restaurants, craft beer and sake bars. Explore Hyakkendana St, and slip quietly into Lion Cafe (名曲喫茶ライオン), which has provided coffee and classical music in a silent setting since 1926 (photography and conversation prohibited; closes at 8pm).

Shibuya’s club scene also does not disappoint, featuring some of the metropolis’ best venues. Options include the warehouse-style Womb for techno and house, Harlem for hip-hop, Club Asia for multi-genre events (check website for schedule) and O-East for Japanese bands (plus the sleek, artsy on-site DJ Bar Azumaya, which serves sake and Japanese spice-accented cocktails). Beyond the larger clubs, White Space Lab is a smaller, chilled-out dance space that wraps up at midnight, while nearby Record Bar Analog offers cocktails, vinyl music and cosy sofas until 3am.
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Nonbei Yokochō | FiledIMAGE/shutterstock ©


BEST DINING IN SHIBUYA

Pignon

Intimate bistro with creative global cuisine and wine. The spicy house-made guacamole is a must-try. ¥¥

Sorano

Delectable tofu dishes created using organic Hokkaidō soybeans, including yuba (tofu skin) and tofu cheesecake. ¥

sta.

Gallery/restaurant serving seasonal fusion cuisine (spiced carrot rapé; summertime shiso mojito) in an industrial-chic atmosphere. ¥

Path

Ham and burrata-accented Dutch pancakes meet Japanese-styled Italian fare alongside natural wine and craft beer. ¥

Costa Latina

Argentinian asado is the star at this multilevel restaurant, featuring dishes and cocktails from across Latin America. ¥¥



INDEPENDENT CULTURE SPOTS IN SHIBUYA

July Tree

Small art gallery/pop-up event space near Shinsen Station offers rotating exhibitions and state-of-the-art sound system.

Eurospace Theatre

Arthouse cinema sharing a building with a live event hall, film school and ground-floor cafe.

Lighthouse Records

Record shop stocking vinyl in genres from ambient to Nu jazz to Balearic, alongside DJ gear.


Grooving in Shimo-kitazawa

[image: jpg]

Mariko Ciravegna is a house-music DJ from Torino, Italy, who describes herself as ‘half-Japanese, half-Italian’. @dj7m_settem

Flash Disc Ranch

I love this record store because it has lots of genres, and a cheap, nice atmosphere to ‘dig’ in – plus a friendly English-speaking owner.

Live Haus

This venue mainly hosts live shows, along with occasional DJ parties. The owner is friendly, and they also serve great food.

Counter Club

This live house/club/bar plays different genres depending on the night, and sometimes has some very VIP guests (like DJ Koco, aka Shimo-kita).

Fairground

This bar and wine shop has a nice selection of wines and Japanese liquors. It also organises tasting events, and opens up its rooftop in summer.



INTERESTING CAFES IN SHIMO-KITAZAWA & SETAGAYA

Mosque Coffee

This cafe owner prepares his coffee drinks Turkish-style, over a pan filled with hot sand. ¥

Brooklyn Roasting Company

Spacious station-side cafe, which opens early with tasty coffee drinks, craft beers and all-day food. ¥

Shirohige’s Cream Puff Factory

This adorable cafe serves the only Ghibli Museum–approved Totoro-shaped cream puffs. ¥

Explore Tokyo’s Artsy Subculture Haven

THE SOUL OF SHIMO-KITA

Lying due west of Shibuya in Setagaya City, Shimo-Kitazawa has one of Tokyo’s most thriving youth culture scenes – along with a fascinating historical trajectory. Once farmland, it welcomed an influx of new residents following the 1923 Great Kantō Earthquake, including numerous intellectuals and writers. An active black market sprang up here during the post-WWII devastation, and artists – including actors and musicians – were later added into the cultural mix when several independent theatre companies were founded here in the 1980s. The pedestrian-centred labyrinthian maze of fringe shops that exists here today is rooted in this history, and its jumble of cafes and food shacks, used clothing and record shops, live music houses, bookstores and more comprise some of Tokyo’s most interesting street-wandering opportunities.

Coffee lovers should head straight to Bear Pond Espresso, opened in 2009 by New York–trained coffee maverick Katsuyuki Tanaka. Tanaka’s signature espresso, Angel Stain, is only served on mornings when he himself appears in-house (check the shop’s Instagram stories; he’ll be there when the usual 11am opening time says 10am). Other shops to experience Shimo-kita’s vibe include Taimadō (大麻堂), devoted to all things hemp and cannabis (naturally sans THC, which remains highly illegal in Japan), and 3313 Analog Heaven (3313 アナログ天国), a cafe/bar housing more than 10,000 vinyl records, which hosts occasional music-related events. Kiryuusha (気流舎), an alternative bookstore/event space run by a members’ collective, stocks books on countercultural history (including some in English), with an on-site cafe serving tea, coffee and cocktails including absinthe. (Scheduling can be irregular; check venue websites in advance.)

The area is also teeming with bars. Petit Garden serves craft beer in a cosy outdoor setting, while the speakeasy-style jazz bar No Room for Squares (hidden behind a vending machine) serves cocktails and has live shows on weekends. Shimo-Kitazawa also has several of Tokyo’s famous jazz kissa (jazz-themed cafe/bars dating back to the 1950s); the most famous here is Jazz & Coffee Masako. If you visit, respect the rule to speak quietly – here, the music reigns.


SETAGAYA’S BEST HIDDEN EATERIES

Gyoza Shack

Located in Sangenjaya’s sankaku chitai drinking area, the gyōza (dumplings) feature natural herb and spice blends. ¥

a-bridge

Restaurant/bar with artsy vibes and fantastic city views from its rooftop terrace. Try the addictive samosa and sweet potato fries. ¥

Cori

Inside a nondescript-looking Komazawa Daigaku apartment block, this minimalist-styled restaurant serves tasty falafel burgers, craft beer and more. ¥

Bar Bodeguita

Basement-level restaurant/bar along Chazawa-dori serves excellent Cuban food and cocktails, along with frequent live salsa music. ¥

Café Mamehico

Elegant cafe devoted to the venerable bean – soy, black, red and more – all featured in seasonal speciality menus. ¥



WHERE TO EAT IN SHIMO-KITAZAWA & SETAGAYA

Nanatsu Kaido (7つ海堂)

Fresh soba noodles hand-cut daily; try the frothy nattō, creamy grated yam and raw egg version. ¥

Guerrero

Brusque service, Japanese-only menu and cash-only policy offset by delicious wood-fired pizzas and natural wines. ¥¥

Magic Spice

Deliciously spiced soup curry, open since 2003, with vibes that are pure Shimo-Kitazawa. ¥

Venture into the Suburbs

RIDE A HISTORICAL STREET TRAM

One of only two tramlines remaining in Tokyo, the Setagaya line (departing from Sangenjaya Station) is an excellent way to explore more of Setagaya’s highlights.

Ten stops make up the tramline, which is powered entirely on renewable energy, and makes for a tranquil ride through a corner of Tokyo where the pace of life is far slower than the central metropolis. This area has numerous urban garden plots and fresh vegetable stands, and quiet residential areas dotted with patisseries, cafes and shops that invite relaxed strolling (beginning with the first two tram stops, Nishi-Taishidō and Wakabayashi). Next, Shōin-jinja-mae is named for the nearby shrine memorialising Yoshida Shōin, a spiritual leader of the Meiji Restoration, executed for treason aged 29. Continuing onward is Miyanosaka Station, where you’ll find parked a tramcar from 1925. Nearby, Setagaya Hachiman Shrine hosts an amateur sumo-wrestling competition in September; while Gōtoku-ji – the line’s most famous attraction – is the origin of Japan’s famous maneki-neko (beckoning cat good-luck charm). The tramline added a cat-themed train to its fleet in celebration of its 50th birthday in 2019; kids will love riding it (including adult-sized kids!). Ask the tourist information centre for its schedule.

At the terminal station, Shimo-Takaido, visit the station-front fish market, or catch an independent film at the Shimo-Takaido Cinema. Alternatively, see a play or a dance performance at the Greek open-air-style Setagaya Public Theatre, back in Sangenjaya.
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Shimo-Kitazawa | Page Light Studios/SHUTTERSTOCK ©






Harajuku & Aoyama


ADVENTUROUS STYLES MEET SOPHISTICATION

Artistic and refined – with a healthy dose of edgy grit thrown into the mix – this corner of Tokyo defies easy description, while holding appeal for a wide range of ages and tastes. Formerly housing US postwar military occupation officials, the Harajuku district began attracting creative artists during the 1960s–70s who still thrive here today. Slicing through the area is Omotesando-dōri Ave, home to some of the metropolis’ most luxurious shopping, along with atmospheric cafes and art galleries. Running parallel is Takeshita-dōri, the epicentre of Japan’s ever-shifting youth trends, and its famed culture of kawaii (cuteness).

Just behind Harajuku Station is the majestic Meiji-jingū, constructed in 1920. Built to enshrine Emperor Meiji and Empress Shōken, its grounds also include trees donated from around the country. Adjacent to the shrine complex is Yoyogi Park, one of Tokyo’s most beloved spots for communing with nature and attending lively urban festivals.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Meiji Jingū

2Nezu Museum

3Yoyogi Park

SIGHTS

4Design Festa Gallery

see 4Space Banksia

EATING

5Eatrip

6Number A

see 4Sakura-tei

DRINKING

7Fuglen

8Little Nap Coffee Stand

9Sarutahiko Coffee

SHOPPING

10Farmers Market at UNU

11Laforet Harajuku

12Omotesando Hills

13Oriental Bazaar

14Tokyu Plaza




TOP TIP

The Harajuku Tourist Information Center, located in the HIS building near the Takeshita-dōri exit of Harajuku Station, is an excellent place to procure local maps, store luggage, buy drinks and souvenirs, and peruse information on upcoming tours and events.



Nezu Museum

IMPRESSIVE ARTISTIC COLLECTION, ON-SITE GARDEN

First opened in 1941, this museum in Minami-Aoyama houses the private collection of entrepreneur and art connoisseur Nezu Kaichirō. It includes over 7400 antique Asian artworks reflecting his eclectic tastes, which span genres including ceramics, calligraphy and Buddhist sculpture. The 2009 renovation by renowned architect Kengo Kuma added a striking bamboo-grove border, and a roof design integrating the building with the lush on-site garden. Save time to meander its picturesque paths, which wend their way around ponds dotted with stone lanterns and teahouses.
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Nezu Museum | Sira Anamwong/shutterstock ©

Yoyogi Park

EXPANSIVE GREENERY, URBAN EVENT SPACE

Once the site of post-WWII US military barracks and later the 1964 Tokyo Olympics athletes village, this urban park is where Tokyoites head for picnicking, sports, music sessions or relaxation. On Sunday afternoons, a legendary troupe of rockabilly dancers performs near the Harajuku entrance. Also held here on many weekends are farmers markets, featuring organic produce and clothing/lifestyle goods, and lively international festivals showcasing the cultures and cuisines of Tokyo’s foreign residents, from Peru to Jamaica to Thailand. To reach the event space from Harajuku Station, continue past the park entrance and cross the road at the first traffic light.
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Rockabilly dancer, Yoyogi Park | Valerij Milanovic/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Meiji-jingū

TOKYO’S LARGEST SHRINE

The lush grounds of the 100-year-old Meiji-jingū and surrounding forest reflect the core belief of Shintō – that all elements in nature are sacred. The majestic 12m-high torii (entrance gate) leading to the main shrine, built using Taiwanese cypress, is the tallest of its kind throughout Japan. Behold the towering stacks of empty sake barrels given as offerings to the enshrined deities from local breweries, and another of wine barrels, denoting Emperor Meiji’s connection with the West (and fondness for drinking wine). Follow the posted on-site etiquette when visiting the main shrine, which includes bowing as a sign of respect when passing underneath the torii. Stop by the inner garden (¥500 to enter), where you’ll find flowering plants and Kiyomasa’s Well.



More in Harajuku & Aoyama

Urban High Fashion

SHOPPING ALONG OMOTESANDO-DōRI AVENUE

Extending southeast from Harajuku Station to the Nezu Museum, and passing through the Omotesando, Harajuku (Omohara) and Aoyama districts, Omotesando-dōri reigns supreme for shopping. When Harajuku Station underwent a massive love-it-or-hate-it redevelopment project, unveiled in 2020, the shops facing the station also experienced an extreme makeover, and now include outlets such as IKEA, cosmetics giant @Cosme Tokyo and upscale Italian food market Eataly.

Head along Omotesando-dōri towards the Meiji-dōri intersection, where two neighbouring shopping outlets offer more opportunities to part with your cash. Laforet Harajuku houses an extensive lineup of trendy fashion brands, while Tokyu Plaza also offers a serene rooftop garden terrace called Omohara Forest. Across the street, Tokyo’s obsession with expansion and change marches onward, with a new retail development and rooftop vertical garden, Harakado, slated for unveiling in spring 2024.

Continuing southward, you’ll find all manner of reasonably priced Japanese textiles, ceramics and crafts at the legendary Oriental Bazaar, an antique store located in Omotesando since 1951, when many customers were US Occupation affiliates. Nearby is the luxury shoppers’ pilgrimage point, Omotesando Hills. Designed by architect Tadao Ando, and featuring sharp, sleek designs built right into the structure itself, the complex houses high-end fashion giants – including Yves Saint Laurent, Valentino and Dior – along with numerous smaller jewellery, fashion and cosmetics brands, and both Japanese and overseas restaurants. Events and exhibitions are also occasionally held on-site.

Backstreet Explorations

THE LESSER-KNOWN HARAJUKU

Tucked behind the larger, more major retail stores and restaurants of Harajuku are a collection of backstreets known as Ura-Harajuku, or Urahara for short. Here, you don’t have to be a shopping enthusiast (or even open your wallet) to enjoy the vibe. With its mishmash of used-clothing stores, unique barbershops, edgy art galleries and stylish cafes, it’s worth a morning or afternoon of window-shopping – or simply strolling around. Take your time and explore the side streets, where you may be intrigued by an interesting-looking sign or storefront – or an everyday scene like an elderly resident watering their outdoor plants.

The most well-known part of Ura-Harajuku is Cat St, flanked on either side with streetwear brands, thrift shops, cool cafes and, even occasionally, a humble store selling fruit and vegetables. Other things to look for around Urahara are independent art spaces, such as Design Festa Gallery. This self-titled ‘Harajuku art village’, established in 1998, comprises east and west galleries, plus a cafe/bar and on-site okonomiyaki (grilled savoury pancake) restaurant, Sakura-tei. The complex also offers opportunities for artists to display their original works, and for visitors to try their hand at mural painting. Located just adjacent is Space Banksia, a cafe/art gallery hosting rotating exhibitions, film screenings and pop-ups featuring local artists and creators – check the website (space-banksia.com) for the upcoming schedule.

There’s a lot to discover here, and an exciting way to experience it is to simply wander. However, some backstreets can get rather deep and you may wind up in residential areas – this is generally fine as long as you remain quiet and respectful. For even more exploration, there are also plenty of backstreets behind Omotesando-dōri Ave – think high-end vintage stores, independent designers, and sophisticated cafes and tearooms.
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Farmers Market at UNU | Fiyfy/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FEELING HISTORY

On the land now encompassing Omotesando Hills once stood Dojunkai Aoyama Apartments, an atmospheric Bauhaus-inspired building built in 1926, which housed numerous independent shops and galleries. While Omotesando Hills retains a small-scale replica of the beloved ivy-covered structure, heritage campaigners decried the new complex as soulless.

The apartments were one of the few local structures to survive the US military firebombing campaign of 1945, which destroyed Tokyo’s eastern neighbourhoods most heavily, but also damaged large swathes of Omotesando on 25–26 May (including the later-rebuilt Meiji-jingū) – also killing hundreds. A peace statue commemorating this history stands at the Omotesando/Aoyama-dōri intersection.



CAFES IN HARAJUKU & OMOTESANDO

Little Nap Coffee Stand

Delightful cafe serving strong coffee brews, ice cream and baked goods. Plays great vinyl records. ¥

Fuglen

Scandinavian-inspired cafe brewing smooth, rich coffee alongside a lineup of creative cocktails. ¥

Sarutahiko Coffee

Sprawling rooms with people sipping coffee with their laptops. Offers a selection of sweet treats. ¥


THE FARMERS MARKET

Farmers markets can be a great way to get to know a place through its food producers, and this one – held in front of the United Nations University campus along Aoyama-dōri – is no exception.

Taking place most Saturdays and Sundays from 10am to 4pm year-round, the Farmers Market at UNU features farm-fresh goods from growers throughout the country, along with baked goods, crafts, food trucks and occasional live-music concerts. Come for the great vibe (and the food samples!) – and stay for the chance to chat with vendors and learn more about Japan’s local food culture.



WHERE TO EAT IN HARAJUKU & AOYAMA

Eatrip

Serves daily rotating seasonal menus, featuring produce from its farmer network, plus organic wines. ¥¥

Number A

Artsy establishment serving dishes such as pasta and sweet/savoury pancakes; beer and natural wine. ¥

Aoyama Flower Market Tea House

Menu of floral-themed herbal teas, sodas and meals in flower-bedecked surrounds. ¥





Urban Walk: The Best of Aoyama

[image: jpg]

Begin with an energy boost at 1 Tokyo Juice. If you are touring in the afternoon, visit the adjacent 2 Gallery 360°, featuring art paraphernalia and exhibitions from experimental artists such as Yoko Ono. Continue southward. Past Aoyama-dori (Rte 246) is pineapple-cake shop 3 Sunny Hills, a fantastical latticed structure erected by Kengo Kuma using traditional wood joinery. Next, prepare to be wowed by the shimmering glass-crystal tower housing 4 Prada Tokyo Aoyama. Museum options here include the 5 Nezu Museum and Taro Okamoto Memorial Museum. If you want to visit both, and have lunch in-between, Down the Stairs, just opposite the Nezu, offers fresh seasonal cuisine in stylish surrounds. Browse the several art galleries and shops in the vicinity, including Mizen, featuring designer textiles from across Japan.

Passing notorious jazz club 6 Blue Note Tokyo, head up Kotto-dori back toward Rte 246. Peek into 7 Nomu Cafe to ogle its stunning flower displays and design by architect Sejima Kazuyo. Next browse the art exhibits and eclectic shops at the nearby 8 Spiral complex. Its 5th-floor Sakura Japanese Tea Experience features on-site-roasted hōjicha and sophisticated tea-based cocktails (reservations recommended). Lastly, head up 9 Omotesando-dōri, a road originally built as a lead-in to the nearby venerable Meiji-jingū, as seen in the twin stone lanterns flanking its entrance. The road is replete with architectural standouts, including Aoki Jun’s Louis Vuitton Omotesando, Kengo Kuma’s One Omotesando, Ito Toyo’s Bottega Veneta, Sejima Kazuyo’s Dior Omotesando building and Tadao Ando’s 10 Omotesando Hills complex.






West Tokyo & Around


COOL SUBURBS AND NATURE

Head westward from Shinjuku via the JR Chūo train line to some of Tokyo’s most intriguing neighbourhoods, each with its own distinct character. The first westward stretch leads to Nakano City, home to the otaku haven of Nakano Broadway. Next is Suginami City, which numerous intellectuals and artists have long called home. Among the districts contained within the city’s borders are Kōenji, known for its activist history, along with vintage stores and art and music venues; and Nishi-Ogikubo, with a thriving antique market scene and the picturesque Zenpukuji Park.Lying further west is Kichijōji, where you’ll find plentiful boutiques and lively restaurants, along with the attractive Inokashira Park, part of which is also home to the beloved Ghibli Museum, Mitaka. Further westward still, explore the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum in Koganei; or continue onward to the lush Tama region, where popular activities include hiking and rafting.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ghibli Museum, Mitaka

2Inokashira Park

SIGHTS

3Benzaiten Shrine

4Nakano Broadway

5Suginami Animation Museum

ACTIVITIES

6Ōnao

EATING

7Ciclo

8Handsome Shokudō

9Harmonica-Yokochō

10Iseya

11Kawanaka-ya

see 4Lou

see 9Nakadaya

DRINKING

12Cocktail Shobō

13Hattifnatt

14Henri Fabre

15Kissako Isshin Niyo

16Shōan Bunko

17Yonchome Cafe

see 13Yummy Café

SHOPPING

see 12Digahole Zines

18Re:gendo

19Sub Store

20Uptown Records




TOP TIP

The Chūo line neighbourhoods feature a particularly laid-back slice of Tokyo life: abundant peaceful temples and shrines, unique shops and cafes, and lively yokochō. Complement your wandering with resources from experience-suginami.tokyo, run by Suginami locals and chock-full of information on history, customs and spots of interest.



[image: map]

Inokashira Park

GREEN SPACE FOR REST AND RELAXATION

Located in the neighbourhood of Kichijōji, Inokashira Park is one of Tokyo’s largest green spaces, with a pond at its centre. Perched by the pond’s edge is the small vermillion-red Benzaiten Shrine, which dates back to the Heian period (794–1185). Pay a visit to the shrine, then head down to the docks where rowboats and swan-shaped paddleboats are available for rental (¥500 to ¥800), the latter being particularly popular with families. Animation company Studio Ghibli’s eponymous museum is also located within the park’s grounds, about a 10-minute walk from Benzaiten Shrine.
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Inokashira Park | Takashi Images/shutterstock ©

Nakano Broadway

TREASURE/SUBCULTURE UNDER ONE ROOF

A five-minute walk through a shopping street just outside the north exit of Nakano Station, Nakano Broadway is a magnet for otaku, collectors and hobbyists alike. The building itself has a casual, almost old-fashioned vibe, and inside are stores stocked with everything from manga, figurines and cosplay paraphernalia to antiques, old dolls, collectible coins and more. Popular collectible store Mandarake has multiple outlets here. Besides appealing to the geeky crowd, the collection of shops here have expanded in the past few years to include a number of vintage watch and luxury good stores. While here, check out the arcades, including Namco Nakano, which is tucked in a quiet corner; and get a towering eight-layer soft serve from Daily Chiko on the basement floor.

Ghibli Museum, Mitaka

WHIMSICAL WORLD OF FANTASY

Located inside the sprawling Inokashira Park, the Ghibli Museum, Mitaka is where the world of animation company Studio Ghibli comes to life. Founded by legendary animators Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, Studio Ghibli has produced some of the most well-regarded animated movies of all time, including beloved works Spirited Away and My Neighbor Totoro. Here, fans of the studio’s output can come face-to-face with iconic characters from the films, like a life-sized Totoro and the Catbus, though there’s plenty to soak in and experience that makes the trip fun for both kids and adults. Fans of the animation studio won’t want to miss the cinema, which shows a new monthly short film created by the studio exclusively for the museum.

Beginning with the museum’s playful architecture, along with numerous interactive exhibition spaces and the chance to thumb through the notebooks where the masters plied their craft, seasoned Ghibli fans will love the opportunity to look for Easter eggs and catch a glimpse into the studio’s filmmaking process, while even anime newbies can’t help but be drawn into the enchanted world of Ghibli. Tickets must be booked in advance and are available up to a month before your planned date of visit (see ghibli-museum.jp/en/tickets for details), and can sell out fast.

[image: jpg]

Ghibli Museum, Mitaka wayfinder | CLEMENT CAZOTTES/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum

HISTORY AT AN OUTDOOR MUSEUM

Time-travel back to the period spanning Edo (1603–1868) through early Shōwa (1926–89) at the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum in Musashi-Koganei, which features open-air preservation of restored buildings – many of which were lost in their day to earthquakes, fires, wartime fire-bombing or urban development. Structures include thatched-roof farmhouses, private homes and villas of feudal lords and aristocrats, a teahouse, and assorted businesses, including a bar and shōyu (soy sauce) shop. Traditional craft demonstrations also take place, along with rotating exhibitions. Closed Mondays.
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More in WEST TOKYO & AROUND

Animation in Suginami City

VISIT THE HOME OF ANIME

Suginami City is Japan’s centre of anime, with nearly 140 animation studios within the city’s borders – the highest throughout Japan. Explore Suginami Animation Museum (杉並アニメーションミュージアム) in Ogikubo, featuring a DIY animation studio where you can produce your own drawings and voice-overs. Similar hands-on installations are at the Tōei Animation Museum (東映アニメーションミュージアム) in Nerima.
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BEST ARTISTIC KōENJI CAFéS

Cocktail Shobō  (カクテル書房)

Literary cafe from Taishō era; izakaya fare and cocktails themed on recipes found in novels. ¥

Henri Fabre (カフェ アンリファーブル)

Join the Kōenji literati at this spacious 2nd-floor cafe at Za Kōenji theatre. ¥

Yonchome Cafe

Creative seasonal drinks and desserts amid retro lamps and tile art. ¥¥

Yummy Café

Restaurant serving jerk chicken and curry. Live music shows and music-themed events held regularly. ¥

Hattifnatt

Disappear into a world of children’s picture books at this colourful, homely cafe. ¥



WHERE TO EAT IN NAKANO & KŌENJI

Kawanaka-ya

Tiny, lantern-adorned, Higashi-Kōenji restaurant serving plump, flavourful yakitori, plus plentiful sake. Limited English. ¥

Pao Caravan Sarai

Higashi-Nakano Afghan place offering skewers, manto (dumplings) and karahi (deep cooking vessel) dishes. ¥¥

Lou

Portland, USA–inspired Nakano cafe with coffee drinks, tasty desserts, craft beers/natural wines and cafe fare. ¥

Underground Kōenji

MUSIC, VINTAGE STORES AND ACTIVISM

Kōenji’s streetscape is a fascinating melange, encompassing vinyl record shops, fishmongers, barbershops, tattoo parlours, ramen stalls, artisan studios, microbars and live-music joints – just to scratch the surface. It is also arguably Tokyo’s top spot for vintage-clothing stores.

Whether it’s the numerous establishments housed here inside renovated kominka (traditional wooden structures), or the elderly residents out doing their afternoon shopping, wandering Kōenji’s streets is to breathe in decades of history. Somehow resembling an earthier version of Shimo-Kitazawa, both neighbourhoods have followed similar trajectories in having long drawn vocal antiestablishment types into the fold.

Many musicians in genres including jazz, rock, punk and experimental/noise got their start in Kōenji during the 1960s and ’70s, when student protest movements against the Japan–US security treaty also mushroomed in its streets. Massive antinuclear power demonstrations following the 2011 Fukushima disaster were also centred in Kōenji, which subsequent social activists cited as their inspiration. The post-disaster antinuclear demonstrations were organised by activist collective Shirōto-no-Ran 素人の乱 (‘Amateur Riot’), based out of adjacent recycled-goods and used-record shops.

With present-day governmental plans also in the works (as in Shimo-Kitazawa) to build a road bisecting Kōenji’s streets – thereby destroying several sacred shōtengai (shopping roads) – Shirōto-no-Ran members and other concerned local residents have organised events including the creatively named Gyoza Against Gentrification parade. Also held in Kōenji (in 2016 and 2023) is the No Limits festival in September, attracting attendees from throughout Asia and beyond for 10 days of events and art exhibitions – encapsulating Kōenji’s ethos perfectly by addressing the interconnected problems of war, refugees, racism, overdevelopment and poverty.


BEST NISHI-OGIKUBO & KICHIJōJI RESTAURANTS

Ciclo

Cosy Italian restaurant in Nishi-Ogikubo serving creative mains. ¥¥

Handsome Shokudō (ハンサム食堂)

Popular ramshackle Thai restaurant located along Nishi-Ogikubo’s Willow Alley. ¥

Nakadaya  (まぐろのなかだ屋)

Maguro (bluefin tuna) joint inside Kichijōji’s Harmonica Yokochō alleyway. Japanese menu. ¥

Unagi Shinozaki (うなぎ志乃ざき)

Family-run restaurant in Kichijōji featuring unagi (eel) steamed and grilled over hot coals. ¥¥

Shirubee (井の頭 汁べゑ)

Stylish modern izakaya with small dishes to share and tasty cocktails. ¥¥



WHERE TO EAT AROUND THE TAMA REGION

Head Temple Takao-san Yakuō-in (高尾山薬王院)

Trek (or cable-car ride) partway up Mt Takao, for shōjin-ryori. ¥¥

Ikada

This restaurant near Oku-Tama serves generous portions of grilled chicken, plus jumbo-sized onigiri. ¥

Nikujiru Gyoza Dandadan  (肉汁餃子のダンダダン)

Its sign reads ‘Gyoza and beer are a culture’, which says it all. Cash only. ¥

West Tokyo Charms

RETRO HISTORY, NATURE AND SHOPPING

With everything from vinyl records to eyeglass stores and French-style bistros, Nishi-Ogikubo offers locales with intriguing storied histories. It was long known as an affluent district where numerous elite businesspersons and military officers lived or owned second homes; many were sold off after WWII – forming the roots of the district’s numerous antique shops. Kotto-dōri, north of the train station, is known as Antique Road, where you’ll find curios like ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) and porcelain wares.

Another facet of Nishi-Ogikubo is its countercultural history, beginning with the fascinating Hobbit Village (ほびっと村). The three-storey, ivy-draped building houses an organic vegetable shop, a restaurant and an alternative bookstore. Along Willow Alley, a former postwar black market area is now lined with tiny restaurants. Also throughout Nishi-Ogikubo are numerous atmospheric renovated kominka, including book cafe/gallery Shōan Bunko (松庵文庫), natural textile and kitchenware shop Re:gendo and Pan-Asian teahouse Kissako Isshin Niyo (喫茶去 一芯二葉).

Further west from here is the more commercial neighbourhood of Kichijōji, where Inokashira Park is the main draw. A popular activity is to have a picnic at the park – grab skewers from the adjacent Iseya yakitori shop – then head back towards the station and explore all the roads lined with unique shops and cafes. For a lively evening of drinking and dining, weave through the tiny stalls of Harmonica Yokochō.

A Quick Nature Getaway

SPRAWLING PARKS AND THRILLING HIKES

The western region of Tokyo is known as Tama, and is the gateway to nature, which becomes more scenic and lush the further westward one travels. But before entering the Tama region, the city of Tachikawa, which straddles the urban–rural divide, is well worth a stop. Around a 15-minute walk from Tachikawa Station, Shōwa Memorial Park (昭和記念公園) was built to commemorate Emperor Shōwa’s 50th year on the throne. With expansive stretches of seasonal flowers, sports fields and picnicking areas, and periodically held illumination events, this is a fantastic spot for adults and kids alike. A popular time to visit is in autumn, when the leaves on the park’s many ginkgo and maple trees turn yellow and auburn around November each year, and when the park stays open after dark.

If you’re looking to get as far away from the metropolis as possible, the Tama region’s outdoor opportunities are boundless, including seasonal flower-gazing in Akiruno, or hiking the sacred mountain peaks of Mt Takao or Mt Mitake, inside the Chichibu-Tama-Kai National Park.

Sampling Nature’s Bounty

SAKE, BEER IN TOKYO’S OUTSKIRTS

The abundance of fresh, clear water in this region also lends itself to quality food and drink production – take a wasabi tour in Oku-Tama, or visit any number of sake breweries, including Ishikawa Shuzō (石川酒造) in Fussa and Nozaki Shuzō (野崎酒造) in Akiruno. While not offering tours, craft beer brewery Beer Café Vertere (ビアカフェバテレ) serves tasty ales and pub fare in its Oku-Tama taproom, overlooking scenic mountain vistas.


UP CLOSE & PERSONAL WITH WASHI

Just east of Oku-Tama, Hinode Washi (ひので和紙) offers opportunities to create your own sheets of washi or (if you bring along an interpreter) more advanced items like candles or decorative postcards. Extremely friendly proprietor Hideki Kunitaka begins by giving a tour of the mulberry trees on his grounds, and then leads the workshop in his atelier. For reservation details and scheduling, see hinodewashi.tokyo/activity_english.html.

Back in Kichijōji, workshops on using ready-made washi to craft various items (notebooks, brooches and more) are held at Ōnao (大直). As the website is in Japanese, it’s best to enquire and make reservations at the store in person.



QUINTESSENTIAL KŌENJI SHOPS

Sub Store

Eclectic all-in-one bookstore, art gallery, cafe and event space run by an Indonesian-Japanese couple.

Uptown Records

Vinyl record store run by Chinese-American couple with an in-store bar, and hosts DJ events.

Digahole Zines

DIY zine shop located along Kōenji’s Central Rd, with adjacent space for events and exhibitions.






SHINJUKU & NORTHWEST TOKYO


VIBRANT NIGHTLIFE AND POP CULTURE

Shinjuku is a city with two faces – to the west are windowed office buildings and high-rises that fill up Tokyo’s skyline; and to the east, glitzy department stores, a world of entertainment and neon lights. A passageway of sorts (most train lines pass through Shinjuku), the neighbourhood is where people from all walks of life gather. Shinjuku, along with Ikebukuro and Shibuya, were designated subcentres of Tokyo in 1958. The following years saw the areas undergo rapid development, and still there’s no sign of them slowing down.

Follow the tracks on one of Tokyo’s busiest trains – the JR Yama-note line – to arrive in northwest Tokyo. Ikebukuro is the major transport hub, and one that sees millions of commuters each day. Home to Sunshine City, one of Tokyo’s largest shopping and entertainment facilities, Ikebukuro is a fun, youthful area with big retail and department stores, as well as arcades that open until late.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Shinjuku Gyoen

SLEEPING

2Hotel Gracery Shinjuku

EATING

3Gyukatsu Aona

4Omoide Yokochō

5Ramen Jiro

6Ramen Nagi

7Torikizoku

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Adezakura

9Aiiro Cafe

10AiSOTOPE Lounge

11Arty Farty

12Bar Goldfinger

see 6Champion Bar

13Dragon Men

14Eagle Tokyo Blue

15Golden Gai

16Kabukichō

SHOPPING

17Books Kinokuniya

18Shinjuku Kitamura Camera

19Tokyu Hands




TOP TIP

Navigating through Shinjuku and Ikebukuro stations can be overwhelming, even for the locals. Google Maps will often tell you which station exit is closest to your destination. Follow station signage carefully and keep to the left side of walkways. Rush hours occur around 7.30–10am and 5.30–8pm.
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Kabukichō

THE NEIGHBOURHOOD AT NIGHTFALL

By day, Kabukichō (歌舞伎町) is just your average part of town that sometimes looks a bit quiet and sparse; nightfall is when it truly shines. A typical night here begins with all-you-can-drink beer and cocktails at an izakaya to get the buzz going, followed by a stroll down its streets, with what seems like a thousand neon signs illuminating your way. For some Tokyoites, a good night is one that ends here in the wee hours of the morning, stumbling out of a bar with a new friend or two and your voice hoarse from belting out the very best karaoke anthems.
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Shinjuku Gyoen

FEUDAL-LORD RESIDENCE TURNED URBAN OASIS

Smack bang in the centre of an otherwise concrete jungle, this lush garden is a welcome reprieve for Tokyo’s dwellers. A former feudal lord’s residence from the Edo period, Shinjuku Gyoen (新宿御苑) was converted into an imperial garden in 1906, before opening its doors to the public in 1951. You could easily spend an afternoon strolling the winding paths through the park’s three distinct garden styles (French formal, English landscape, Japanese traditional). There are a few restaurants and cafes dotted within the park grounds that provide welcome shelter.

In spring, the park is one of Tokyo’s best spots to witness the beauty of the cherry blossoms – there are over 1000 sakura trees here, from 65 different species. However, this also means the park can get quite crowded, and advance online ticket reservations (through the park’s website) with a designated time slot may be required during peak cherry-blossom season, though visitors are free to buy a ticket at the gate any other time of the year.
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More in Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo

Nighttime at Nichōme

LGBTIQ+ HANGOUTS

Shinjuku Nichōme (新宿二丁目), colloquially known as ‘Nichōme’ or ‘Nichō’, is Tokyo’s largest nightlife area specifically caterering to the LGBTIQ+ community. About a 10-minute walk from Shinjuku’s Golden Gai, the area was a red-light district during Japan’s postwar years. When sex work was outlawed in 1958, gay bars began taking over the premises that were once occupied by brothels. The exact number is up for debate, but it is believed that up to 500 bars now occupy this 300-sq-metre area.

Aiiro Cafe is one of Nichōme’s most popular bars, staffed by friendly, international members of the community and offering all-you-can-drink beer at happy hour for the unbeatable price of ¥1000. Bar Goldfinger and Adezakura are open exclusively to women on weekends – Goldfinger also has free popcorn and karaoke. For gogo boys, drag queens, bear nights, K-pop nights and themed events, check out what’s happening on the weekends at AiSOTOPE Lounge or Eagle Tokyo Blue. And for a night of dancing, head to Dragon Men or Arty Farty.


Nichōme Know-how

Koh, a Japanese local, shares his top tips for a fun night out in Nichōme.

Start your night at Aiiro Cafe, one of the best places to meet locals and foreigners alike!

New Sazae is where I go to groove with the most eclectic group of humans to the best retro tunes.

While many bars here cater to different genres and fetishes, most are traditional Japanese counter bars run by a ‘mama’. Being able to speak even a little Japanese can go a long way.

Nichōme is one of the friendliest LGBTIQ+ communities out there. My advice is to first meet and chat with us locals, and we can direct you to whatever tickles your fancy.



CONVENIENT HOTELS NEAR STATIONS

Hotel Gracery Shinjuku

In the heart of Kabukichō. A seven-minute walk to Shinjuku Station, and most Tokyo train lines. ¥¥

Vessel Inn Takadanobaba

Hotel lift leads straight to Takadanobaba subway station. Two-minute walk to JR and Seibu lines. ¥¥

Hotel Metropolitan Ikebukuro

Comfortable rooms and one-minute walk from Ikebukuro Station. ¥¥


THE NOSTALGIA OF OMOIDE YOKOCHō

Omoide Yokochō presents a passage into the past. With its dim lantern-lit alleys crammed with shops and izakaya that haven’t changed for at least half a century, it’s a rare piece of Shinjuku that has somehow evaded the city’s rapid, modern developments. Its name even sounds romantic – omoide translates to ‘memory’, harking back to a simpler era. But before it was Omoide Yokochō, it was Lucky St, a postwar-era black market of shops that stood back-to-back, separated only by wooden shutters. Even the ubiquity of yakitori and motsuyaki (grilled offal) shops here can be traced back to this era, where offal wasn’t rationed and could therefore be consumed in greater quantities.



WHERE TO EAT LATE IN SHINJUKU

Gyukatsu Aona  (牛かつあおな新宿店)

Tender, rare slices of beef breaded and deep-fried. Near Kabukichō; open until 12am. ¥¥

Ramen Nagi

Popular ramen store in Golden Gai serving fragrant niboshi (dried fish) ramen. Open 24 hours. ¥

Ramen Jiro

Thick tonkotsu rāmen piled high with meat and vegetables for big appetites. Open until midnight. ¥

Kanpai in Shinjuku

COLD BEER, HOT SKEWERS, KARAOKE

A place to stay and drink alcohol – that’s what izakaya roughly translates to. It’s where friends and colleagues come together and chat over drinks, food and the sound of clinking glasses, accompanied with shouts of ‘Kanpai!’ (cheers). The establishments themselves make these spots a satisfying experience, and they offer all-you-can-drink alcohol, fried food and savoury yakitori. Franchises such as Torikizoku are popular with locals and great for first-timers and tourists for their friendly atmosphere and easy tablet ordering system (not to mention delicious yakitori); but to get the authentic izakaya experience, head to a yokochō. In Shinjuku, that place is Omoide Yokochō (思い出横丁), near the station’s west exit. Note that when looking for an izakaya, it’s important to beware of touts – they are illegal, and yet they crop up frequently in areas like Kabukicho. Most izakaya also serve an appetiser known as otōshi. These cost a small fee per person, which locals consider a sort of tip or seating charge.

Chase more drinks at the plethora of other watering holes in Shinjuku. Golden Gai (ゴールデン街) is a good place to start – Champion Bar sits right at the entrance of the area densely packed with tiny themed bars that draw tourists in with their ¥500 drinks and loud karaoke. While it makes a good first stop, try squeezing through the alleyways or venturing upstairs to find some real gems. These might not come as cheap – some places ask for a cover charge (¥500 to ¥1500), and drinks usually cost ¥700 and up.

Your other option is Kabukichō; which might come across as a little daunting with its seedy veneer, though most bars here are just that and nothing more. Many are equipped with karaoke machines that are cheap (¥100 per song) or free to use, and everyone’s always welcome to sing along. However, it’s always a good idea to check a bar’s reviews on the internet prior to going, just as an extra precaution.
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Pop Culture Shopping at Ikebukuro

ANIME AND POKEMON LOVERS UNITE

If the neighbourhood of Akihabara is for otaku, then Ikebukuro (池袋) is...also for otaku; but, more specifically, those who enjoy manga, anime and games geared towards a female audience. In Akihabara, you have mecha robots and the season’s hottest mainstream characters; in Ikebukuro, you have bookshelves and arcades stocked with the merchandise of well-dressed male anime idols and cute characters. Otome Road (‘Maiden Rd’) is a street occupied by some of Japan’s foremost comics and merchandise stores, such as K-Books and Lashinbang. The Animate Cafe is also here, with special collaborations held every month. It’s not on Otome Rd itself, but an otaku’s trip to Ikebukuro isn’t complete without a stop at the newly renovated Animate Flagship Store, which reopened in the spring of 2023. Spanning 10 floors, there are event halls, a gallery and a theatre.

For lovers of endearing characters, and for those travelling with children, Sunshine City is the place to go. Pokémon Center Mega Tokyo is located here and as well as being stocked full of the latest merchandise, it has a dedicated space for card tournaments and the Pokémon Go Lab, where players of the mobile game can hang out. There’s also the adorable Pikachu Sweets, a takeaway cafe with Pokemón-themed offerings. For other merchandise, Kiddy Land, the Disney Store, the Ghibli Store and the One Piece Mugiwara Store all have outlets here.

For other fun things to do, check out the world’s largest collection of capsule toys and pick up a quirky souvenir or two at the Gashapon Department Store, or head up to the observation deck on the 60th floor of Sunshine 60.


OWL CITY

Owls are a common sight in Ikebukuro, in the form of statues, mascots and decorations on shopfronts. The most likely reason for this is a bit of wordplay — the bukuro in Ikebukuro sounds like the Japanese word for owls, fukurō. You won’t have much luck spotting real owls in the city, but some say Ikebukuro was once a spot where owls liked to congregate. Other sources cite a round, pouch-like area within the town where ponds formed as the origin for the town’s name, as ike and bukuro in Japanese translates to pond and pouch, respectively. However, no traces of the bodies of water are left, with the last remaining pond drying out after WWII.



COOL SHOPPING SPOTS IN SHINJUKU

Shinjuku Kitamura Camera

Beautiful and stylish, multistorey camera store for new and secondhand cameras, as well as accessories.

Tokyu Hands

Seven-storey lifestyle store carrying everything from cosmetics and kitchen items to DIY tools and stationery.

Books Kinokuniya Main Store

Historic Shinjuku bookstore. Foreign-language books are on the 7th floor, and stationery at B1.






KōRAKUEN & AKIHABARA


SUBCULTURE AND RECREATION HUB

Kōrakuen is most notably home to Tokyo Dome, an indoor stadium where Tokyoites flock to see concerts and baseball games. The real star of the neighbourhood is serene Koishikawa Kōrakuen, one of Tokyo’s oldest and most beautiful gardens, first established in the early 17th century by a member of the Tokugawa clan. Head south from Tokyo Dome to Jimbōchō, a neighbourhood keeping the printed word alive in the age of e-books – the city’s largest concentration of secondhand bookstores are all located here.

Whether or not you consider yourself an otaku, you’re likely to have heard of Akihabara. In this centre of subculture, anime is everywhere – on billboards, its songs blasting through shop speakers, plushies and figurines occupying shelves and glass display cases. Akihabara, sometimes called ‘Akiba’, is where fans of Japanese manga and anime come to bask in the glory of their favourite media, and carry home some exclusive merchandise.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Koishikawa Kōrakuen

2Tokyo Dome

SIGHTS

3Baseball Hall of Fame & Museum

4Bunkyo Civic Center

5Engetsu-kyo Bridge

6Kanda Myōjin

ACTIVITIES

see 29Spa LaQua

SLEEPING

7&AND Hostel Akihabara

8JR East Hotel Mets Akihabara

9Nohga Hotel Akihabara Tokyo

EATING

10Akihabara Caligari

11Curry Bondy

12Hinoya Curry Akihabara

DRINKING

13Bar 2000

14Bumpodo Cafe Gallery Cafe

15Game Bar A-Button

16Jimbōchō Book Center

17Sabouru

ENTERTAINMENT

18GiGO

19Namco

20Taito Station

21Tokyo Dome City

SHOPPING

22Akihabara Gachapon Hall

23Akihabara Radio Kaikan

24Animate

25Bic Camera

26Jimbōchō

27K-Books

28Kitazawa Bookstore

29LaQua

30Mandarake Complex

31Melonbooks

32Ogawa Tosho

33Sofmap

34Tamashii Nations Store

35Tamtam Hobby Shop

36Volks Akihabara Hobby Paradise 2

37Warhammer

38Yellow Submarine

39Yodobashi Camera




TOP TIP

To get straight to the main section of Akihabara, follow signs at the station that point to the Electric Town exit. The Tokyo Dome area is accessible via three stations: Kōrakuen, Suidōbashi and Iidabashi. Jimbōchō Station is accessible via Tokyo Metro, and is within a 10-minute walk from Ochanomizu Station.
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Tokyo Dome

TOKYO’S BASEBALL STADIUM

Completed in 1988, Tokyo Dome (東京ドーム) is an indoor baseball stadium that doubles as a concert and event venue that fits up to 55,000 spectators. Home to the Yomiuri Giants, Tokyo Dome is the best place in Tokyo to catch a baseball game. It has been a historic venue for big international artists, ranging from Bon Jovi to BTS. Fans of Japanese baseball may want to stop by the Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, also within the dome.
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Akihabara Chūo-dōri Avenue

OTAKU CENTRAL

It’s a sight every otaku recognises – a bright-red arcade, colourful buildings topped with anime character billboards and maid cafes – the wide Chūo-dōri Ave (中央通り) encapsulates the essence of Akihabara. Many of the area’s most prominent shops and entertainment complexes, like Animate and Sofmap, are also located here. Maids and cosplayers stand on the street to advertise their themed cafes, and while some might be OK with photographs, be sure to ask for permission first. For the best experience, visit on a Sunday, when Chūo-dōri Ave is open exclusively to pedestrians from 1pm.
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Koishikawa Kōrakuen Gardens

SERENE GREENERY IN THE CITY

First established as a garden for Lord Tokugawa Yorifusa’s spare Edo residence in 1629, Koishikawa Kōrakuen (小石川後楽園) is the oldest among Edo’s daimyō (feudal lord) gardens. Tall office buildings rise above the treetops but in certain secluded spots it’s easy to imagine what the garden might have looked like centuries ago, when the daimyō walked its grounds. Much of the scenery within the garden is based on other beautiful Japanese locations, while traditional Chinese influence can be seen, too – an example of which is the curved Engetsu-kyo Bridge. Designed by Chinese Confucian scholar Zhu Zhiyu and shaped like a full moon, the bridge exists in its original state – as during the Edo period.



More in Kōrakuen & Akihabara

The Geek’s Haven

FROM ELECTRONICS TO ANIME

Drawing visitors from across the globe who all share a love for Japanese subcultures, Akihabara is teeming with shops, most of them occupying multiple storeys, catering to one kind of otaku or another. Often translated as ‘geek’, otaku also refers to enthusiasts of a certain (often niche) interest, but the most common usage of the term refers to those who love exactly what Akihabara offers: anime and manga. For otaku shoppers looking to snag merchandise of their favourite anime characters – whether it’s a new launch or a rare exclusive – Akihabara is the best place to go. A few steps away from Akihabara Station, Akihabara Radio Kaikan (秋葉原ラジオ会館) is a landmark of the neighbourhood. Here, you’ll find a dizzying array of trading cards, books, dolls and figurines, tech and audio equipment, and more. The nine floors of retail are packed full with merchandise, brought to you by big retailers such as K-Books and hobby shop Yellow Submarine. If manga and doujinshi (unofficial comics) are what you’re looking for, you’ll find it at Animate or Melonbooks; both are along Chūo-dōri Ave. Other notable shops in the area include Volks Akihabara Hobby Paradise 2, which has its lower floors dedicated to anime merchandise and plastic models, with paints and other hobby supplies on the higher floors. For collectibles, such as toys, games and vintage items, check out Mandarake Complex.


AKIHABARA’S SHRINE

A seven-minute walk from Akihabara Station’s Electric Town exit is the Kanda Myōjin (神田明神) shrine. Founded in 730 near present-day Ōtemachi, the shrine has a nearly 1300-year history, and it is said that Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, paid respects to the Shintō gods here. The shrine moved to its current location in 1616, and it’s now a popular spot among visitors to Akihabara, who pray for love, luck and prosperity. Check out the collection of ema – small votive plaques that are petitions for assistance from the shrine’s resident deities. Some of the ema feature anime- and manga-style drawings made by visitors to the shrine.



WHERE TO STAY IN AKIHABARA

&AND Hostel Akihabara

Double rooms and a capsule-style dormitory available. Good for single travellers or couples. ¥

JR East Hotel Mets Akihabara

Comfy business hotel with spacious bathrooms. Right next to Akihabara Station. ¥¥

Nohga Hotel Akihabara Tokyo

Simple and beautifully decorated rooms. Just off Akihabara Chūo-dori Ave. ¥¥

Plastic Toys & Games Galore

FUN AT THE ARCADE

Arcades, or ‘game centres’, as they’re called in Japan, are convenient places to stop by for a quick bout of fun. Brightly coloured, with plenty of crane-game cabinets stocked with famous characters that are immediately visible from the street, they stand ever ready to entice pedestrians into spending some spare ¥100 coins. These entertainment complexes are in most neighbourhoods around Tokyo, but Akihabara has a high concentration of them. The merchandise here also caters more to the otaku crowd – think anime figurines, character-themed household items and more. Most games cost ¥100 to play, and if you’re very lucky (or very skilled), that’s all it could take to win a prize. Crane games and family-friendly crowd-pleasers like Mario Kart are always on the lower floors of the arcades, while photo booths, rhythm games and others are higher up. The big arcade chains here are GiGO,Taito Station and Namco, and when it comes to crane games, the main difference lies only in the merchandise they each have in stock.

Also scattered around Akihabara and wider Tokyo are gacha machines (sometimes called gachapon), which dispense random capsule toys and trinkets. These are ¥200 to ¥400 apiece, and toys range from cute character mascots and realistic animal figurines to some truly wacky creations that you’ll just have to see to believe. A large range of gachapon can be found at Akihabara Gachapon Hall and Gashapon Bandai Official Shop (ガシャポンバンダイオフィシャルショップ秋葉原店), although arcades and electronic shops like Bic Camera and Yodobashi Camera will also have them, as will Akihabara Station.

Other shops to seek out include Tamashii Nations Store for premium Bandai figurines, Warhammer for battle-game merch, and Tamtam Hobby Shop for car and Gunpla models.
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A QUICK DETOUR

Bunkyo Civic Center (文京シビックセンター) is worth a quick stop after a stroll through Koishikawa Kōrakuen. Just a short walk from the gardens, the building has an observation deck on the 24th floor that offers a great view of Tokyo’s busy skyline. The Tokyo Skytree can of course be seen from here, and on a good day Shinjuku appears against the backdrop of Mt Fuji. The observation deck is free to visit, and it’s open until 8.30pm.



WHERE TO EAT JAPANESE CURRY IN AKIHABARA & JIMBŌCHŌ

Curry Bondy

Famous curry restaurant in Jimbōchō; winner of the first Kanda Curry Grand Prix. ¥

Hinoya Curry Akihabara

The place to fuel up for shopping. Lots of fried, hearty toppings to choose from. ¥

Akihabara Caligari

Try Akiba-mori curry: both Japanese and Indian-style curry served with turmeric rice and fried chicken. ¥

Thrills, Spills & Relaxation

FUN AT TOKYO DOME CITY

It’s an impossible-sounding feat for somewhere as densely packed as Tokyo, but Tokyo Dome City (東京ドームシティ) somehow manages to cram in a baseball stadium with a capacity of 55,000, a roller rink, an onsen (hot springs) spa, a theme park, a shopping mall and more – all in one place. Because Tokyo Dome is a major sports and event venue, the whole complex can get rather packed on weekends and game days; but weekdays here are relatively quiet. Lots of indoor and outdoor kid-friendly rides and attractions at the theme park make it a great place for families with younger children to hang out; but there’s something for thrill-seekers, too. Thunder Dolphin is the only major roller-coaster in central Tokyo, and it takes thrill-seekers down a vertiginous plunge before zipping through a hole in LaQua (ラクーア) shopping centre. The midsized LaQua has a good selection of mostly well-known local brands and ample dining options that are great for all the family.

If relaxation is what you’re looking for, Spa LaQua is the best place to go for a quick and affordable onsen experience in the city. Located inside the shopping centre, there are indoor and outdoor natural hot-spring baths, massage and relaxation facilities, restaurants and saunas within a two-floor spa complex, as well as plenty of space to lounge – though guests will have to put up with the occasional rumbling of the Thunder Dolphin. The ¥3230 entry fee grants you access to most of the spa’s facilities for the entire day, though the spa prohibits entry to visitors with tattoos.

Books & Coffee at Jimbōchō

TOKYO’S TREASURE OF OLD TOMES

There’s one thing Jimbōchō (神保町) is known for, and that’s secondhand books. Sandwiched in an area between Tokyo Dome City and the Imperial Palace, it’s a neighbourhood with a casual, down-to-earth vibe, as well as some 200 bookstores with shelves stuffed entirely with old books in every genre and category available, housed mostly in old buildings. There’s no telling what you might find here – every shop has its own eclectic selection, from books on the arts, novels, foreign languages and history to technical manuals. Barely contained by the four walls in which they are held, the books sometimes burst out onto the streets and can be found sitting on racks on the pavement, giving passing pedestrians the opportunity to browse. Most of these bookstores are along Yasukuni-dori Ave, and the majority of them stock Japanese books only, though English books can be found in select shops like Kitazawa Bookstore and Ogawa Tosho.

Spend some time sifting through the neighbourhood’s many bookshelves; then, with a book or journal in hand, a kissaten is the next place to go. These can be found quite easily around the area, and range from modern and minimalist to cosy and retro. Some of the cafes here also double as bookstores. Drop in for a slow cuppa, some melon-cream soda or an old-style purin (custard pudding topped with bitter caramel sauce) – then crack open a book and whittle the afternoon away in quiet, caffeinated bliss.


JIMBōCHō’S BEST READING NOOKS

Bumpodo Cafe Gallery Cafe (文房堂ギャラリーカフェ)

Cosy cafe that doubles as an art gallery, inside a Jimbōchō stationery shop. ¥

Sabouru

This cafe’s interior is reminiscent of a cosy log cabin; full of rustic charm. ¥

Jimbōchō Book Center

Stylish cafe and bookstore that’s a popular spot for locals/digital nomads to work and study. ¥

Otonari Coffee  (オトナリ珈琲)

Cosy coffee shop in a converted residence. ¥

Book House Cafe

A comfortable cafe nestled right in the centre of the eponymous bookstore. ¥



WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN KŌRAKUEN & AKIHABARA

Bar 2000

On the 6th floor of Tokyo Dome Hotel. Windows offer views of Tokyo Dome at night.

Game Bar A-Button

Retro game-themed bar in Akihabara; chock-full of consoles, controllers and all things video game.

Beer Bar Bitter

Cosy bar in Kagurazaka with an extensive selection of craft beer.






UENO & YANESEN


MUSEUM CENTRAL AND LIVELY MARKETS

If you love art and museums, Ueno is a neighbourhood where you could spend days just hopping from one gallery to another. The majority of the things to see are within the massive Ueno Park, and it’s an impressive list that includes several temples and shrines, a zoo, the country’s largest museum (among a handful of other major institutions) and cafes. A short walk from the park, Ameya Yokochō is one of Tokyo’s liveliest marketplaces, with an eclectic collection of restaurants and bargain shops that attract tourists and locals.

Northwest of Ueno is a distinctly quieter and less populated area collectively known as Yanesen – a name that’s short for the three neighbourhoods of Yanaka, Nezu and Sendagi. Here, you’ll find cafes and art galleries in humble old buildings that have miraculously survived earthquakes, wars and the city’s rapid modernisation efforts, preserving a distinct old-Tokyo feel that’s rarely seen today.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Tokyo National Museum

SIGHTS

2Ameya Yokochō

3Asakura Museum of Sculpture

4Bentendō

5Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures

6Hagiso

7Heiseikan

8Japan National Museum of Western Art

9Kiyōmizu Kannon-dō

10National Museum of Nature & Science

11Nezu Shrine

12SCAI The Bathhouse

13Shinobazu-ike

14Tennōji

15Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum

16Tsuki-no-matsu

17Ueno Park

18Ueno Tōshō-gū

19Yanaka Ginza

20Yanaka Reien

21Yūyake Dandan

SLEEPING

22Grids Tokyo Ueno Hotel & Hostel

23Hotel Resol Ueno

24Nohga Hotel Ueno

EATING

25Isen Honten

26Nagaokaya

27Nezu Taiyaki

28Shiretoko Factory Ueno

29Ueno Fugetsudo

30Ueno Menya Musashi Bukotsu Soden

DRINKING

31Café Lapin

32RISTRETTO Cafe et Bonbons

SHOPPING

33London Sports

34Niki no Kashi

35Shimura Shoten




TOP TIP

All museums close at 5pm, with last entry at 4.30pm. Be aware that Ueno Park and its museums can get quite crowded on weekends. It’s possible to walk from Ueno to Yanaka, and vice versa – in the latter case, begin your journey from Nippori Station.
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Ueno Park

CULTURE AND BEAUTY IN ONE PLACE

Besides being one of Japan’s first public parks, Ueno Park (上野恩賜公園) is also Tokyo’s centre for culture and recreation. Several of the city’s largest museums, including the Tokyo National Museum, are located here, along with Ueno Zoo and plenty of green spaces. Spring in Ueno is beautiful and lively, particularly during Ueno Sakura Matsuri, the festival where millions of people walk along the paths lined entirely with sakura trees, which are also lit up in the evening.

[image: jpg]

Ueno Park | Travel Stock/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tokyo National Museum

JAPANESE ART AND HISTORY

The oldest and largest museum in Japan, the Tokyo National Museum (東京国立博物館) comprises six buildings that house collections ranging from prehistoric Japanese art to temple treasures, and artefacts from across Asia and the Middle East. Explore the Japanese Gallery (Honkan) on the 2nd floor, which presents Japanese art dating from prehistory to the 19th century, before reaching the galleries downstairs, and then visit Heiseikan, to see the haniwa (earthenware figures). While here, don’t miss the Museum Garden and its historic teahouses. Also worth seeing is the Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures, which features objects from the ancient Buddhist temple Hōryū-ji, many of which are officially classed as National Treasures and Important Cultural Properties.
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More in Ueno & Yanesen

Temples & Shrines in the City

ANCIENT SACRED SPACES

Despite Tokyo’s hypermodern and urban nature, centuries-old shrines and temples somehow fit right into its landscape, all still beautifully preserved and maintained. Ueno Park has some of Tokyo’s most prominent temples and shrines within walking distance of each other, while Yanesen is home to the city’s oldest places of worship.

The grandest of them all is the gilded Ueno Tōshō-gū (上野東照宮). Built in 1627 in memory of Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, the structure has survived earthquakes and wars, and represents Edo-era architecture at its finest. A short walk through the park grounds will take you to Kiyōmizu Kannon-dō (清水観音堂), one of Tokyo’s oldest temples, built in the image of Kiyomizu-dera in Kyoto. At the back of the temple, facing Shinobazu-ike pond, is Tsuki-no-matsu, a pine tree with branches shaped to resemble a full moon. It’s a symbol that has made its way onto several Edo-era woodblock prints, though the tree we see is a recreation – the original tree was destroyed in a typhoon during the Meiji period. Nestled in the centre of the lotus-covered Shinobazu-ike pond is Bentendō (弁天堂), a temple built to resemble Hōgon-ji, a temple on an island of the massive Lake Biwa in Shiga Prefecture.

Northwest of Ueno in Yanesen is the vermillion Nezu Shrine (根津神社), with a line of torii and bushes of blooming azaleas. Built in 1706, it’s one of Tokyo’s oldest shrines and an Important Cultural Property. The best time to visit is around April to May, when the shrine’s grounds are pink with azalea blooms.


GOSHUIN-ATSUME

Most shrines have a goshuin: a unique seal stamped in vermillion. Goshuin-atsume (‘collecting seals’) used to be a practice reserved for more devout shrine-goers that has surged in popularity, particularly among younger people, as a way of keeping a physical memento of a trip. Special goshuinchō (booklets) are used to collect these seals, on which a shrine official will stamp and inscribe the date and the name of the shrine. Donations are requested in return, usually ranging from ¥300 to ¥500. If you fancy collecting some of your own, goshuinchō are now sold in stationery stores and sometimes at shrines – the pages are made of card and fold out like an accordion.



WHERE TO GET A COFFEE IN UENO

RISTRETTO Cafe et Bonbons

Cute coffee stand in Ueno serving baked goods and drinks topped with superb latte art. ¥

Up to You Coffee

A cuppa that’s also artwork – barista Takehiro Okudaira is a latte-art world champion. ¥

Café Lapin

Charming old-school cafe that roasts (and sells) its own beans. ¥

Wending Through the Yokochō

FOODIE AND BARGAIN-HUNTER’S PARADISE

A yokochō, in its typical definition, means a narrow side street off the main road, but nowadays they’re associated with izakaya and street stalls, and as places where people can sit, drink and unwind. Of all the well-known yokochō in Tokyo, Ameya Yokochō (アメヤ横丁) is one of the largest, with over 400 stores crammed onto the street stretching between Ueno Station and Okachimachi Station. The locals call it ‘Ameyoko’, and like all the other yokochō in Tokyo, Ameya Yokochō can trace its advent to the period after WWII, when it was a black market that sold food at a time when supplies were scarce. As for its name, there are two different hypotheses: some say it was from the sweet stores that opened here when sugar was considered a luxury (ameya means ‘sweet shops’); others think ‘Ameyoko’ may have been short for ‘America Yokochō’, as many of the black market goods were supposedly obtained from American GIs stationed in Tokyo during the occupation years.

Ameya Yokochō is a lively open-air marketplace. Shops here sell everything from candy to shoes, jackets and perfume. Many non-native Japanese restaurants have also set up here, doling out kebabs and xiao long bao (soup-filled Chinese dumplings) from their stall windows. The alley has an atmosphere not often seen in other major parts of Tokyo, in that it’s not curated and is a little overwhelming and a little chaotic – it seems to operate to a different set of rules and, in keeping with that theme, bargaining is allowed at some stores. Though the alley feels like a fairly long stretch, it takes a little less than 10 minutes to get from one end to the other, so it’s easy to take time to walk down the length of the yokochō before deciding where to eat and what to buy.

Arrive in the early evening, after a visit to Ueno Park, for dinner or to score some souvenirs. If you’re after some bargains, shops to look for include Niki no Kashi for Japanese confectionery, Shimura Shoten for chocolates by the ¥1000 bagful and London Sports for discount brand-name sportswear.


ART IN THE SUBURBS

There’s a charming collection of small art museums and galleries in Yanesen. SCAI The Bathhouse is a contemporary art gallery that occupies – as its name suggests – an old bathhouse in Yanaka. Another space for contemporary art is Hagiso, an old apartment building converted into a cafe/art gallery/salon/hotel. A new exhibition by a local artist goes up here every six weeks or so. Also in Yanaka is the Asakura Museum of Sculpture (台東区立朝倉彫塑館), which was the former studio and residence of famed sculptor Fumio Asakura. Among his works, you’ll find bronze sculptures of famous Japanese figures, and cats, which Asakura particularly adored.



WHERE TO STAY IN UENO

Grids Tokyo Ueno Hotel & Hostel

Trendy hostel near Ueno Station; perfect for solo travellers. ¥

Hotel Resol Ueno

Artsy hotel just outside Ueno Station with modern, chic rooms. ¥¥

Nohga Hotel Ueno

Tastefully decorated rooms with plenty of cool common spaces to hang out in. ¥¥

An Afternoon of Culture

MUSEUM-HOPPING AT UENO PARK

Besides the Tokyo National Museum, there are several other museums within Ueno Park that make for a great afternoon of quiet wandering. A popular spot for those with children, and a fun place to spend a few hours for people of all ages, is the National Museum of Nature and Science (国立科学博物館) – its permanent exhibit showcases dinosaur fossils and taxidermied animals and plants native to the island. It can get crowded on weekends, and while there is English signage on exhibits, they can be a bit sparse.

Closest to Ueno Station is the Japan National Museum of Western Art (国立西洋美術館), which has an impressive collection of Western paintings from the 17th to the early 20th century, including pieces by Monet and Renoir.

For modern art, make your way to Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum (東京都美術館); the permanent exhibition is free to visit. Purchasing a Tokyo Museum Grutto Pass (¥2500) gets you access to 101 facilities around Tokyo, either for free or at a discounted price. Many of the city’s art and history museums are included on this list, plus Ueno Zoo and some parks, too.

Old Tokyo Charms at Yanaka

SLIP BACK IN TIME

If the hustle and bustle of the city gets a bit too hectic, take a breather in sleepy Yanaka, a neighbourhood that retains an unassuming, old-timey charm that is rarely seen now in modern-day Tokyo. Largely undamaged by natural disasters and WWII bombings, Yanaka almost appears to exist in its own bubble – despite its close proximity to the highly developed Ueno, you’ll mostly find wooden buildings, humble temples and understated neighbourhood shop-houses here; a combination that gives the impression of a town left untouched by modernity.

The liveliest part of town is Yanaka Ginza, a narrow shopping street lined with butchers and produce shops, souvenir stores and small cafes sitting at the foot of Yūyake Dandan – the photogenic ‘Sunset Steps’. The street has a friendly neighbourhood vibe that’s helped along by the many cats that can be found along the stretch; in the form of sculptures atop shop roofs, as merchandise in stores and actual furry felines that occasionally roam about.

Another spot here that’s worthy of a slow weekday afternoon’s exploration is Yanaka Reien – a serene slice of Tokyo far away from the hubbub. It’s a cemetery that is one of the city’s largest, and it’s the resting place of the last shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu. Near where the cemetery begins is Tennōji, a temple that is one of the city’s oldest, founded sometime between 1394 and 1427.
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BEST HEARTY UENO DINING

Isen Honten

The reasonably priced restaurant that invented katsu-sando – sauce-covered pork-cutlet sandwiches. ¥¥

Nagaokaya

Izakaya serving Spanish fare and delicious, juicy lamb chops fresh off the grill. ¥¥

Ueno Menya Musashi Bukotsu Soden

Thick tsukemen (dipping noodles) topped with generous servings of pork; perfect after a long day. ¥



WHERE TO GET A SWEET SNACK IN UENO & YANESEN

Ueno Fugetsudo

Confectionery shop first established in Edo period. Famous for Gaufre waffle sandwiches. ¥

Nezu Taiyaki

A neighbourhood street stall selling tai-yaki – a bean-filled pastry shaped like tai (sea bream). ¥

Shiretoko Factory Ueno

Adorable doughnuts with a little animal character peeking out from the centre. ¥






Asakusa & Sumida River


CENTRE FOR CULTURE AND TRADITION

Asakusa is all about keeping the old traditions of Tokyo alive. Though a lot about the area is geared towards tourists, locals love it too. Much about the place still feels authentic, from the historical restaurants scattered around Sensō-ji – Tokyo’s oldest and most recognisable temple – to the energetic local rickshaw-pullers shuttling passengers from place to place. Move south along Sumida-gawa (Sumida River) and you’ll arrive at Kuramae, a neighbourhood of modern artisans.

Further south is Ryōgoku, where tournaments for Japan’s national sport – sumo – take place three times a year to much fanfare. Even if you know nothing about sumo, you’ll still want a ticket, just to witness the strength on display and the Shintō rituals of this ancient sport. When it isn’t tournament season, the neighbourhood still draws visitors in with piping-hot sumo food – chanko-nabe – and the expansive Edo-Tokyo Museum, which takes you through the history of Tokyo.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Sensō-ji

2Tokyo Skytree

SIGHTS

3Five-Storied Pagoda

4Kaminari-mon

5Oshinari Park

6Postal Museum

7Sumida Park

ACTIVITIES

8Sumida Aquarium

EATING

9Ichiban-ya

DRINKING

10Kaminari-Issa

11Kaminari-Issa

12Kirby Café

13Suzukien Asakusa

SHOPPING

14Pokémon Centre

15Taisho Romankan

16Tokyo Solamachi

17Vasara

18Yae Kimono Rental




TOP TIP

Use the Metro or Toei train lines when getting to and from here from within the city. You can explore Asakusa and Kuramae on foot – there are also walkways along Sumida-gawa where you can get a splendid view of the city. And for Tokyo Skytree, buy tickets online in advance, as they’re cheaper.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ryōgoku Kokugikan

SIGHTS

2Almost Perfect

3Edo-Tokyo Museum

4Sumo Museum

EATING

5Ryōgoku Edo Noren

DRINKING

6Coffee Wrights

7Dandelion Chocolate

8Hangetsu Roastery

9Hatoya Asakusa

10Leaves Coffee Apartment

11Leaves Coffee Roaster

SHOPPING

12Ink Stand

13Jiyucho

see 12Kakimori

14Nakamura Tea Life Store

15Tsubame Kobo



Ryōgoku Kokugikan

THE SUMO WRESTLING RING

Near the banks of the Sumida-gawa, Ryōgoku Kokugikan (両国国技館) is Japan’s national sumo-wrestling stadium. For 15 days in January, May and September each year, the giant athletes step onto the sacred dohyō (wrestling ring) to fight, all in a bid to move up the ranks. It’s tournament season when you see colourful flags called nobori hoisted on bamboo sticks along the stadium’s exterior – these have the fighters’ names written on them, with the name of their sponsor underneath.
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Tokyo Skytree

THE CITY FROM ABOVE

At 634m, Tokyo Skytree (東京スカイツリー) is the tallest tower in Japan and a majestic symbol of the city. The needle-like structure serves as a telecommunications and broadcasting tower to Tokyo’s millions of inhabitants, and at the top are two observation decks: one at 350m, the other at 450m. It costs extra to see both, but the sprawling view of Sumida-gawa snaking across the densely packed metropolis is worth the price. The best time to go is just before sunset – head up while it’s light to see Tokyo in all its glory, then watch the city lights go up as the sun creeps below the horizon. There’s also a bar and cafe.



TOP SIGHT
Sensō-ji

You can’t miss Sensō-ji – the entrance to Tokyo’s oldest temple is marked by a giant red lantern that hangs from the temple gate – and no trip to the city is complete without stepping foot in this important landmark. Built in the 7th century, the temple enshrines Kannon, the goddess of mercy (hence why it’s also known as Asakusa Kannon-dō). Legend says that the original Kannon statue for which the temple was built was fished out of the Sumida-gawa.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Kaminari-mon

Kannon-dō

Five-Storey Pagoda

Nakamise-dori

Omikuji

Ichiban-ya



Nakamise-dōri

The street leading to the temple is a lively strip lined with stalls. Spanning 250m, it’s undeniably touristy, but it retains a long, proud history as one of Japan’s oldest shopping streets, dating back to the late 1600s. There’s a lot to see here. For food, seek out Ichiban-ya for some fresh sembei (rice crackers), and look out for age-manjū (fried pastries filled with bean paste) and ningyō-yaki (cakes filled with sweet bean paste) – all made fresh on the spot.

Step Through Kaminari-mon

Kaminari-mon (雷門; pictured left) is your gateway to the temple. You’ll see a gigantic red lantern hanging above the entrance doorway, almost close enough to touch. The lantern weighs an impressive 700kg; and step right up to it to see an intricately carved dragon on its underside. Flanking the doorway are statues of two deities: Fūjin, the God of Wind, and Raijin, the God of Thunder. Both are enshrined as protectors of the gate (against natural disasters). The original gate was built in 942 and has been rebuilt several times – the current gate dates back to 1960.


ASAKUSA BY NIGHT

Though you won’t be able to enter the temple buildings, it’s worth coming here after nightfall to see Sensō-ji and its temple gates lit up. Well-placed spotlights give the place a dynamic quality not seen during the day, and you’ll be beating the afternoon crowds. The lights stay on until 11pm, giving plenty of time to pop by after dinner.



Five-Storied Pagoda

As you continue towards the main temple hall, a pagoda emerges into view on the left. Known simply as the Five-Storied Pagoda, the structure was first built in 942 along with the original Kaminari-mon, but fires and disasters over the centuries have seen it rebuilt multiple times. The pagoda was considered to be one of the city’s finest during the Edo period and was an important landmark of Asakusa that appeared often in art of the time. The top storey of the tower houses a Śarīra – a relic of the Buddha’s remains.

Kannon-do

Breathe in the incense as you approach Kannon-dō, the Main Hall, then climb the steps and enter the worship area. If you’d like to make an offering, drop a coin into the wooden box at the top of the steps. Originally built by the third shogun, Tokugawa Iemitsu, Kannon-dō was designated a National Treasure in 1907 before it was destroyed in WWII air raids – the structure that stands today was rebuilt in 1958. There is an altar in the temple’s outer sanctum – glance up, and you’ll also see three paintings on the ceiling of two deities and a dragon. Meanwhile, the temple’s namesake, the Goddess Kannon, is enshrined within its inner sanctum where visitors will have to remove their footwear to enter.

Omikuji

Part of the quintessential Japanese temple experience is getting an omikuji – a written form of fortune-telling. There are silver canisters and numbered cabinets within the halls of Kannon-do and on its outer courtyard; getting your fortune told is a matter of dropping ¥100 into a wooden box, shaking the canister until a numbered stick falls out, then checking its corresponding cabinet drawer. The slip of paper found inside will have your fortune written on it in English and Japanese. If you get a bad fortune, fold the paper up and tie it to a rack nearby to ward the misfortune away.


TOP TIPS

• As Tokyo’s prime tourist destination, Sensō-ji is almost always crowded. You’ll have a bit more breathing space by visiting earlier in the day.

• It’s common for both locals and tourists to don a kimono around Asakusa – many shops in the area offer kimono dress and rental services.

• A lot of the souvenirs sold at Nakamise-dōri are similar enough; get a good look on your way to the Main Hall, then shop on your way out.

• More worshippers are likely to turn up at the temple on the 18th of every month, a day that is associated with the Goddess Kannon.







More in Asakusa & Sumida River

Enter the Dohyō

WATCH THE SUMO BATTLE

An ancient sport dating back some 1500 years, sumo’s origins are rooted in religion: bouts were originally performed at shrines as part of a ritual for the gods, in return for a bountiful harvest. Today’s sumo matches are still very ritualistic and tied to the Shintō faith. Above the dohyō, the packed earth ring on which the rikishi (fighters) wrestle, is a roof resembling a Shintō shrine suspended in midair. Before facing their opponent, the rikishi scatter a handful of purifying salt into the ring and rinse their mouths in another rite of purification.

The only place to catch a sumo tournament is Ryōgoku Kokugikan. Tickets for each tournament go on sale roughly a month before the day of the event, with regular arena seating and box seats closer to the dohyō. If you don’t manage to snag one before tickets sell out, 400 general admission tickets go on sale at 8am at the stadium’s box office on the day of the tournament. They’re cheaper than the ones sold online, but you’ll have to go early to line up. Junior wrestler matches begin earlier in the day, with the main event featuring the country’s wrestling superstars and the yokozuna (the highest-ranking sumo) starting in the afternoon. While at the stadium, stop by the Sumo Museum to learn more about Japan’s national sport, and on your way home stop for food at Ryōgoku Edo Noren – it’s next to Ryōgoku Station and has a full-sized dohyō right in the centre.


TRAVEL BACK TO EDO

Edo-Tokyo Museum (江戸東京博物館), detailing the history of Tokyo from the Edo period to the modern day, is an essential visit for anyone interested in getting a more in-depth understanding of the city and its historical development. It’s unfortunately closed for renovations until sometime in 2025. Prior to closure, visitors could walk on a portion of a life-sized replica of the wooden Nihombashi Bridge, see a recreation of an old kabuki stage, learn about the culture of Edo, and watch Tokyo expand and modernise through the museum’s interactive exhibits and dioramas. The experience is available virtually through a Google Street View-esque page on its website.



WHERE TO GET A MATCHA IN ASAKUSA

Hatoya Asakusa

Every matcha latte is made before your eyes at this trendy matcha stand.

Kaminari-Issa

Two locations near Sensō-ji. Large variety of matcha-based sweets and drinks and even matcha beer.

Suzukien Asakusa

Teahouse in Asakusa famous for matcha gelato. The lines here get long!

Crafts & Coffee at Kuramae

THE MODERN ARTISAN DISTRICT

Despite its proximity to the ever-busy Asakusa, Kuramae is quiet, even on weekends. This neighbourhood is where many artisans and craftspeople have their studios, and many small factories and manufacturers are headquartered here, giving Kuramae a reputation of being a ‘maker’s town’.

Begin your journey through Kuramae at stationery store Kakimori (カキモリ) – there’s a beautifully illustrated map of the neighbourhood available for free here, featuring notable shops and studios in the area. The map is in Japanese, but creative space Almost Perfect, also in Kuramae, has their version of an English map that’s available online (almostperfect.jp/map). Kakimori makes beautiful pens and custom notebooks that are very popular among locals – you’ll need a reservation to get your own custom-designed notebook made on weekends. Right upstairs is Ink Stand, where you can blend your own one-of-a-kind ink. On the way there, you’ll also pass by Jiyucho, a little letter shop where you can write a letter to your future self (reservation required). Also nearby is Tsubame Kobo (つばめ工房), where you’ll find hand-dyed and woven scarves.

For an afternoon pick-me-up, grab a coffee at Leaves Coffee Apartment – the beans are fresh from their own little roastery nearby. The highly popular bean-to-bar chocolate from Dandelion Chocolate also makes for a great afternoon snack; there are plenty of other delicious treats to enjoy, too. Tea drinkers can check out Nakamura Tea Life Store for organic green tea – direct from the owner’s farm in Shizuoka – that comes in cool tin canisters.
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Observatory deck, Tokyo Skytree | Benny Marty/shutterstock ©

A Day at Skytree

SKY-HIGH ENTERTAINMENT

Tokyo Skytree draws most people in with its awesome architecture and commanding views of the city – on the observatory deck, you’re at the highest point of this densely populated metropolis, and from up here, buildings look like matchboxes and cars are but mere specks. After a trip up the tower, venture beneath the structure to Tokyo Solamachi (東京ソラマチ), a shopping and entertainment complex that’s a popular destination for locals and tourists, particularly those with children. Aside from the shops (over 300 mostly midrange Japanese and international brands) and restaurants, the Sumida Aquarium, the Postal Museum and a planetarium are also located here, plus there’s a sizeable children’s play area on the 5th floor.

For souvenirs, head down to the 4th floor, where you’ll find franchise stores for some of Japan’s most popular gifts. Shopping here can feel somewhat less authentic than buying similar souvenirs elsewhere, but it’s a good option when you’re short on time or need to get some last-minute purchases. Pop-culture aficionados will want to stop by the Pokémon Centre and the adorable Kirby Café. There’s even more character merchandise elsewhere in the building – near the food court are stores dedicated to beloved characters like Snoopy, Miffy and Rilakkuma. And if all that browsing and shopping is getting you peckish, there’s a wonderful selection of sweets and confectioneries on the 2nd floor. Dining options are also aplenty here; light bites are on the 1st floor and restaurants are on the 6th. But for those special occasions, there’s no better place to celebrate than the restaurants with a view, halfway up Tokyo Skytree, on the 30th and 32nd floors.


WHY I LOVE ASAKUSA & SUMIDA RIVER
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Winnie Tan, writer

In this part of Tokyo, there’s a warm, friendly and laid-back atmosphere that I really enjoy. I love wending my way through the residential areas and dipping into old restaurants for comfort food, where you know they have mastered their recipe for decades. The juxtaposition of the massive Tokyo Skytree against the otherwise unassuming neighbourhood is a jarring one, but one that I think adds to the character of the place. On some weekends, I go to Tokyo Solamachi to shop, and I don’t leave without my favourite treat: the ultra fluffy sponge cake from Grand Castella – you’ll know it when you smell it.



WHERE TO BUY COFFEE BEANS IN KURAMAE

Hangetsu Roastery  (半月焙煎研究所)

The coffee at the cafe next door is roasted fresh here. Irregular opening times.

Leaves Coffee Roaster

Small-batch coffee by award-winning roaster, open only on weekends and Monday. Bit pricey, but delicious.

Coffee Wrights

Small, unassuming coffee stand offering a rotating selection of six single-origin roasts.
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Sumida Aquarium | MoominHippo/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


OSHINARI PARK

Just outside Tokyo Skytree, yet surprisingly uncrowded, Oshinari Park (おしなり公園) consists of two banks that straddle a waterway running along the length of the entire Solamachi complex. The park is fitted with bridges, decks and water features, and lined with cherry blossom trees. It’s a scenic spot that makes for a quick afternoon stroll; at night, come here to see the bubbling fountains and Tokyo Skytree as it lights up in bright colours. In spring, it’s a popular photography spot – it’s here you’ll snap pictures of Japan’s tallest building perfectly framed by pink cherry blossoms. Nearby Sumida Park is also ideal for cherry blossoms in spring.



WHERE TO RENT A KIMONO IN ASAKUSA

Taisho Romankan

Large selection of kimono in stylish, modern designs that are popular with young locals.

Vasara

Friendly kimono rental offering different price plans – rent a kimono set from ¥3000.

Yae Kimono Rental

Near Asakusa Station for easy returns on your way back home. Price includes professional hairstyling.






ODAIBA & TOKYO BAY


ART AND KID-FRIENDLY ENTERTAINMENT

This dynamic region features numerous attractions, from the family-friendly theme parks, shopping malls and Edo-era onsen to a thriving fish market, visionary digital-art installations and canal-side murals. Odaiba is a scenic neighbourhood with activities that easily fill a weekend of entertainment. Also on offer here is plenty of scenic cruising, and some of the city’s best evening views, accentuated by the dazzling Rainbow Bridge.

Known formerly as Edo Bay, and fronted by expansive tidal flats, Tokyo Bay’s waters once teemed with nori (seaweed) and fish, served up as the famous Edomae sushi. Reclamation of the area began in the 1590s, when landfill from Edo Castle was used to house the Tokugawa shogunate’s sprawling entourage of warriors, artisans and merchants. Over time, mountains of waste were further piled into Tokyo Bay to create additional islands and piers, including Toyosu, from where energy companies powered the ever-growing metropolis.
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SIGHTS

1Dialogue Museum

2Maki Gallery

3National Museum of Emerging Science & Innovation

4Odaiba Marine Park

5Rainbow Bridge

6Symbol Promenade Park

7teamLab Planets

8Tennōzu Isle

9Terrada Art Complex I & II

10Toyosu Market

11Unicorn Gundam

12Unko Museum

13What Museum

ACTIVITIES

14Senkyaku Banrai

SLEEPING

15Petals

EATING

16Kiten Tokyo

17Ocean Dish Q’on

18Toyomi Fisheries Terrace

DRINKING

19Soholm

see 19TY Harbor

20Whisk @mesm Tokyo, Autograph Collection

ENTERTAINMENT

21KidZania Tokyo

see 23Tokyo Joypolis

SHOPPING

22Aqua City Odaiba

23Decks Tokyo Beach

24DiverCity Tokyo Plaza

25Pigment Tokyo

see 13What Cafe




TOP TIP

If possible, time your visit to Odaiba and Tokyo Bay with one of the many festivals held here, including Tennoz Canal Fes (spring); Odaiba Lantern Festival (July); ArtBay Tokyo Art Festival (September); Fiesta Mexicana (September); Hawaiian-style Aloha Nui Festival (dates vary); and Rainbow Fireworks Festival (December).
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Tokyo Bay | Image Provided by Duane Walker/getty images ©

Senkyaku Banrai

EDO-STYLE BATHING AND SHOPPING

Previous visitors to Tokyo who bemoaned the closure of the popular Tokyo Edo Monogatari onsen will be delighted at this spanking-new spa, Senkyaku Banrai (千客万来), open since February 2024. The venue includes two separate sections: a seafood-forward shopping wing for food and crafts, designed in collaboration with the Toyosu Market and featuring numerous Edo-themed touches; and a nine-storey bathhouse and wellness centre, which includes an open-air bath with water sourced from the Hakone-Yugawara hot springs, along with a sauna, spa treatments and rooftop footbaths offering fantastic bayside views.

Toyosu Market

THE FAMOUS TUNA AUCTION

Following its relocation from Tsukiji Market in 2018, the morning tuna auction at Toyosu Market (ザ・豊洲市場) is now more of an organised affair compared to the chaos of days past. Still, it’s worth observing the live event – which starts around 5.30am – even if it’s now happening behind glass windows. No reservation is required to watch from two floors above the auction floor, where you’ll be away from the smells and sounds. However, you’ll need to apply in advance via an online lottery system to visit the observation deck, located just above the auction floor. While this is also partially separated by a pane of glass, it nonetheless provides an authentic sensorial experience.
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Toyosu Market | Osugi/shutterstock ©

teamLab Planets

MIND-BENDING DIGITAL EXHIBITS

Created by the teamLab collective, and a sister exhibit to teamLab Borderless in Azabudai Hills, the Toyosu digital art installation of teamLabPlanets (チームラボプラネッツ) provides a sensorial explosion via truly fantastical imagery and experiences. The rooms are all differently themed, with one consisting of knee-deep water through which you walk barefoot amid darting koi and blooming flowers, and another where you are surrounded by gigantic, multicoloured bouncing spheres. Ambient music enhances the otherworldly effect.


DIALOGUE IN THE DARK

Founded by German philosopher Dr Andreas Heinecke in 1988, and held in Japan since 1999, Dialogue in the Dark is an innovative program wherein blind guides lead sighted persons on tours amid total darkness – thereby promoting empathy and a deeper understanding of both self and others. With the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games themed on diversity and inclusion, two permanent spaces for this program were established in Tokyo: one at the Mitsui Garden Hotel Jingugaien Tokyo Premier (tours in Japanese only), and the other at the Dialogue Museum (対話の森) near Takeshiba Station in Tokyo Bay, where the unique program is also offered in English. Advance reservations required.



WHERE TO DINE BAYSIDE

Toyomi Fisheries Terrace

Surfer-style shack operated by wholesale tuna sellers, overlooking the 2020 Olympic village. ¥¥

Ocean Dish Q’on (オーシャンディッシュクオン)

This 14th-floor restaurant specialises in seafood prepped in French and Italian styles. ¥¥

Kiten Tokyo

Hefty lunch sets at this canal-side Tennōzu Isle restaurant. (The lamb curry is phenomenal.) ¥



More in Asakusa & Sumida River

All Kinds of Fun in Odaiba

KID-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS, RESPLENDENT SURROUNDING NATURE

Take the Yurikamome line along Rainbow Bridge (レインボーブリッジ) to the Odaiba waterfront, where there is not one but three mega-sized malls: DiverCity Tokyo Plaza (ダイバーシティ東京プラザ), Decks Tokyo Beach (デックス東京ビーチ) and Aqua City Odaiba (アクアシティお台場).

Toddlers will appreciate DiverCity’s Unko Museum (うんこミュージアム), which manages to connect the bodily function of poop with Japan’s kawaii culture through installations that include dung-shaped animals and a poop factory. Fronting the complex is the 20m-high Unicorn Gundam statue, which switches into destroyer mode nine times a day. Decks Tokyo Beach features stunning waterfront-dining options, plus Tokyo Joypolis (東京ジョイポリス), an indoor amusement centre offering VR experiences alongside plentiful rides and games. Also on-site are museums dedicated to trick art and tako-yaki (octopus dumplings). Meanwhile, Aqua City Odaiba features a trilingual robot concierge who can direct you to cool sights, including Toyosu’s KidZania Tokyo (キッザニア東京), where tykes can practise ‘working’ as chefs, dentists and whatever else takes their fancy.

Scenic bay-front views and strolling paths abound at Symbol Promenade Park, bedecked in seasonal flowers; and Odaiba Marine Park, which also offers windsurfing and beach volleyball. Bay cruises also depart from its pier; a great kid-friendly daytime option is Tokyo no kaba, a hippo-shaped water bus that splashes dramatically into the bay.
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Unicorn Gundam | Poonotsuke/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Art Offerings along Tennōzu Isle

THRIVING ART SCENE, SCENIC WATERWAYS

A tiny island encircled by canals, and one of the few remnants of the 1850s fortresses built to protect the city, Tennōzu Isle (天王洲アイル) has seen several large-scale conversions. Central to this story are the behemoth Terrada warehouses, built by the Terrada family after they purchased the remains of a local factory destroyed by WWII bombings. When Tokyo Bay underwent redevelopment in the 1990s, the languishing warehouses were infused with new life, as they stored luxury items such as art and wine. Art in particular is central to Terrada’s forward-thinking vision, which is now seen on Tennōzu Isle in various forms.

Terrada Art Complex I and II feature rotating content at several on-site showrooms. These include the Maki Gallery, whose past exhibitions have included ‘Anomaly’, which involved ‘building burgers’, created by edgy art collective Chim-Pom in an open interrogation of Tokyo’s never-ending cycle of demolition and construction. Terrada maintains several additional art venues and spaces, including the What Museum, which features exhibitions from the warehouse collections; What Cafe, which sells work from up-and-coming artists; and Pigment Tokyo, a multifaceted art shop showcasing 4500 pigments and 600 paintbrush types.

Art also infuses the island more generally, with unique sculptures fronting the canal-side boardwalks, and poetry nestled within shrubbery. Bond Street features many of these works, including a massive wall mural by Spanish street artist Aryz. The nearby floating hotel, Petals, offers stylish houseboat stays; prepare to pay for the privilege!


UNIVERSE-PROBING FUN

Kids and adults alike will find something to love at the cutting-edge Odaiba museum known in Japanese as Miraikan (未来館), which translates roughly as ‘Museum of the Future’, and known elsewhere as the National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation. Its mind-expanding installations cover everything from 3D simulations of Earth spinning out into space to a dome theatre exploring the concept of inter-dimensionality. Additional exhibits include a replica of the International Space Station and a model that investigates the workings of the internet. Occasional events and special exhibitions also take place; it’s best to check the website calendar for updates. Closed Tuesdays.



WHERE TO DINE & DRINK

TY Harbor

Stylish complex run by Warehouse Terrada with a fusion restaurant and on-site craft beer brewery. ¥¥

Soholm

French-inspired menu of meat and seasonal vegetables, along-side natural wines and craft beer in verdant surroundings. ¥¥

Whisk @mesm Tokyo, Autograph Collection

Lounge-style restaurant/bar inside an artistic hotel overlooking Tokyo Bay. ¥¥






MT FUJI & AROUND TOKYO
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DAY TRIPS TO BEACHES, SHRINES AND FUJI

Hike among pines, behold a giant Buddha, admire Mt Fuji from a lake or snorkel around idyllic islands. Tokyo is surrounded by surprising escapes.
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Kawaguchi-ko and Mt Fuji | DoctorEgg/Getty Images ©

In just a couple of hours from Tokyo, you could be admiring Mt Fuji from a bicycle as you explore one of the Fuji Five Lakes, or through a fog of sulphuric steam as you float over a grumbling volcano in Hakone. When the myriad pleasures in Tokyo wear thin, you can perfect your surfing on a beach in Shimoda or pop out to breathe the mountain air of Takao-san or Nikkō in the time it takes you to listen to an album or two. Hiking can be as easygoing or expert as you like too. The most interesting climb might not be up Mt Fuji’s alien terrain but from your ryokan (traditional Japanese inn) to an outdoor pine-bath onsen (hot spring), then back to your traditional room for an elaborate kaiseki Japanese seafood feast. Tradition and history are ever-present, including a former capital with a monumental Buddha statue and ports that were among the first to open to the West.

Escaping is easy, with trains, ferries and flights providing direct access to most sights. You could be back to the capital by dinner, or checking out to paradise at the volcanic Izu Islands, where unique birds and glow-in-the-dark mushrooms await. And if you’re really looking to get away, then set sail for the World Heritage–listed Ogasawara Archipelago, a natural sanctuary 1000km south of Tokyo where you can spot whales and swim with dolphins.
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Ogasawara Archipelago | WaterFrame/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MT FUJI

Iconic peak and lakes.

YOKOHAMA

Cosmopolitan port city.

KAMAKURA

Giant Buddha statue.

HAKONE

Nature, art and hot springs.

IZU PENINSULA

Beaches, hot springs and hiking trails.

CHICHIBU-TAMA-KAI NATIONAL PARK

Family-friendly mountain temples.

NIKKŌ

Golden temple splurge.

OGASAWARA ARCHIPELAGO

Remote marine paradise.



Find Your Way

The area around Tokyo stretches from bamboo forests to peninsula beaches. Stroll ancient streets and be back for dinner, or steep yourself in culture and history for days at blissfully remote islands and mountain temples.
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Plan Your Time

Climb it or admire it from an outdoor onsen. There are many ways to see Mt Fuji and endless shrines to discover in the mountains and towns just outside of the metropolis. Any day trip is rewarding.
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Mitake-san, Chichibu-Tama-Kai National Park | I will shoot U/shutterstock ©


Zippy City Escapes

• To keep things simple, narrow your choices to one-train day trips from Tokyo. Takao-san in Chichibu-Tama-Kai National Park offers an easy-going hike up paved paths to a temple. There are enough fantastical statues and torii gates along the way to hold the interest of even kids.

• Or choose Nikkō where golden Tōshō-gū reflects shogun extravagance in a pine forest. Nearby the vermilion Shin-kyō bridge resembles pure Japanese fairy tale.

• Also easy is jumping from Tokyo station to Kamakura in just under an hour, ready to peer up at a monumental Buddha statue. Then temple hop, admire the sunset at Enoshima island or zip back to the capital by early afternoon.




Three Days with Mt Fuji

• Lingering longer around the Fuji Five Lakes increases your chances of glimpsing elusive Mt Fuji in the clear morning. Base yourself at a large lake like Yamanaka-ko for cycling. Take the loop buses to the remote lake of Motosu-ko for hikes to lesser-witnessed views of Fuji from Panorama-dai and camp the night.

• For the truly adventurous, you could hike holy Mt Fuji itself from the Fifth Station to experience its unforgiving, otherworldly terrain, sheltering in a mountain hut and then standing tall at Japan’s highest point.

• Or see Fuji through volcanic vapour at Hakone and explore Hakone Open-Air Museum and compare mountain onsen.




A Week in Paradise

• You’ll want days to snorkel and swim the untouched white-sand beaches on the subtropical islands of the Ogasawara Archipelago. A 24-hour ferry trip takes you to Chichi-jima, and you could spend all your time seeking out birdlife unique to these parts or walking a buildingless coast to beaches you have all to yourself.

• Similarly, the vibe is chill at the beaches of the Izu Peninsula, but with many more people. Japanese surfers and young people converge on Shirahama in summer, where a torii perches on a rock. You can surf and snorkel your way down the coast or explore the jagged rocks north along the Jōgasaki Coast.



Seasonal Highlights

Cherry blossoms and autumn leaves are the obvious crowd pleasers, as are the mountains and lakes, while the June hydrangeas and beaches of the Izu Peninsula are a summer delight.

MARCH

Some time between late March and early April, cherry blossoms come alive from the Fuji Five Lakes to Nikkō.
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JUNE

Fat bouquets of blue and purple hydrangeas bloom across the Izu Peninsula, and start to emerge around the Fuji Five Lakes.
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JULY

The official season for Mt Fuji climbing begins. Summer rains set in for those who like it hot.
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Jatuphon.PTH/Shutterstock ©

AUGUST

Beach-hoppers and surfers gather around the Izu Peninsula. Even Kamakura’s black-sand beaches take on a party atmosphere.
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Yoshiyoshi Hirokawa/getty images ©

SEPTEMBER

Pleasant temperatures and fewer crowds. Typhoon season means Mt Fuji can be shrouded in clouds.
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OCTOBER

Autumn leaves blaze red and orange in Nikkō, Hakone, the mountains and around the Fuji Five Lakes.
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Sean Pavone/shutterstock ©

DECEMBER

The cold, dry air brings the bright, snow-capped view of Mt Fuji into clear focus.
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MT FUJI
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Even when seeking it, Mt Fuji can surprise you, appearing at any moment, glimmering through the trees, reflecting off a pristine lake or squatting across the horizon radiating confidence. No wonder the country’s highest peak is so embedded in Japan’s psyche. It is the ever-present crown jewel of the Fuji Five Lakes region and is especially alluring during kōyō (autumn foliage) season. You can make it as wild or mild as you want: tackling a climb on its otherworldly slopes, or admiring its famous silhouette as you meander around lakeshores and through lofty torii shrine gates. The remote lakes of Sai-ko, Shōji-ko and Motosu-ko beckon with outdoor water activities, while it’s easy to make quick day trips from Tokyo to bike-friendly Yamanaka-ko or the hub town of Kawaguchi-ko with its handy buses. Stay overnight to take things slow and admire more Fuji views.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Fuji

SIGHTS

2Aokigahara Forest

3Chūrei-tō Pagoda

4Fugaku Fūketsu

5Fuji Motosuko Resort

6Fuji Sengen-jinja

7Fuji Viewing Platform

8Fuji-Yoshida

9Hirano Beach

10Kachi-Kachi Yama Ropeway

11Kanadorii

12Kōyō-dai

13Kubota Itchiku Art Museum

14Lawson

15Narusawa Hyōketsu

16Ōike Park

17Ōishi Park

18Panorama-dai

19Sai-ko Iyashi-no-Sato Nenba

20Sai-ko Kōmoriana

21Sanko-dai

22Tenjō-yama Tenbō-dai

23Togawa-ke Oshi-no-ie Restored Pilgrim’s Inn

ACTIVITIES

24Yoshidaguchi Trail

SLEEPING

25Camp Village Gnome

26Fuji Kawaguchiko Onsen Hotel Konansou

27Fuji Lake Hotel

28Fuji Matsuzono Hotel

29Fujikawaguchiko Crescendo

30Higashimura

31Hitsuki Guesthouse

32Hostel Fujisan You

33Hostel Michikusa-ya

34Kōan Motosu Inn

35Life Goes On

36Megu Fuji 2021

37Motosuko Camping Ground

38Motosuko Ikoinomori Camping Ground

39Resort Pension Motosu

40Sun Plaza Hotel Fuji Yamanakako

41Ubuya

42Wakakusa no Yado Maruei

EATING

43Fuji Tempura Idaten

44Hōtō Fudō

45Jib

46Miyaki Udon

47Sanroku-en

48Shoya

49Syougetsu

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

50Ide Sake Brewery

51Lake Bake Cafe

see 26Lake Side Café Ku

52Moon Dance

53New York

54OarBlue

55The Park

ENTERTAINMENT

56Fuji-Q Highland

57Nagaike Water Park




TOP TIP

Mt Fuji is best witnessed when the sky is cloudless. If you are just visiting on a day trip (without having to worry about reserving accommodation), it pays to keep things loose, planning your visit to coincide with a fine, sunny day. If that’s during quieter weekdays, even better.
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Chūrei-tō Pagoda | lkunl/Shutterstock ©

Picture-Perfect Views of Mt Fuji

MT FUJI FROM EVERY ANGLE

Let’s face it, you’re probably here for the knockout views of Mt Fuji. There are unique and secluded ways to glimpse its slopes even from its most popular towns. Starting from Kawaguchi Station, exit left for a block to the uniquely sited Lawson convenience store, where you will likely find a crowd of happy snappers trying to get a pic of the store with a backdrop of Mt Fuji. After taking in this ancient–modern sight, walk towards the lake, and a minute before the lakeside Lawson, hike 10 minutes up a wooded mountain slope through a torii for pine-tree-framed views of Mt Fuji nearly all to yourself at Tenjō-yama Tenbō-dai (天上山展望台). This lesser-visited viewing point and park also offers glimpses of lake Kawaguchi-ko and the roller-coaster tracks of Fuji-Q Highland. In July, hydrangeas brighten the scene further.

The north side of the lake has Fuji views all around it, most impressively with a carpet of flowers included at Ōishi Park (大石公園). If you don’t want to use the buses, the walkable Ōike Park (大池公園) is cute for a Mt Fuji photo, possibly with fishers in frame on the lake.

Heading from Shimoyoshida Station you’ll spy the most quintessentially Fuji postcard sight: the five-tiered red Chūrei-tō Pagoda (忠霊塔パゴダ) amid cherry blossoms with the spiritual mountain in the background. You have to work for it though, climbing 400 steps through Sengen Park.
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Lawson convenience store and Mt Fuji | Phurinee Chinakathum/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT LOCAL DISHES IN FUJI FIVE LAKES

Sanroku-en

Grill your own skewers of meat, tofu and fish over irori (traditional charcoal pits) in a hut south of Kawaguchi Station. ¥¥

Fuji Tempura Idaten

Try crispy fried locally grown vegetables or signature Fuji-shaped tempura near Kawaguchi Station. ¥

Hōtō Fudō

Shareable cauldrons of Kawaguchi-ko’s knife-cut noodles in a miso stew in a cavernous hall. ¥

Miyaki Udon

Bowls of handmade, yoshida udon wheat-flour noodles served up to generations of locals near Fuji-Q Highland. ¥



WHERE TO DRINK IN KAWAGUCHI-KO

Moon Dance

Overpriced drinks pay for the knockout rooftop views of Fuji, day or night, at swanky Mizno hotel.

OarBlue

Looks like a log cabin. The welcoming owner pours local whisky and fine lemon sours.

New York

Moody jazz bar dedicated to Billy Joel, with cocktails, cheap beer and pasta and pizza.


FOR MT FUJI CHASERS

Collectors of postcard views will want to head to Hakone to witness the reflection of Mt Fuji off crater lake Ashi-no-ko, where the red torii of Hakone-jinja stands guarding the still waters.





TOP SIGHT
Climbing Mt Fuji

The Japanese worship Fuji-san. The legendary 3776m mountain awes all who see it. Captivating from a distance, each year it also beckons 300,000 climbers. It’s a gruelling climb with barren scenery and packed trails between July and August, yet reaching the crater at the top and witnessing stunning sunrises is deeply satisfying.
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Scan this QR code for advice, updates and a list of mountain huts on the official Mt Fuji Climbing website.
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DON’T MISS

Sunrise

Yoshida Trail

Crater Rim

Kengamine

Ohachi-meguri Trail

Fuji Summit Post Office

Kusushi Shrine



Pick a Path

Mt Fuji is divided into 10 ‘stations’, ranging from the base (First Station) to the summit (Tenth). Most climbers begin from one of the four active Fifth Stations, easily accessible by bus or car.

Fifth Station Routes

These faster trails are preferred by most climbers for their convenience. Reaching the summit is achievable within five to six hours, although accomplished climbers conquer it in less time. Set aside around three hours for the descent, with an additional 1½ hours for circling the crater at the majestic peak.

Yoshida Trail

The most favoured route, the Yoshida Trail (altitude 2305m; pictured) begins at the Fuji Subaru Line Fifth Station (also known as Kawaguchi-ko Fifth Station) and boasts state-of-the-art facilities. It offers the easiest access from the town of Kawaguchi-ko, which is well-connected to Tokyo.

Subashiri Trail

Away from the crowds, the picturesque Subashiri Trail (1980m) is a quieter path offering sparse forested vistas. The Subashiri Trail merges with the Yoshida Trail at the Eighth Station, allowing climbers to ascend via the Yoshida route and then descend via Subashiri, gliding down its loose volcanic sand in a thrilling descent.

Fujinomiya Trail

The Fujinomiya Trail (2380m) is best for climbers coming from the west (Nagoya, Kyoto and beyond). It allows you to see the barren Hoei Crater.

Gotemba Trail

The neglected Gotemba Trail (1440m) includes physically demanding sections of loose volcanic ash on a tough 7½-hour climb to the summit.

Traditional Route

To do things the purist way and see the lush forests of the lower levels, count on around 12 hours to complete the climb from Fuji’s base to summit. Historically, Fuji pilgrims began at Sengen-jinja near present-day Fuji-Yoshida, paying their homage to the shrine gods before beginning their 19km ascent up the sacred mountain.


WHAT TO BRING

Dress for cold and wet weather, including a hat and gloves. Carry a minimum of 2L of water (mountain huts also sell water, but close outside of climbing season, when ascents are not permitted), along with a map, snacks, rubbish bags and, for nights, a torch or headlamp and spare batteries. Bring money for mountain-hut toilet facilities (¥300).



The Crater Rim

Finally reaching the summit of Mt Fuji unveils an almost spiritual sight: a crater spanning about 500m in surface diameter, with a depth reaching 250m. A hike around the rim, known as the Ohachi-meguri Trail, takes around 90 minutes and allows incredible panoramic views of Japan.

The Highest of High

Surrounding the crater’s rugged edges, you’ll see eight peaks. Reaching the monument on the tallest peak, Kengamine, signposts the highest point in Japan.

Mountaintop Post Office

At the top of the mountain is the unique Fuji Summit Post Office, where visitors can send postcards adorned with authentic postmarks from the top of Mt Fuji.

Shrine

Around the rim is the weathered shack-like Kusushi Shrine, flanked by lion statues and a nearby torii in a stark white that match the light at the summit.

Planning

Conditions can turn suddenly. Even in summer, mornings can be close to freezing. Mists can engulf the summit without warning. Off-season climbers should register with the local police department as a safety precaution; fill out the form at the Kawaguchi-ko or Fuji-Yoshida Tourist Information Centers.


TOP TIPS

• Trail intersections aren’t clearly marked, increasing the risk of getting lost. Climb with experienced guides.

• To witness sunrise at the summit, there are two options. Ascend in the afternoon, overnight in a mountain hut and continue early in the morning. Or climb the entire way during the night.

• Don’t reach the summit too long before dawn, as even in summer, it can be bitterly cold and windy.

• Take breaks to prevent altitude sickness. If you experience severe symptoms, descend immediately.





In the Footsteps of Fuji Pilgrims

EDO AREA MT FUJI TOWN

Step back in time and experience the pilgrimage era of Mt Fuji when a trek up the sacred mountain was a spiritual quest not taken by tourists. The town of Fuji-Yoshida (富士吉田) was once full of oshi-no-ie (pilgrims’ inns) where Fuji worshippers stayed before climbing the mountain. Today the historic atmosphere is still palpable. Enter through the Kanadorii (金鳥居), a towering gate first constructed in 1788, where pilgrims used to have their religious credentials verified before reaching the central district, Gekkō-ji (月江寺), which has preserved original mid-20th-century facades.

At the Togawa-ke Oshi-no-ie Restored Pilgrim’s Inn (御師旧外川家住宅), built in 1768, you can shuffle in the footsteps of pilgrims across the tatami floors where up to 100 travellers once gathered. The audio guide is worthwhile to understand the rich Edo-era practice of Fuji worship.

Before any Fuji ascent, it was essential for pilgrims to visit Fuji Sengen-jinja (冨士浅間神社). Dating back to the 8th century (reconstructed in the 1800s), this shrine is dedicated to Sakuya-hime, goddess of the mountain. A majestic pathway lined with cedars guides you to the shrine’s main gate, which is rebuilt every 60 years, growing in size. Two impressive 1-tonne mikoshi (portable shrines) here are carried in the Yoshida no Himatsuri festival on 26 August to mark the end of the climbing season and offer thanks for protecting climbers for another year. Finally, head to the rear of the shrine through the wooden torii, the original starting point of the Yoshidaguchi Trail up Mt Fuji.
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Fuji Sengen-jinja | Benoist/shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY FOR FUJI VIEWS IN KAWAGUCHI-KO

Ubuya

Traditional-modern architectural masterpiece with a vision of Fuji across the lake from cinema-like windows. ¥¥¥

Fuji Lake Hotel

Old-world class and unbeatable panoramic views across the lake or Fuji. Free shuttle from Kawaguchi Station. ¥¥¥

Hostel Michikusa-ya

Sit silently gazing at Fuji from a traditional house with dorms and tatami rooms. Free shuttle. ¥

Fujikawaguchiko Crescendo

Fuji looks sublime from the hotel jacuzzi, north of the lake. Ten minutes from a loop bus stop. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY IN FUJI-YOSHIDA

Hitsuki Guesthouse

Stay with multigenerational descendants of Fuji pilgrims and sleep on tatami in a rare surviving oshi-no-ie. ¥

Megu Fuji 2021

Like a modern, spotless apartment near (Shinjuku connected) Mt Fuji Station. Spacious rooms face Fuji. ¥¥

Hostel Fujisan You

Wake to freshly baked bread in a spick-and-span hostel with comfy twins and dorm. ¥

Fuji Five Lakes for Everyone

DAY TRIPS WITH KIDS AND GROUPS

The Five Lakes area is vast. If you have kids in tow, can’t walk far or are short on time, you can see the highlights on an easy day trip.

If you want to enjoy the views of the lake and Mt Fuji with limited fuss, stick to Kawaguchi-ko and take the red-line Omni bus to the Kachi-Kachi Yama Ropeway from the lower eastern edge of Kawaguchi-ko. From here you can float up to the panoramic Fuji Viewing Platform (1104m). On the lake outside the ropeway, there is a speedboat service that can whiz you across to the west side of the lake – it’s faster (and wetter) than a bus. Otherwise there is the more leisurely Appare sightseeing boat for 20-minute trips around the lake. The good value draws large crowds, so you might need to wait for the next boat for a seat.

For something different, you can continue on the red-line bus and choose between the Kubota Itchiku Art Museum for kimono art or a tour (reserve for English) of the small-scale Ide Sake Brewery, which has been distilling sake using Mt Fuji spring water for 21 generations.

To amuse younger travellers (or the young at heart), head to the Fuji-Q Highland amusement park. Don’t be fooled by the quaint retro charm here; the roller coasters are a thrilling, extreme way to get Fuji views. Thomas Land, based on Thomas the Tank Engine, turns down the pace for the little ones, and there’s also a resort hotel and onsen to enable a break for the whole family.


SIGHTSEEING BUSES

The Omni loop buses ply three circular routes that start and finish at Kawaguchi Station, with numbered stops for all the sightseeing spots around the western lakes. It’s a hop-on, hop-off service with buses every 15 to 30 minutes (seasonal).

The red line follows the most popular areas of Kawaguchi-ko’s northern shore and western area. The green line departs hourly around Sai-ko and Aokigahara Forest, while the blue line travels infrequently around Shōji-ko to the eastern end of Motosu-ko.

Buy the two-day tickets and pick up the excellent map and timetable from Kawaguchi Station, where patient English-speaking staff can answer all sightseeing bus-related queries.



WHERE TO DRINK GREEN TEA WITH LAKE VIEWS

Lake Side Café Ku

Enjoy smooth matcha lattes and cake while peering over Kawaguchi-ko from the air-conditioned 2nd floor.

The Park

A matcha latte on the terrace overlooking lake Yamanaka-ko to Mt Fuji is bliss.

Lake Bake Cafe

Try afternoon (green) tea Kawaguchi-ko-style with melon bread and outdoor views of the lake and Fuji.

Cycling & Onsen in Yamanaka-ko

CYCLING AROUND THE LARGEST LAKE

The largest of the Fuji Five Lakes, Yamanaka-ko (山中湖) is so pretty and lively that many Japanese people have set up holiday homes here. It’s bustling with development on its south shore, while a more serene and alluring atmosphere can be found on the northern side of the lake. This is where you can find bicycle rentals along the shore. Yamanaka-ko is one of the best lakes in the region to cycle around. It is the only lake with a dedicated bike path. The well-paved and mostly flat Lake Yamanakako Cycling Road caters to casual cyclists, providing an enjoyable and picturesque way to explore the area. The path covers about 80% of the lake’s 14km whale-shaped circumference and there are plenty of places to stop to take in views of Mt Fuji. You can ride around the lake in about 1½ hours on a road bike (faster on an electric-assisted bike), which can be rented by the hour, half day or full day. A loop around the lake on foot takes about 3½ hours.

Picturesque spots to pause for Fuji views without leaving the path include Nagaike Water Park in the north and Hirano ‘Beach’ in the east.

After your cycling adventure, unwind gazing at Mt Fuji from an onsen, such as the outdoor stone and hinoki (cypress) baths at Benifuji-no-yu.

For winter enthusiasts, the frozen wonderland of lake Yamanaka-ko offers a unique opportunity for ice fishing. Engage in the traditional practice of catching wakasagi, Japanese pond smelt, as you enjoy the serene surroundings of the frozen lake.


BEST ONSEN HOTELS WITH A VIEW

Fuji Matsuzono Hotel

Even nonguests can pay to use the quiet onsen, while guests get Fuji views near lake Yamanaka-ko. ¥¥

Sun Plaza Hotel Fuji Yamanakako

Indoor baths or outdoor onsen with views of Yamanaka-ko next door; spotless, modern rooms. ¥¥

Fuji Kawaguchiko Onsen Hotel Konansou

Guests can choose public baths or private onsen with stunning Fuji views that are bucket-list worthy. ¥¥¥

Wakakusa no Yado Maruei

Soak in open-air baths while gazing at Mt Fuji at this comfortable, traditional ryokan alongside Kawaguchi-ko. ¥¥¥



WHERE TO EAT IN YAMANAKA-KO

Shoya

Sit cross-legged for rich pumpkin hōtō (miso noodle soup) or tempura in a family-friendly restaurant. ¥

Syougetsu (笑月)

Memorable kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) spreads in private rooms of a traditional house and garden. ¥¥¥

Jib

Homemade curry that’s gentle on the spice, all the better for cycling around the lake. ¥¥

Lava Caves & Dark Forests in Sai-ko

MACABRE AND MYSTERIOUS NATURE

For untouched nature and unique sights away from the crowds, head to Sai-ko (西湖). Surrounded by lush forests, this lake lies just west of Kawaguchi-ko and attracts camping, boating and fishing enthusiasts. Hiking trails weave through the mountains to three remarkable caves. Sai-ko Kōmoriana (西湖コウモリ穴) is known as the ‘bat cave’ even though there are no bats. Still, it’s fun to meander through and imagine that the 350m-long cavern formed from ancient lava flows is a superhero lair. In the car park, a trailhead leads to Aokigahara Forest (青木ヶ原樹海). The forest is dense and quiet (known infamously for suicides; macabre signs tell visitors to value life). There is an easy, marked 3km walk to Fugaku Fūketsu (富岳風穴; Wind Cave), which once housed silk-worm cocoons. A 15-minute walk away you can squeeze into the Narusawa Hyōketsu (鳴沢氷穴), a tight ice cave carved by lava flows from the 864 CE eruption of Mt Fuji. Taking approximately 10 minutes to traverse, visitors are rewarded at the end with the mesmerising sight of ice pillars.

Back at the lake, views of Mt Fuji are obscured except on the western shore near Sai-ko Iyashi-no-Sato Nenba, a rustic recreated peasant village of thatched houses, and from Kōyō-dai, a (ticketed) observation deck south of the lake that is popular in autumn when the Aokigahara Forest blazes red. Mt Fuji looks incredibly close here and there are also views across the lake. Hikers can see comparable views for free nearer the lake at Sanko-dai.
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Sai-ko Kōmoriana | Sean Pavone/shutterstock ©


MYSTICAL FUJI

The Fuji Five Lakes are believed to have formed around 2000 years ago from the lava flows of Mt Fuji’s eruptions. They hold a significant place in the reverence and worship of the sacred mountain.

The popular folk belief system of Fuji-ko was practised here for over three centuries from the 17th century. Followers undertook pilgrimages to sacred lake sites to purify their minds and bodies. They would then ascend the revered mountain, offering prayers.

Today, lake and Fuji enthusiasts seek out the rare sight known as ‘Double Diamond Fuji’, when the rising or setting sun aligns with the peak of the mountain, radiating beams of light, and is mirrored in a lake simultaneously.



WHERE TO STAY IN SAI-KO

Higashimura

Peer across the lake to Fuji from this excellent-value, sprawling guesthouse with fine meal options. ¥¥

Life Goes On

See Fuji through professional telescopes at a stargazing fanatic’s homely guesthouse near the bat cave. ¥¥

Camp Village Gnome

Friendly new lakeside campsite with onsen and canoes. Run by an English-speaking owner and outdoors author. ¥

Flowers & Famous Views in Motosu-ko

HIKING TO THOUSAND-YEN VIEWS

Take a close look at the ¥1000 bill and notice the postcard sight of a snow-capped Mt Fuji reflected in a mirrored lake. More than an artist’s whimsy, this place exists in Motosu-ko (本栖湖), the deepest and westernmost lake of the Fuji Five Lakes. You can feel that distance, as it takes 50 minutes to reach here on the blue-line bus from Kawaguchi Station. In exchange you receive remote tranquillity. For even more remote beauty and boating, you’d have to head east to the smallest lake, Shōji-ko (精進湖).

Motosu-ko is still mostly undeveloped, aside from a smattering of campsites and cabins along the lakeshore and spots to windsurf and canoe. Kōan Motosu Inn on the northern shore of the lake offers paddleboarding and kayaking and camp gear for rent. Naturally, a perfectly good reason to come here is to hike to its panoramic lookouts in search of those famous knockout views. Embark on a captivating trail that culminates in a mesmerising, face-to-face encounter with the majestic Mt Fuji at Panorama-dai (パノラマ台), accompanied by views of the surrounding lakes. The signposted trail winds through woods, offering a one-hour hike from the trailhead, conveniently starting at the Panorama-dai-shita bus stop on the blue-line bus, 38 minutes from Kawaguchi Station.

Flower enthusiasts flock to see carpets of pink shibazakura (pink moss or phlox moss) flowers with Mt Fuji in the background at Fuji Motosuko Resort southeast of the lake. In true Japanese style, it warrants a festival – Fuji Shibazakura Festival – held mid-April to late May.
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BEST PLACES TO CAMP AT MOTOSU-KO

Kōan Motosu Inn

A jacuzzi? This is deluxe camping with a restaurant, shop, optional cabins and the finest Fuji views around. ¥

Motosuko Camping Ground

Group friendly, lively campsite, bungalows and shop in the woods near the lake with futon rental. ¥

Resort Pension Motosu

Cabins include meals at this homely guesthouse nearish Fuji Motosuko Resort, with glamping and DIY BBQ kit options. ¥¥

Motosuko Ikoinomori Camping Ground

A lack of Fuji views keeps crowds away. Excellent kayaking and SUP. ¥




Getting Around

The distances around a lake can seem short, but the lack of sun or rain shelter can tire out many walkers. Cycling is a good option, but it’s still best to stick to one lake. The sightseeing buses are handy for getting around, but to see it all you need several days, so factor in time to stop and explore, and consider taking just a couple of local buses instead. The smaller lakes are easiest to explore with a car, especially if you plan on staying overnight.






YOKOHAMA


[image: jpg]

So close to Tokyo but with its own personality, Yokohama (横浜) sits on Tokyo Bay and has had new ideas breeze through its international port since 1859 when a secluded Japan reopened to the world. Yokohama was where the first foreign trading port, Chinatown, English-language newspaper, beer factory and railway station were established in the country. This cosmopolitan past lives on today in its creative arts and jazz scene, microbreweries and the sleek converted red-brick warehouses of Minato Mirai. International dining, clothing boutiques and art studios have a strong presence in Yokohama, while a quirky, world-class instant ramen museum, giant robot and train collection reflect a quirky side. Yet drifting through Yokohama’s bayside parks, there is still a sense that this is a seaside town that compels visitors and residents to move at their own leisurely pace.
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SIGHTS

1Cup Noodles Museum

2Gundam Factory Yokohama

3Hara Model Railway Museum

SLEEPING

4Citadines Harbour Front Yokohama

5Hotel Edit

6Mayudama Cabin

EATING

7Araiya

8Banwarō

9Hotel New Grand

10Manchinrō Honten

11Suikōen

12Sun Aloha Minato Mirai

13ToKi

14Yoshimuraya

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Akarenga Sōkō

16Bashamichi Taproom

17Beer Bar Moon Beams

18Osanbashi Hall

19Revo Brewing

ENTERTAINMENT

20Bar Bar Bar

21Ben Tenuto

22Jazz Bar Venus




TOP TIP

Sunny weekends are busy but fun. Food stalls and pop-up events such as beach volleyball are set up outside the red-brick warehouses. Bars buzz with young people. During the week, things can be almost too quiet, except at the Cup Noodles Museum.
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Discovering Yokohama’s Maritime Heritage
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Start at 1 Yokohama Museum of Art (1989). The facade was designed with 1980s geometrical stonework by Japanese architect Kenzō Tange. Follow the water to the magnificent white sails of the 2 Nippon Maru Sailing Ship (1930), a retired training vessel for naval cadets. Continue east on the wooden bridge of 3 Kisha-michi Promenade. Once across, pause for snacks and shopping at the boutique 4 Aka-renga Sōkō. These two converted red-brick warehouses were the Customs Inspection House for Yokohama’s 1920s shipping activities. Cross the bridge south, admiring the harbour’s boats at 5 Zou-no-hana Park, a popular date spot at sunset. Continue to 6 Yokohama Customs Museum (1934), notable for its mosque-like dome crowning the tower. It was nicknamed ‘Queen’ by sailors of the time, while nearby 7 Kanagawa Prefectural Government Office (1928) was called ‘King’ after poker cards. From its art deco east entranceway, cross opposite to the 8 Yokohama Archives of History (1981), which was originally the British Consulate (1931). Cross 9 Yokohama Port Opening Square with its modern mirrored sculptures and see the all-white 10 Kyokai Yokohama Kaigan Church (1872), the first Protestant church in Japan. Continue north to the harbour and climb the stairs onto 11 Yamashita Rinkō Line Promenade, a raised scenic walkway with views of stylish Ōsanbashi pier. Stroll eastwards through 12 Yamashita-kōen, enjoying fresh air and harbour views, until 13 NYK Hikawa Maru moored opposite, a luxury liner that ferried Japanese passengers to Seattle in the 1930s, bringing back jazz and other Western influences. This is the end; Sea Bass ferries return to Yokohama Station.



Weird & Wonderful Yokohama

NOODLES MUSEUM, ROBOT AND TRAINS

Yokohama has a playful yet sleek side that appeals to young hearts. Even if you have never ever pondered noodle history, there is enough to keep everybody smiling at Cup Noodles Museum. It’s an ode to the 1956 invention of instant ramen by Momofuku Ando. Graphic-design lovers can ogle the packaging of virtually every Cup Noodle created across the decades in a gleaming display fit for haute couture. Rooms with multiple hidden viewing points and a childlike kookiness will keep kids amused, while designing your own Cup Noodle packaging and ingredients is worth it even if only for the designer-looking transparent bubble bag that encloses your creation. The upper level has hawker stands to try out instant ramen in international noodle soup dishes. Short on time? Skip the Japanese-only ‘documentary’.

The never-want-to-grow-up fun continues along the port at Gundam Factory Yokohama, where a massive 18m-high robot recreation from a classic anime series comes to life twice an hour. It moves to a light and orchestral show that is impressive in its magnitude. The limited-run show has played since 2020 and is continually extended, but check ahead.

Japan seems to create trainspotters out of visitors. Blossoming train fans can head south of Yokohama Station to one of Japan’s best collections of model trains and memorabilia. Hara Model Railway Museum brings together a collection by train maker and fanatic Hara Nobutaro. Beyond glass displays, there are vast dioramas of towns to accompany the moving mini locomotives and electric trains. The lit-up nighttime cityscapes with tiny people are captivating.


BEST PLACES TO TRY YOKOHAMA SPECIALITIES

Araiya

Presents local gyū-nabe (hot pot) with wagyū (Japanese beef) in a museum-like wooden restaurant near the port. ¥¥¥

Yoshimuraya

Yokohama’s iekei ramen was masterminded here, combining pork and soy broth with chewy noodles. Worth the queue. ¥

Sun Aloha Minato Mirai

A Hawaiian restaurant serving rich hayashi rice (beef stew with French origins) is 100% Yokohama fusion. ¥¥

Hotel New Grand

The creators of naporitan (post-WWII ketchup and udon-like spaghetti mashup). Offensive or charmingly Japanese? Decide here. ¥¥¥



WHERE TO STAY IN YOKOHAMA

Hotel Edit

Chic hotel in the thick of Yokohama’s nightlife. Excellent value. ¥¥

Mayudama Cabin

A sandal shuffle away from two train stations with futuristic capsules, some private. ¥

Citadines Harbour Front Yokohama

Keep fit in the gym or run along the port next to this business hotel with bay views. ¥¥

Beer & All That Jazz

OKTOBERFEST, BREWERY TOUR AND JAZZ

Kampai! Yokohama is awash with interesting drinking dens. Microbreweries, bars and jazz clubs make for entertaining drinking day or night. The linchpin in the drinking scene is Yokohama Oktoberfest, held across two weeks in early October at Akarenga Sōkō. Over a hundred beers are poured at this pair of converted red-brick warehouses by the bay. This is also one of the 30 venues of the annual October Yokohama Jazz Promenade, the country’s largest jazz festival in the city where jazz was introduced to Japan.

In mid-April and mid-September the Great Japan Beer Festival Yokohama showcases 200 craft beers from all over the country. It’s standing room only as people pack into Osanbashi Hall at Yokohama Port. At other times, you can reserve a tour of Kirin Brewery Yokohama Factory. It resembles a museum and is high-tech and unusual enough (in classic Yokohama style) to be interesting even to non-drinkers. Touch screens and English explanations illuminate the beer production process across an hour, finishing with beer tasting.

For old-world Japan head south of the cocktail bars of Minato Mirai. Nogecho is a series of backstreets where miniscule bars, eateries and jazz joints congregate under green awnings. Tourists and English-speakers are scarce here, while the decor is often heavy on ’70s wood panelling. Foreigners are still welcome; though for jazz clubs to get dressed up for, head south of Bashamichi Station. Even just passing through Nogecho is a fascinating peek at the Yokohama, and Japan, of yesteryear.
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Where to hear live jazz in Yokohama
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Saki Kato, Yokohama-born jazz singer (aka singer-songwriter Lilla Flicka), shares her recommendations for the best jazz bars in town.

Bar Bar Bar

One of the oldest and biggest jazz clubs in Yokohama with 40 years of history has recently relocated. Musicians like Wynton Marsalis and Salena Jones have performed here.

Ben Tenuto

A cute robot called ‘Ben-chan’ welcomes you. Casual but great piano soundscape, good food and reasonable cover charge.

Jazz Bar Venus

A modest and cosy lounge-like venue. Small combos such as vocal and piano duets perform every night. The staff are young aspiring talents themselves, and the friendly atmosphere makes it easy to meet locals.



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER

Bashamichi Taproom

A Baird Brewing Company pub pouring its own crafted JPA (Japan pale ale) and smoky stouts on tap.

Beer Bar Moon Beams

Curated local craft beers on tap with tasting notes from a connoisseur who also spins old vinyl.

Revo Brewing

Industrial-chic converted warehouse with views across Minato Mirai 21 and own-brewed stouts and JPA.

Japan’s Largest Chinatown

GOLDEN GATES, TEMPLE AND SNACKS

The biggest Chinatown in Japan is not in Tokyo but here in Yokohama. As the Edo period came to an end, Yokohama was established as a Treaty Port in 1859. Immigrants from Canton (now Guangzhou) in China and Hong Kong arrived to do trade and established lives here. Today there are over 10 blocks filled with 600 speciality shops and restaurants, some down intriguing laneways. The decorative streets are wonderful to meander. There are 10 painted gates dotted throughout, with the main Zenrinmon Gate standing tall at the west entrance of the main pedestrianised strip. At night the street comes alive with neon signs and strings of red lanterns. Street-snack sellers shout from every side. The highlight of Chinatown, though, is Yokohama Kuan Ti Miao (横浜関帝廟), a temple dedicated to Guan Yu, the Taoist god of war, wealth and merchants. After the austerity of Japanese shrines, this one screams opulence and power with unending, intricate designs elbowing for attention. Roof dioramas tell of trade, with food-laden baskets among a parade of horse-drawn carriages, while the bountiful sea is represented by giant squid and fish, and the heavens above are inhabited by tigers and cranes; a mini globe of the world is shrouded in carved clouds. And that’s just one roof! Even the steps and columns of white marble are carved with clouds and dragons. Don’t miss the ceiling inside, which drips with more dragons in gold. The building was rebuilt three times, ensuring that local traders had a place to pray for commercial success.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN CHINATOWN

ToKi

Pull up at the bar for authentic spicy Sichuan-style ‘sword-cut’ noodles and dumplings without the tourist tax. ¥

Banwarō

Meat and vegetarian Taiwanese dishes done properly, especially mapo tofu, turnip cakes and dumplings. ¥

Manchinro Honten

Palatial banquet hall serving platters of Cantonese classics for sharing or excellent nikuman (steamed beef buns) out front. ¥¥¥

Suikōen

Tempting cabinet of Cantonese-style sweets like Goma dango (rice-flour balls rolled in sesame seeds) and egg tarts. ¥




Getting Around

If you are taking the train to Yokohama, the nearest station may not be Yokohama Station but Sakuragi-chō or Bashamichi Stations (for Minato Mirai 21, Cup Noodle Museum or the red-brick warehouses). Walking is the most interesting way to get around, but there can be long distances without any facilities or stores, so come prepared. The Sea Bass ferry is a little-known option linking the southeast (Gundam Factory) to Yokohama Station.






KAMAKURA
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Kamakura is a town that blends the historical and cultural heritage of Japan with the natural beauty and tranquillity of the Shōnan coast and Sagami Bay. Coinciding with the spread of populist Buddhism in Japan, Kamakura took power as Japan’s first feudal capital (from 1185 to 1333). This legacy is reflected in the area’s proliferation of stunning temples. You could hike all day to see the 65 Buddhist temples and 19 Shintō shrines dotting the surrounding hills. Then there’s the justifiably popular bronze wonder, the Great Buddha of Kamakura, Daibutsu. Yet more stunners hold fort in the woods, with grand shogunate promenades or tiny caves where money can be doubled by washing it. Or so legend has it. Its mild climate, coastal views from Enoshima island and curious black-sand beach give it the most earthy, laid-back vibe of Japan’s ancient capitals.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Great Budda Daibutsu

SIGHTS

2Kenchō-ji

3Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū

SLEEPING

4Guesthouse Irodori Kamakura

5Guesthouse Kamakura Zen-ji

6Guesthouse Kamejikan

EATING

7Hachinoki

8Imoyoshi Yakata

9Kinon

10KitoToki

11Magokoro

12Matsubara-an

13Sorafune

14Vegetus

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Cafe Gula

16Café Vivement Dimanche

17Cheeers Coffee

18Iwata Coffee Shop

19Toshimaya




TOP TIP

‘Avoid weekends’ is no joke here. Sunny Saturdays and Sundays make the Enoden train packed to the point of unboardable; while walking to Daibutsu, or along pedestrianised Komachi-dori, is cramped and glacially slowly. If you do visit on a weekend, consider hiking between places or arriving extremely early in the day.
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Behold a Giant Buddha Statue

ICONIC BRONZE STATUE AND TEMPLE

One of Japan’s most photographed sights, the Great Buddha Daibutsu (鎌倉大仏) is even more impressive in real life and is the best reason to visit Kamakura. The imposing heft of the 93-tonne, 11.4m-high bronze statue is fully felt standing before it, and can be hard to truly appreciate in pictures. The statue is a representation of Amida Buddha sitting in the lotus position of meditation. Completed in 1252, it’s said to have been inspired by the shogun Yoritomo’s visit to Nara (where Japan’s biggest Daibutsu sits in a hall with one hand raised). What makes this statue unique is that you witness it in the open air, framed by the sky and trees as it rises 13.35m into the air (from its base), not within a hall as it used to be (before 1498, by which time storms and a tsunami had destroyed the last hall and previous wooden version of the statue). Its direct relationship with the elements is evident in its weathered, green-blue oxidised layer (preventing further corrosion). Peer up at its ears and you might detect a glint of gold leaf, as the whole statue was once gilded. For a small fee you can walk inside the sculpture to see the statue’s structural seams (but not much else).
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Great Buddha Daibutsu | Kitinut Jinapuck/shutterstock ©

The statue is within Kōtoku-in, a temple of the Jōdo sect (the most practised branch of Buddhism in Japan). To take in summer’s golden-hour light on the face of the green-tinged Buddha, aim to arrive near last entry (30 minutes before closing time), when crowds thin out and the bronze radiates.
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Great Buddha Daibutsu | Nacho Such/shutterstock ©


A HISTORY OF POWER

Kamakura was once Japan’s ancient capital. It was the headquarters of Minamoto no Yoritomo, a power-hungry warlord. He chose Kamakura for its strategic location, close to his allies and protected by the sea and mountains. He became the first shogun in 1192 after defeating his rivals, the Taira clan. Without an heir, power passed to the family of Yoritomo’s wife, the Hōjō. They ruled Japan from Kamakura until 1333 when they were overthrown by Emperor Go-Daigo, restoring Kyoto as the capital. Kamakura then shrank, becoming a small town again by the Edo period. It regained popularity in modern times when a railway line connected it to Tokyo, becoming a summer resort for wealthy Tokyoites.



WHERE TO EAT IN KAMAKURA

Kinon

Rustic wood-fired meat and fish meets fine dining. Sea-urchin toast is its speciality. ¥¥¥

Matsubara-an

Slurp fine, handmade soba alongside sophisticated side dishes in a traditional house nearish Daibutsu. ¥¥

Imoyoshi Yakata

Whips up purple sweet-potato soft-serve ice cream. Also does tasty imo kintsuba sweet-potato pastries. ¥

Enoshima Island Sunsets

FUJI VIEWS AND ISLAND SHRINE

Picture it: the sun melts into Sagami Bay, casting an orange glow behind Mt Fuji so that only its iconic silhouette lingers on the horizon. This is a sunset view from Enoshima island. No wonder it is such a popular date spot on clear evenings. It also helps that you can choose to take escalators to the viewing points, without ruffling your new threads. It’s straightforward to get here too, with just a quick ride on the also romantic (when not full) retro Enoden train to Katase Higashi-hama beach on the Shōnan coast. From here even crossing the long pedestrianised Enoshima-ōhashi bridge to the island is an experience, with uninterrupted views across endless water. Once on Enoshima, a series of stairs leads to Enoshima-jinja, a shrine to the sea goddess Benzaiten. You can take the paid escalators, but they are indoors, meaning you miss some viewing points.

If the weather is fine, the windswept Enoshima Iwaya cave opens to visitors. There is a cartoonish dragon statue where visitors leave lit candles, but the real reason to visit is to see the waves crashing into the sea-carved caves themselves. The cave is ticketed, but its red entrance bridge is free and has atmospheric views of Fuji.

For the best sights you have to climb or ride to the top of Enoshima Sea Candle and its surrounding park. At night the ticketed viewing deck is lit up like a party glow-stick (not a candle). It’s popular in December, when the garden overflows with tulips and fairy lights with magical panoramic views to sea.
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Enoshima-ōhashi | CLEMENT CAZOTTES/Alamy Stock Photo


BEST STOPS FOR COFFEE & SNACKS IN KAMAKURA

Cheeers Coffee

Sleek cafe tucked away near the Great Buddha pouring seriously good oat lattes and jasmine tea. ¥

Cafe Gula

Like grandma’s secret antique mountain house near Zeniarai-benten-jinja with wonderful bargain coffee and cake sets. ¥

Café Vivement Dimanche

Near Kamakura station whipping up summery lemon parfait and coffee everything – jelly, slushees and ice cream. ¥

Iwata Coffee Shop

Kamakura’s oldest, retro cafe creates fluffy pancakes, reputedly adored by John Lennon and Yoko Ono. ¥

Toshimaya

Baking delightfully light dove-shaped Hato Sabure butter cookies since 1894 in popular gift tins. ¥



WHERE TO STAY IN KAMAKURA

Guesthouse Kamejikan

Near the beach, this charming restored, antique guesthouse offers Japanese dorms and two private rooms. ¥¥

Guesthouse Irodori Kamakura

Cosy, eccentric home near the beach and Kamakura Station. ¥¥

Guesthouse Kamakura Zen-ji

Beachside traditional Japanese house near Daibutsu. Spotless private tatami rooms with bathroom. ¥¥

Lessons in War & Zen

WAR SHRINE AND ZAZEN MEDITATION

Samurai-controlled Kamakura fostered the spread of Zen Buddhism in Japan. The two most significant shrines in Kamakura give visitors a glimpse of both its warring past and Zen teachings.

Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū (鶴岡八幡宮) is the most important Shintō shrine in Kamakura, dedicated to Hachiman, the god of war and patron of the samurai. It was founded in 1191 by power-hungry Minamoto no Yoritomo himself, the first shogun of the Kamakura shogunate. He designed the long avenue of pine trees that connects the shrine with the sea, symbolising his power and authority. The shrine complex is full of interesting historical references, such as Gempei Pond, which represents the conflict between the Minamoto and Taira clans that led to the establishment of the shogunate. The shrine also has a museum that displays religious artefacts, such as swords, helmets and scrolls.

After surveying these tokens of conflict, find inner peace with beginner-friendly public zazen meditation sessions at Kenchō-ji (建長寺), the oldest Zen monastery in Japan (1253). Instruction is in Japanese (Friday and Saturday evenings), but you can easily manage by watching everyone else. The once huge Zen complex was established by Rankei Dōryū, a Chinese monk who brought Zen teachings to Japan, but most of the buildings were destroyed by fires over the centuries. Some of the original structures still remain, such as the Butsuden (Buddha Hall), which houses a statue of Jizō Bosatsu, a bodhisattva who comforts the souls of the dead. Other highlights include the bell that was cast in 1253 and still rings today and a juniper grove grown from seeds brought by Rankei Dōryū from China.


BEST VEGETARIAN MEALS IN KAMAKURA

Magokoro

Boho beachfront cafe near Hase Station with organic hemp-based, vegan and pescatarian menu. ¥¥

KitoToki

Delightful vegan small bites sourced from the owners’ organic vegetable farm. ¥¥

Vegetus

Reserve for a six-course vegan degustation including mustard tempeh or tofu pilaf. ¥¥¥

Sorafune

Stylish set meals with brown rice, miso, salad and soy ‘meat’ like amazing karaage fried ‘chicken’. ¥¥

Hachinoki

Delicate shōjin-ryōri (Buddhist vegetarian) or grilled fish meals in a communal hall in Jōchi-ji temple zone. ¥¥




Getting Around

The Enoden is a retro-green train with rotary ceiling fans and wood panelling from yesteryear. It is a quaint way to travel around Kamakura, but it’s standing room only on weekends, which blocks views. Walking between stops instead is the more pleasant and interesting way to move about.





HIKING TOUR
Shrine-Hopping to Daibutsu

[image: jpg]

Follow the scenic route to the Great Buddha statue. This wooded trail takes in shrines and flowers on a 3km path (nearest station: Kita-Kamakura). You’ll visit Shintō shrines and intriguing Buddhist sites. The hike is signposted and moderately challenging, as paved paths sometimes turn into exposed tree roots with steep sections. Hiking in reverse from Daibutsu is possible, but more uphill. Allow about 1½ hours.


1 Jōchi-ji

Begin at peaceful Jōchi-ji (1283), the fourth of Kamakura’s five great Zen temples. Thatched roofs, giant conifers and weathered stone bridges make Jōchi-ji feel connected to the woods.

The Hike: Exiting Jōchi-ji, turn right onto the path and then the dirt track west for about 700m through dense woods, descending stairs towards Kuzuharaoka-jinja.

2 Kuzuharaoka-jinja

At this shrine (1887), love is in the mountain air. Visitors wishing bountiful love tie red string through ¥5 coins to one of two boulders representing a female and male enmusubi-ishi (matchmaking stone). You can also pen your amorous prayers on a wooden heart-shaped ema (plaque). Or buy a plate here to smash against a rock to ward off bad luck.

The Hike: Continue downhill. At the intersection take the left path, tracing Genjiyama-kōen without entering. At the next intersection, turn left and continue till you see a stone torii and tunnel to your right entering Zeniarai-benten.
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Kuzuharaoka-jinja | Morumotto/shutterstock ©

3 Zeniarai-benten

Visitors bathe their coins in springwater at this fusion Buddhist-Shintō shrine, hoping to multiply their money – a tradition started in 1257 by Hōjō Tokiyori, head of Kamakura’s shogunate. In early April, cherry blossoms frame the spring that spouts from the cliff-face.

The Hike: From the rear, continue descending through torii to a residential street. Take the left fork. Then turn right at the T-junction uphill to Sasuke-inari-jinja.

4 Sasuke-inari-jinja

The approach through endless vermilion torii is as spectacular and photogenic as anything in Kyoto, without the throngs of people. Hundreds of white kitsune (fox totems) are strewn here amid the moss, or golden foliage in autumn. Legend tells of the Inari fox deity appearing to the Minamoto no Yoritomo (Kamakura’s first shogun) in dreams, convincing him to build the army that would defeat his foes. You can purchase a kitsune to protect the shrine (or keep the squirrels company).

The Hike: From the rear of the shrine, continue downhill for 1km to a traffic tunnel. Descend the stairs, passing the renovated Former Daibutsuzaka Gymnasium (1935) for 300m to Kōtoku-in.

5 Kōtoku-in

Finish at the temple housing Daibutsu, the Great Buddha statue. Kangetsudo Hall, behind Daibutsu, was part of the imperial palace in 15th-century Seoul before being transplanted here.






HAKONE
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Nature is unreal in Hakone. The vermilion torii of Hakone-jinja levitates out of Ashi-no-ko, a crater-lake borne of a volcano. See for yourself – Ōwakudani still gushes sulphide steam into the air as you float over it in a cable car. Once on the ground, time bends as you walk in the footsteps of samurai, who have already worn down an ancient pebble path for you. Then sink into an outdoor onsen in the mountains, taking part in a ceremony centuries old. Hakone life has long been immortalised in ukiyo-e (woodblock prints), and art is everywhere in Hakone. All around you are museums installed into forests and full of Japanese art treasures on display. In the hills, the Hakone Open-Air Museum shelters a tower of stained glass by Picasso, and colossal statues that slumber among the pines, waiting for you to see them.
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SIGHTS

1Hakone Geomuseum

2Hakone Museum of Art

3Hakone Museum of Photography

4Hakone Open-Air Museum

5Hakone-jinja

6Hatajuku

7Narukawa Art Museum

8Okada Museum of Art

9Onshi Hakone Kōen

10Ōwakudani

11Pola Museum of Art

12Tōkaidō

ACTIVITIES

13Hakone Yuryō

14Tenzan Tōji-kyō

15Yunessun

SLEEPING

16Fukuzumirō

17Hakone Hotel

18Hakone Lake Hotel

19Hakone Shichifuku-sō

20Hoshino Resorts Kai Hakone

21K’s House Hakone

22Prince Hakone Ashinoko

23Yoshiike Ryokan

EATING

24808 Monsmare

25Amimoto Oba

26Bootea

see 24Kinosuke

27Kotei

28Togendai View Restaurant

DRINKING

29Amazake-chaya

30Coffee Camp

31Riverside Kitchen & Bar at Indigo Hotel

32Salon de thé Rosage

SHOPPING

see 6Hatajuku Yosegi Kaikan




TOP TIP

Most visitors want to see the volcanic vents of Ōwakudani and the red Hakone-jinja gate in Ashi-no-ko. If this is you, base your trip around the stops of the Hakone Ropeway, running from the summit of Sōun-zan to Tōgendai, stopping at Ōwakudani.
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Ōwakudani | TungCheung/shutterstock ©

Find Your Onsen

HOT SPRINGS AND WATER PARK

Hakone-Yumoto is an onsen town that dates back to the 8th century. The volcanic-fed hot springs have been immortalised in 19th-century ukiyo-e, so bathing at a complex such as Tenzan Tōji-kyō is imbued with prestige. Soaking in the rotemburo (outdoor onsen) makes you aware you are participating in a tradition as old as the trees around you. Yet it is also highly accessible. A shuttle bus takes you here from Hakone-Yumoto Station. Tattoos are accepted. Onsen etiquette is explained to you (though English is hit and miss). And there is enough space in the traditional, upscale complex to make you feel you are fine to try out each sauna and pool, indoor and out, as well as the tatami relaxation rooms. Find your temperature, from scalding hot to a cold plunge pool. Similarly luxurious Hakone Yuryō provides rotemburo in the forest, adding a meal package so you never have to leave. If you don’t want to separate from your loved one or kids, the family-friendly Yunessun has mixed bathing, so you’ll need a bathing suit. It resembles a water theme park more than a traditional onsen – though there’s that too. There are water slides, a faux waterfall and themed pools where red ‘wine’ pours from a giant wine bottle! Green tea, sake and chocolate are other fun choices. Come for laughter, not tranquillity.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY WITH AN ONSEN IN HAKONE-YUMOTO

Fukuzumirō

Traditional 1890 inn serving seasonal meals (vegetarian available) in-room and offering (shared) stone and pine onsen baths. ¥¥¥

Yoshiike Ryokan

Spacious rooms in palatial buildings with gender-separated outdoor onsen and lush Japanese garden paradise. ¥¥¥

K’s House Hakone

Choose Japanese-style futon dorms, capsules, bunks or neat tatami doubles. It has indoor and outdoor onsen. ¥

Hoshino Resorts Kai Hakone

Luxe, minimalist hotel offering partly outdoor infinity-style onsen pools, English-speaking staff and exceptional kaiseki. ¥¥¥



WHERE TO EAT IN HAKONE-YUMOTO

Kinosuke

Next-level Japanese-style hamburger steak or wagyū cooked before you in miso and salad lunch sets. ¥¥

808 Monsmare

Authentic wood-fired pizzas with mozzarella, fresh basil and excellent passata. Divine matcha gelato. ¥¥

Bootea

‘Yokubari’ sets include soft, thick pork on rice, salad, ice cream and tea. All food groups covered. ¥

Discover Where Art & Nature Meet

MUSEUMS IN FORESTS WITH VIEWS

Hakone is a place where nature is part of the artist’s canvas. Take Hakone Open-Air Museum, where you can wander through a verdant hillside dotted with towering sculptures and installations by Henry Moore, Rodin and Miró. If it’s raining, try the Picasso Pavilion, containing more than 300 works by the Spanish master, with one dazzling tower of stained glass.

Then walk to sprawling Okada Museum of Art, displaying Japanese, Chinese and Korean art collected by industrialist Okada Kazuo. A highlight is the vast mural by painter Kiitsu Suzuki depicting the four seasons in Hakone. There’s also an on-site hot-spring foot-bath from which you can admire the surrounding forest.

Nearby Hakone Museum of Art shows a collection of ancient and modern Japanese pottery from its hillside position in Gora. Visitors can take part in a matcha tea ceremony here while pondering the moss garden – magical in autumn. Also here, Hakone Museum of Photography displays shots of Hakone and Mt Fuji by local photographer Katsura Endo.

Bus it to Pola Museum of Art, an architectural marvel of soft turquoise glass, blending in with the surrounding forest and letting in natural light. Pola displays works by Van Gogh, Cézanne, Renoir and Matisse alongside Japanese artists painting in the Western style, such as Kuroda Seiki.

Then hop across to Narukawa Art Museum, where art competes with nature – there’s the serene nihonga (Japanese-style paintings) on display, versus the absurdly romantic views out across the lake from the panorama lounge, including Mt Fuji, weather permitting.

Book for Enoura Observatory, a fantastical complex overlooking Sagami Bay that combines seascape photo-graphy, ancient stones, fossils and traditional architectural elements.


THE ART OF NIHONGA

Nihonga ‘Japanese painting’ emerged in the Meiji period (1868–1912) when Japan modernised and Westernised. Traditionally, nihonga rejects Western oil paints, instead utilising natural materials like gems, shells, minerals, gold leaf, earthy clay and chalk, and red plants and insects. They’re finely ground into glue and painted onto silk screens or paper scrolls, depicting natural landscapes and Japanese animals, such as pines, heron and misty mountains. On washi (Japanese handmade paper) these pigments blur together to create a lightness as if observing a scene through a soft lens or fog. Other features include clearly outlining shapes that are indistinct in reality, like distant mountains, and blending figures into swaths of blank space. Like Impressionism, nihonga expresses the mood of the artist, not reality.



WHERE TO DRINK IN STYLE IN HAKONE

Coffee Camp

English-speaking baristas brew single-origin coffee and affogato in a hip, polished-concrete space.

Salon de thé Rosage

Cafe specialising in afternoon tea, apple pie and French toast with Ashi-no-ko views from the terrace.

Riverside Kitchen & Bar at Indigo Hotel

A designer interior and a stellar menu of Japanese whisky, gin and cocktails.

Volcanic Hell & Heaven

SULPHUR VENTS, FUJI AND LAKE

‘Great Boiling Valley’ is a tame translation of Ōwakudani (大桶谷) compared to its Edo-period name, ‘the Great Hell’. As you scope the valley from above, both names make sense – smelly hydrogen sulphide steams from the yellow ground here (the yellow is crystallised sulphur) and the hot water is used to boil onsen kuro tamago ‘black eggs’. The sulphur reacts with the eggshells, turning them black and giving them a distinctive flavour. Some say eating kuro tamago can extend your life by seven years. The black eggs are on sale at tourist stores if you wish to extend your expiry date.

Ōwakudani was created 3000 years ago when Kami-yama, a mountain in Hakone, erupted and collapsed. The eruption also formed one of Hakone’s most iconic sights, Ashi-no-ko (芦ノ湖). The cobalt-blue crater lake is famous for the exquisite view of Mt Fuji, reflected on the still waters, visible on clear days (winter mornings are the most likely, but Fuji can have its own ideas). Bonus photographic points if you work in the red torii of Hakone-jinja, which sits in the lake, into one pic. Sightseeing boats, departing from the pier at Moto-Hakone, travel to the best viewing points.

To see Ashi-no-ko and Ōwakudani from above (you can’t walk near the vents), head to Sōun-zan (早雲山), where the top of Hakone’s funicular railway meets the Hakone Ropeway for aerial journeys over both.

In the complex opposite the Ōwakudani ropeway station, the interactive Hakone Geomuseum is a fun way to learn about the volcanic forces that created Hakone. Good for kids and curious adults alike.

Rarely, Ōwakudani can be closed due to volcanic activity.


BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND ASHI-NO-KO

Prince Hakone Ashinoko

Views of the lake and Fuji from massive, charmingly retro rooms. ¥¥¥

Hakone Hotel

Rooms feature captivating wall-sized windows facing Fuji and southern Ashi-no-ko. ¥¥¥

Hakone Lake Hotel

Expansive hotel with sprawling lawn, onsen and pool near the lake. ¥¥

Hakone Shichifuku-sō

On a hill with forested outdoor onsen and glimpses of Ashi-no-ko and Fuji. Walk to the ropeway. ¥¥



WHERE TO EAT LAKESIDE NEAR TŌGENDAI ROPEWAY STATION

Kotei

Satisfying seafood curry (or spicy spinach and mushroom for vegetarians) on a terrace with lake views. ¥

Amimoto Oba

Serves crispy tempura wakasagi (whitebait-like fish) caught in Ashi-no-ko with matcha salt. ¥¥

Togendai View Restaurant

Enjoy mild katsu-curry (pork cutlet) or omurice (omelette and fried rice) with elevated views of the lake and ‘pirate’ ferries. ¥

Step Back in Time

WALKING EDO ROAD AND LAKE

Relive the glory days of Hakone and follow in the footsteps of the shogun and samurai who journeyed along the Tōkaidō. Its smooth cobbles have been polished by centuries of traffic (wheels were forbidden by the shogun), passing serene forest scenery on a 4km hike from Moto-Hakone to Hatajuku (畑宿), a quaint village that still preserves the charm of the feudal era.

Take a bus to Hakone-jinja-iriguchi (箱根神社入り口), one stop before Moto-Hakone. Then walk up a short road to a wooden sign marking the trail entrance. The hike is mostly downhill and easy to follow, with signs in English. Watch your step, as the stones get slippery when wet; wear sturdy shoes and avoid hiking on rainy days.

At the midway point, you’ll find a teahouse, Amazakechaya, where you can take a break and sip some amazake (sweet rice wine) or green tea. Hatajuku is the end point of the hike, and it’s worth exploring its shops and workshops that sell traditional woodwork art, such as at Hatajuku Yosegi Kaikan. You can also admire some of the old houses that have been preserved or restored. To return to Hakone-Yumoto, hop on a bus from Hatajuku.

You can take an easy-going lake walk around Ashi-no-ko on the Western Bank Trek, where you can admire the lake views and the Hakone-jinja; or the Eastern Bank Trek, where fine Fuji views from the former Imperial Summer Palace, Onshi Hakone Kōen, await. Either hike is 6km to 7km and takes about two hours.
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THE TōKAIDō & BOOMTOWN HAKONE

Hakone’s fortune is linked to the Tōkaidō, an ancient road connecting Kyoto, the imperial capital, with Edo (now Tokyo), the seat of the Tokugawa shogunate. Daimyō (feudal lords), obliged to live in Edo every other year, created grandiose processions of samurai and servants along the Tōkaidō, following Japan’s southern coastline. In the Edo period millions would arrive to be inspected at Hakone Sekisho (restored and visible today), a major checkpoint. To prevent rebellion against the shogunate, travellers had to obtain permission to travel the road. This created a bottleneck at Hakone, and a local industry of inns, restaurants and baths sprang up to cater to travellers’ needs and Hakone boomed.




Getting Around

Part of Hakone’s popularity is its varied transport: a switchback train from Hakone-Yumoto to Gōra; then a funicular to near the 1153m summit of Sōun-zan; then the Hakone Ropeway to Ōwakudani and lakeside Tōgendai. Finally, sightseeing ‘pirate ship’ ferries crisscross Ashi-no-ko to Hakone-machi and Moto-Hakone.






IZU PENINSULA
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The Izu Peninsula (伊豆半島, Izu-hantō) is a subtropical paradise a few hours outside Tokyo with hot springs, beaches, mountains and Unesco Global Geopark status. The west coast is wild, dominated by the rugged cliffs of Jōgasaki Coast, a suspension bridge, and Mt Ōmuro, a grass-covered volcano. Izu is where US Commodore Perry’s infamous Black Ships arrived in 1854, forcing Japan to reopen to the world. You can visit the namesake Perry Rd, now a lovers’ lane of canals, antique stores and willow trees. Izu has a cool surfer vibe, lush greenery, rocky coastlines and abundant onsen at its centre. In the south, Shimoda holds the popular surf beaches of Shirahama and Ōhama, where you can also kayak and snorkel in the clear water of Goishiga-hama. There’s a lot to do, but you can also simply lounge on white sand for the day admiring a temple gate and be back in Tokyo that evening.
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TOP TIP

In Shimoda, it’s more interesting to walk the back streets to Perry Rd. Save the bus for getting to beaches, which are along exposed, empty coastal roads. There aren’t dedicated change rooms with showers at beaches, just bathrooms with outdoor taps for washing your feet.



Chasing the Volcanic Trail

JAGGED CLIFFS, BRIDGE AND VOLCANO

There is a sense of the prehistoric in hiking along the Jōgasaki Coast (城ヶ崎海岸). The wild beauty of the jagged Jōgasaki coastline south of Itō was created from eroded volcanic rock. Around 4000 years ago, nearby Mt Ōmuro erupted, spewing lava into the cold waters to form the column shapes of the Jōgasaki coast you see today on the east side of the Izu Peninsula. The cliffside trail is a mostly paved, though sometimes rocky, hike, threading through pine forests and hugging the coast so that hikers can constantly gaze out towards the endless blue or to the upcoming cliffs where the water smashes into the rocks in a white fizz.

The gorgeous, knee-wobbling experience that draws most hikers is crossing the Kadowaki Suspension Bridge (門脇吊橋). It’s perfectly safe and stable, but the fine wires connecting the bridge from cliff to cliff give it the appearance of floating a mere 23m above the churning waters. For a less windswept view, you can also ascend the adjacent retrofuturistic Kadowaki Lighthouse to its indoor observation deck (17m).

From here, you can hike 3km inland to Jōgasaki-Kaigan Station (with buses to Itō and trains to Tokyo) in about 40 minutes. Or hike another 4km (about an hour) inland to Mt Ōmuro (大室山), the (now dormant) volcano that started it all. A chairlift takes you to the summit (580m), where you can simply sit and appreciate the coastal views of Mt Fuji. Far more interesting though is walking the 1km path around the grassy crater of the cinder-cone volcano, pondering its explosive history.
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IZU PASSES

There are a range of bus and train passes that cover trips in Izu. Cost savings can be small, but passes help guide your exploration.

For buses, the Itō 2-Day Pass provides unlimited use of buses in central Itō and Jōgasaki Coast, while beach bums can take the Irozaki and Shimoda 2-Day Pass, which covers unlimited buses around Shimoda, including the beaches of Kisami.

For trains, JR Pass holders need to pay an extra fee south of Itō, as the tracks are owned by Izukyu Railways. Surprisingly, the cheaper Tokyo Wide Pass does cover the whole trip from Tokyo’s Shinjuku Station to Izu-Shimoda Station.



WHERE TO STAY IN ITō

K’s House Itō Onsen

This 100-year-old riverside ryokan is an absolute steal. Japanese-style dorms and private rooms ooze history. ¥¥

Laforet Club Itō Onsen Yunoniwa

Luxe ryokan-style hotel with futon rooms, private onsen and large common areas. ¥¥

Moana

Alongside Ito Orange Beach, with group-friendly apartment-style rooms with kitchen. Itō Station nearby. ¥¥

The Beach with a Shrine Gate

BEACH AND TORII CITY ESCAPE

Little known fact, you can escape the crowds of Tokyo and spend the morning at a beach doing oh so very little. Sure, there are closer beaches in Atami, if you like resorts, and Itō, if you don’t mind orange sand, but Shirahama (白浜; not to be confused with Shirahama in Kansai) is the real deal. It’s reachable in three hours via a direct train from Tokyo and then a local bus. Local surfers know it and come to Shirahama, which literally translates as ‘white beach’, to catch lazy waves. The water is clean and clear, and the sand dunes are soft. The 800m stretch of beach is bookended by a green hill to the south and a rocky outcrop to the north. Perched on the rocks staring out to sea is the photogenic torii protecting the 2400-year-old Shirahama-jinja shrine, which is a short sandle-shuffle inland. During holiday weekends, the beach fills up with Kantō-area surfers and students and families in beach tents. Student tip: there is cheap beach gear at the Daiso in the shopping centre southwest of the Izukyū-Shimoda Station. In summer there are bars and fast food in the town further inland – no beachside resorts here. If you are too sun-mellowed to walk far, there are the usual convenience stores a hot-tarmac hop away, then it’s back to sweet nothing on the beach.


OVER 200 YEARS OF ISOLATION

Japan was in lockdown for over 200 years. From 1639 to 1853 the Tokugawa shogunate banned most foreigners and outlawed Japanese emigration. The isolationist policy, known as sakoku, was aimed at halting Christianity, defending Japan’s independence and maintaining feudal stability. Only the Dutch, Chinese and Koreans could trade with Japan at limited ports. Sakoku ended when Commodore Perry of the USA sailed into Edo (Tokyo) Bay in his Black Ships, forcing Japan to reopen. Perry targeted Shimoda and reportedly used Perry Rd to walk from the harbour to Ryōsen-ji, where he signed the Treaty of Kanagawa (1854) with Japanese representatives, ending Japan’s centuries of isolation. This sparked Japan’s modernisation and the beginning of the end of the Edo period (1603–1868), as Japan adopted foreign technology.



WHERE TO STAY BEACHSIDE IN SHIRAHAMA

Hotel Izukyu

Ignore the outdated decor, the rooms are clean and the sea views are fresh. ¥¥¥

A Million Roses

Hillside pension with floral wallpaper, but most rooms have sea views and are practically beachside. ¥¥¥

Asa Nami Guesthouse

Budget, surfer flophouse with a sociable cafe-bar after a day at the nearby beach. ¥



WHERE EAST MET WEST
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This charming history-filled walk starts at the Buddhist temple 1 Ryōsen-ji (1635), a 12-minute walk south of Izukyū-Shimoda Station. Here the Edo shogunate and the USA signed a treaty on 29 July 1858. Exit east on the path, passing the 2 Museum of the Black Ship (MoBS) showing artwork related to Perry, to 3 Perry Road, a charming street where willow trees kiss the canal and a jumble of antique stores and restaurants line the paths. Take the first right upstairs to 4 Chōraku-ji, a temple where a Russo-Japanese treaty signed in 1854 laid out the countries’ borders. Return to Perry Rd and postcard-perfect red bridge 5 Yanagibashi. Follow the canal, ducking through the 6 Former Sawamura Residence (1915), a mayor’s typical Shōwa-period house. Its facade features namako-kabe (black-and-white lattice) tiling offering rain protection. Exiting the house, turn right twice, following the tinkling port to the 7 Perry Monument, a plinth and anchor marking the spot where the US commodore and his men first came ashore in 1854. Continue, taking the first right, uphill into 8 Shimoda-kōen. In June this park turns into a wonderland of hydrangea flowers. The views across the port are incredible. Follow the uphill path and you’ll pass the pyramid-like 9 Monument of Japan’s Opening to the World. Its plaque in English leaves out a Japanese line mentioning that Japan was forced open at gunpoint by the USA. Stay on the main path to 10 Ochagasaki Observation Deck for stunning panoramic views across the emerald Wakanoura Bay embraced by the green peninsula, with Aquadome Perry below. From here, a path returns to the port or descends to the aquarium.



Surfing & Snorkelling in Shimoda

SUN, SURF AND TROPICAL FISH

Shimoda has some of Japan’s best surf spots. The beaches have clear water, white sand and consistent waves that can be surfed all year round. Between June and September, the waves are bigger and more frequent. One of the most popular beaches for surfing is Shirahama, which has a small but constant break that attracts many surfers in summer. The beaches in Kisami, just south of Shimoda, are among the best, with several spots for surfing. It’s also where you will see Japanese people at their most relaxed. Northernmost Tatado-hama rivals Shirahama for the most consistent waves on the peninsula, making it a favourite among locals and experienced surfers. Irita-hama comes into its own when a southerly wind blows, creating bigger and faster waves. Southerly Ō-hama has the longest length of sand and consistent waves suitable for beginners and intermediate surfers. It is overlooked by mansions where Japanese popstars and the wealthy elite get away from Tokyo. You can rent a board and get lessons by internationally qualified teachers in both Shirahama and Kisami.

For a calmer time in the water, you can also kayak and snorkel in Shimoda. The most wondrous place for spotting fish is further south at Goishiga-hama, a turquoise cove framed by pine trees. Experienced snorkellers might spy yellow box fish, colourful moon wrasse, stingrays and bioluminescent (but harmless) comb jellies.


BEST BEACH EATS IN SHIMODA

Maru Cafe

Traditional Japanese house facing Ōhama with superb authentic pizza and salad. Goats roam a wild garden. ¥

FermenCo

Modern casual beach joint on Iritahama using local honey in sourdough pizzas and serving Japanese wine. ¥

OnTheBeach

Surf-shack inland from Ōhama serving Hawaiian-style bentō (boxed meals). ¥

Izu Shirahama Barbecue Garden

Platters (meat, seafood and veg) make DIY BBQing easy. Enjoy Shirahama views from the garden. ¥¥

Papas

Fine pesto fish and Italian-style pasta in a Shirahama cabin run by a lovely couple. ¥¥



WHERE TO EAT AROUND PERRY ROAD, SHIMODA

Naminami

This tiny joint excels at kaisendon (assorted raw fish on rice), uni (sea urchin) and tempura. And beer. ¥

Page One

Its romantic bistro looks and creamy tomato and crab pasta suit the delightful surrounds. ¥¥

Tonkatsu Nisiki

Facing the marina, frying up tender tonkatsu- (pork cutlets) and ebi- (prawn) teishoku (set meals). ¥

Escape to Izu Islands Paradise

BIRDWATCHING VOLCANIC ISLANDS

Imagine soaking in a mineral-rich onsen while pondering the ocean after a day scaling a dormant volcano then eating fresh seafood. It’s hard to get your relaxed brain around the fact that the Izu Islands (伊豆諸島; Izu-shotō) are just a zippy two-hour hydrofoil ride away from Tokyo (Takeshiba), or 30 minutes from Itō. The nine inhabited islands are the peaks of a submerged volcanic chain extending 300km into the Pacific. They are technically part of Tokyo Prefecture, though a world apart. No skyscrapers here. On the first and largest island on the hydrofoil route, Ō-shima (大島), the mood is relaxed and rustic. It’s most known for its scarlet camellia flowers and active volcano, Mihara-san, which last erupted in 1990. Hire a scooter at the port, or bus it to Tōshiki-no-hana with good swimming in sheltered pools. Next stop on the daily hydrofoil is Nii-jima (新島), drawing surfers from all over Kantō region to Habushi-ura, a white-sand surf beach. Others come to sink into tubs built into rocks at Yunohama Onsen. About 6km further south, tiny Shikine-jima (式根島) is no tourist-brochure, but its compact, rocky geography and several free, mixed-gender onsen make it ideal to disconnect, camp and explore on bicycle.

For more remote islands, take a six- to 12-hour passenger ferry from Tokyo to Miyake-jima, To-shima and Kozu-shima for unique birdwatching; largely uninhabited Mikura-jima for giant trees; and Hachijō-jima for bioluminescent forest mushrooms in June, or outstanding views from the archipelago’s tallest crater rim. The southernmost, Aoga-shima, is the most remote (reachable via Hachijō-jima or plane), making it a stargazing paradise, and is both an island and a volcanic crater.
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GLOW-IN-THE-DARK MUSHROOMS

In 1954 on the Izu island of Hachijō-jima, glow-in-the-dark Mycena lux-coeli were discovered for the first time in the world. The bioluminescent fungus with a 2cm cap emits a soft green light that can illuminate a forest. Known locally as shii no tomobishi-dake (chinquapin glow mushrooms), the inedible ’shrooms only live for a few days during the rainy season between May and July, living off decaying Japanese chinquapin trunks, which are still visible today in Hachijō-jima. In the past locals believed the glow was caused by yōkai Japanese monsters. In fact, the ghostly light is emitted during a chemical reaction with the mushrooms’ luciferin pigment as they grow.



WHERE TO STAY IN Ō-SHIMA (IZU ISLANDS)

Book Tea Bed

Modern guesthouse with capsule dorms and partial sea-view private rooms near Motomachi Port. ¥¥

Hotel Akamon

An old favourite near the port. Has an onsen and offers optional fish dinners. ¥¥

Tōshiki Camp-jō

Camp facing the sea at the southern tip of Ō-shima. Book through Ō-shima Tourist Association. Free.

Onsen & Zen While You Wait

HOT SPRINGS, ROTEMBURO AND MEDITATION

On many trips across the Izu Peninsula or Izu Islands there will be time waiting for connecting transport. This is the perfect opportunity to soak in an onsen. The seaside resort of Atami (熱海) is both the gateway to Izu and its largest town. Overbuilding in the 1980s unfortunately sullied Atami’s picturesque bayside setting, but the nearby Nikkotei Ōyu (日航亭 大湯) will keep you occupied for a night or so while waiting for a boat to the Izu Islands. The mineral-rich waters of this old-school onsen is near Kinomiya station, one stop from Atami. Another base for exploration, Shuzenji Onsen (修善寺温泉) is a charming village with narrow lanes, vermilion bridges and good onsen. Hako-yu, with its wooden tower, is elegant and contemporary while 24-hour Tokko-no-yu, perched on the river Katsura-gawa, is a picturesque thermal footbath. If you want to earn your onsen, take a bus to waterfall Jōren-no-taki or explore its namesake temple Shuzen-ji, founded over 1200 years ago by Kōbō Daishi, a priest who spread Buddhism throughout Japan. Zazen sessions take place on Tuesday mornings and are free to participate in.

To the southwest, Dōgashima (堂ヶ島) has a dramatic coastline, with excellent views from a cliff-edge park while you wait for a bus to Shimoda. The highlight is gazing down through a natural skylight into a cave. With more time, board tourist boats that squeeze thrillingly into the sea caves themselves; or soak in outdoor onsen Sawada-kōen Rotemburo, set on a cliff facing the ocean. At low tide you can walk across the tombolo, a sandbar connecting the tiny island of Zo-jima.


Why I Love the Izu Peninsula
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Phillip Tang, writer.

When I want a break from Tokyo’s temptations, the nearest, most radically different escape is the Izu Peninsula. In the same morning as putting on my game face for Tokyo crowds, I can be kicking back on a white-sand beach in Kisami with the smell of the surf tumbling in. I love that the cliff-face of Jōgasaki-kaigan is a jumble of pines and rocks and is smashed with a glitter of waves, the total opposite of the capital’s obsession with order. In Izu, you’ll see Japanese people at their most relaxed, hitching up their clothes to dip their toes in at Shirahama. And locals seem in no rush when they finally speak.




Getting Around

Buses are the main form of transport on the west coast and central southern portion of Izu Peninsula. The Tokai Bus company offers single and multiday bus passes. Island-hopping through the Izu Islands is possible by using daily ferries and hydrofoils that run along the archipelago. Be sure to check the schedules carefully, as they change frequently.






CHICHIBU-TAMA-KAI NATIONAL PARK
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Letting you hike without working up a sweat is what Chichibu-Tama-Kai National Park does best, at least at the edge of western Tokyo. The vast park’s softest destinations, Takao-san (technically in adjacent Meiji-no-Mori Takao Quasi-National Park) and Mitake-san, can be reached by train and bus in an hour or two. Their dramatically un-Tokyo green scenery and cedar and pine scents feel rejuvenating. Temples, shrines and the statues of forest spirits are sprinkled throughout, making a visit feel more like a temple treasure-hunt than a hard slog. No wonder both peaks are popular with young lovebirds in squeaky-clean shoes or families with kids in tow. There are cable-car options at both, letting you choose to barely hike, or not hike at all. If you do, the paved paths lead to summit temples with stunning views out to Tokyo, which feels oh, so distant.

[image: jpg]

Cable car, Mitake-san | naokita/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

You can buy discounted return Takao-san train passes that include return rides on the cable car or chair lift directly from the ticket machines at the Keiō line gates at Shinujuku or Shibuya Stations in Tokyo.



Family-Friendly Strolling up Takao-san

EASY MOUNTAIN HIKES AND CHAIR LIFTS

Sacred Takao-san (高尾山; 599m) has been visited by mountain worshippers for more than a thousand years. Today the main hiking trail is gentle, making an ideal family outing and highly popular weekend day trip from central Tokyo for its year-round hiking. The temples dotted up its slopes make for interesting rest stops to keep casual hikers and even kids moving.

The most popular and only paved path up the mountain is Trail No 1 (turn right exiting Takaosanguchi Station), which is broad and makes it more of a stroll to reach the summit in about 90 minutes. Most visitors also take the cable car or chair lift to cut that time in half, while still passing all of the major sights. The chair lift is a thrill in itself, floating up the slopes through a cathedral of trees without a restraint or seat belt to strap you in (but safety nets are below). Exiting the lift or cable car, the 45-minute amble to the summit passes a macaque sanctuary with flower garden, temples, wooden torii and tengu statues. The best tengu protect Yakuō-in, the temple near the summit. The viewing point from here is spectacular and many finish here before returning, or continue to the summit.

If you want to find out more about the natural history of the Takao-san region, near the station is kid-friendly Takao 599 Museum. The beautifully designed museum presents information on the region through kid-friendly display cases of insects and fungi with toddler step stools.
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Takao-san | MMpai/shutterstock ©


TENGU

Who is that long-nosed red creature you see dotted around the slopes of Takao-san in sculptures and on souvenirs? That is a tengu, a Shintō spirit of the mountain. Often misunderstood as a demon or goblin, including by Buddhism in the past (which depicted tengu as lighting fires at temples!), since the Edo period they have been rewritten as mischievous forest and temple protectors (aside from some lewd cameos in ukiyo-e). At Takao-san you’ll see tengu with bird-of-prey faces or the popular long-nosed Konoha-Tengu, whose face appears as masks in some Shintō ceremonies and in an emoji ([image: ]). He is sometimes described as a monkey deity shining light onto the earthly world. That’s befitting of a forest guardian.



WHERE TO EAT FOR ALL AGES AT TAKAO-SAN

Takao View Restaurant

Sweeping views across the valley alongside giant hot dogs or Japanese dishes. Outside the cable-car exit. ¥

Yakuō-in Daihonbō

Reward yourself reaching the summit shrine with a beautiful vegan feast including soba and tempura. ¥

Takao 599

The kid-friendly museum-cafe has a spacious play area, serving desserts and cheese toasties. ¥

Zero-Hiking near Tokyo at Oku-Tama

CABLE CAR TO MOUNTAIN SHRINE

Mitake-san (御岳山; 939m) in Oku-Tama is one of Tokyo’s best spots for easy hiking (or zero hiking) getaways. Getting to this mountain town does involve one 10-minute bus ride from Mitake Station to Takimoto, where a cable car begins – meaning Takao-san beats Mitake-san for its one-train ease, without comparing the actual hiking. From Takimoto (滝本) in the valley, you can then either ride the cable car or hike up for an hour via a beautiful cedar-lined pilgrims’ path to Mitake-san, a charming old-world mountain hamlet that feels a world away from hyperkinetic Tokyo. Explore the temple here, Musashi Mitake-jinja (武蔵御嶽神社), which traces its history back over a thousand years and was a popular pilgrimage site during the feudal era. The site commands stunning views of the surrounding mountains. The wolf imagery seen here in ferocious statues and carvings stems from folklore in which a lost pilgrim was led out of a blanket of fog on the mountain by a pair of wolves, who were then enshrined as gods of the mountain. Most visitors come for a day trip, but spending a night or two on Mitake-san provides peace and luxurious quiet.


BEST RYOKAN STAYS WITH MEALS ON MITAKE-SAN

Sankō-sō

Tranquil packages near the shrine with exquisite fish and wild-vegetable meals, views and onsen. ¥¥

Shukubo Komadori Sansō

Mountains outside your window and delicious breakfast and dinner in your heated tatami room. Former pilgrims’ inn. ¥¥¥

Mitakesan-sō

Spotless renovated traditional house and garden with cedar views and excellent meals. Run by a friendly family. ¥¥¥

Nanzan-sō

Resembles an apartment but pull back the sliding doors for home-cooked meals, onsen, and vistas from tatami rooms. ¥¥¥




Getting Around

Cable cars in both Takao-san and Mitake-san not only save time but are part of the enjoyment in itself. The chair lift in Takao-san is especially serene as you get the forest without walls and chatter from other passengers. The main hiking trails are paved but can still involve flights of stairs.






NIKKō
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Just two hours from Tokyo, eternally divine Nikkō (日光) has set the scene for Shintō and Buddhist worship since before the 8th century. The sacred mountains preserve the glories of the Edo period (1603–1868) with pristine forests of towering cedars standing guard at Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples. Their golden splendour flaunts the awesome power of the Tokugawa shogunate (Edo military leaders), culminating in Tōshō-gū, an intricately ornate shrine complex.

The drama, and crowds, heighten in autumn when a fiery brushstroke of crimson leaves daub the valleys and frame water-falls, while summer sees throngs escaping stifling Tokyo to the cooler air of the mountains, lake cruises and ample national park. Spending a night or two in Nikkō allows for an early start for the most serene views and setting off on flat, plateau hikes. Yet, even day trips to the heritage area are charming.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Tōshō-gū

SIGHTS

2Chūzen-ji Tachiki-kannon

3Futarasan-jinja

4Italian Embassy Villa Memorial Park

5Izumiyado-ike

6Kegon-no-taki

7Nikkō Tamozawa Imperial Villa Memorial Park

8Rinnō-ji

9Ryūzu-no-taki

10Senjōgahara

11Shin-kyō

12Taiyū-in

13Yu-daki

ACTIVITIES

14Yumoto Onsen

SLEEPING

15Chuzenji Kanaya Hotel

16Chuzenji Pension

17Kojōen

18Little Forest Inn

19Nikko Park Lodge Tobu Station

20Nikko Senhime Monogatari

21Nikko Station Hotel II Bankan

22Oku-nikkō Guesthouse

EATING

23Meiji-no-Yakata

24Sakaeya

25Sannai Shokudō

26Sunfield

DRINKING

27Murmur Bīru Stand

28Niemon Cafe

29Sake Café Lab 250

30Wine Bar Bless




TOP TIP

The Nikkō World Heritage Area Pass includes return travel on Tobu trains (but not shinkansen) for two days and buses to World Heritage Sites. Purchase this or the Nikkō All Area Pass from Tobu Asakusa Station.
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Kegon-no-taki | Christoph Kei Baron Moriyama, CK Photography/Getty Images ©

Open-Air Temple-Hopping

LEAFY SHRINES AND RED BRIDGE

The Nikkō heritage area is a glorious open-air museum. Begin at the iconic red footbridge, Shin-kyō, suspended over the Daiya-gawa river. This reconstructed bridge, dating back to 1907, holds great significance as the spot where Shōdō Shōnin (the monk who introduced Buddhism here) was carried across the river by two giant serpents.

Cross the road and climb upstairs to Rinnō-ji, a Buddhist temple complex boasting the magnificent Sanbutsu-dō, or the ‘Hall of Three Buddhas’. Originally constructed in 848, the present structure, restored in 2021, shines vermilion. Inside, a trio of 8m-tall gilded wooden statues embody compassion and spiritual enlightenment. There is a tranquil imperial garden here too. Take the Omotesandō, the path approaching Tōshō-gū, but turn left before its end to Taiyū-in, a mausoleum completed in 1653, dedicated to Tokugawa Iemitsu, the third Tokugawa shogun and grandson of Ieyasu. Taiyū-in is like a ‘modest’ miniature of Tōshō-gū, with a series of gates guarded by fearsome deities. Its intricate gold leaf exudes understated elegance, and it’s a serene respite from the crowds.

Nearby, the 1200-year-old shrine Futarasan-jinja honours the mountains Nantai-san, Nyohō-san and Tarō-san. The simplicity of its main hall, built in 1619, adorned in vermilion and with a copper roof, evokes peacefulness.

Just to the left of the entrance to Futarasan-jinja, a 1km wooded path northwest leads to Takinō-jinja, a part of the greater shrine precinct. Before entering, pause at the Undameshi-no-torii, a stone gate where it’s customary to test your luck by tossing three stones through a small hole near the top. The enchanting path is dotted with pavilions and stone effigies.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT NIKKō SPECIALITIES

Sannai Shokudō

Serves excellent-value yuba ramen/udon and lunches near the shrines. ¥

Sakaeya

Unmissable subtly sweet-savoury yuba manju (adzuki-bean-filled fried tofu skin) dessert stand. ¥

Meiji-no-Yakata

Local Tochigi wagyū steaks, yuba salads and vegetarian dishes in a 19th-century stone house. ¥¥¥

Sunfield

Vegetarian-friendly yuba cornucopia – skewered, in miso or ginger, freeze dried or flaked onto coffee jelly. ¥¥

Murmur Bīru Stand

Down coffee stout and spiced brown ales brewed locally near Shin-kyō bridge. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY IN NIKKō

Nikko Station Hotel II Bankan

Hotel with washing machines, included breakfast and modernish decor. ¥¥

Nikko Senhime Monogatari

English-speaking staff guide ryokan guests at this luxurious onsen-ryokan near Shin-kyō. Free station pick-up. ¥¥¥

Nikko Park Lodge Tobu Station

Floral bedding in private rooms and bunk-bed dorms in this central, summer pension. ¥


YUBA TOFU SKIN

Yuba (湯波 in Nikko; 湯葉 in Kyoto) is literally a type of dried ‘tofu skin’ used in Japanese cuisine. It is a product of soy milk, where the soy proteins solidify on the surface. It has a slightly elastic and chewy texture so that when you roll it up as shinomaki yuba, it makes a classic stand-in for meat in dishes like sushi and in soba and udon bowls. Originally from China, yuba in Nikkō started as an offering in temples. A shinomaki yuba was presented in a bowl to the deities, and after the festival it was cooked for everyone to enjoy. It still forms part of temple life in Nikkō in the form of shōjin ryōri, the vegan cuisine eaten by monks.



WHERE TO DRINK IN NIKKō

Wine Bar Bless

The cosy bar’s owner is enthusiastic about his small-batch Japanese wines (and model-train diorama).

Sake Café Lab 250

This fun, taste-testing buffet of 20 local sake brands is reasonably priced with a welcoming host.

Niemon Cafe

Japanese desserts and proper coffee or matcha whisked in gorgeous pottery, which is also for sale.

Peek Inside an Unforbidden Palace

WESTERN-INFLUENCED ARCHITECTURAL WONDER

This splendidly restored imperial palace (c 1899) about 1km west of Shin-kyō bridge looks unlike other palaces. What makes Nikkō Tamozawa Imperial Villa Memorial Park a distinctive visit is seeing the influence of Western civilisation on Japan in the early 20th century, sitting alongside decoration from across Japanese eras. The palace, which was the summer residence of three emperors (Taishō, Shōwa and Akihito) until 1947, exhibits various artefacts that reflect imperial lifestyle and interaction with the West. Some floors sport floral carpet and are decorated with extravagant chandeliers, while Japanese elements remain at its heart in the form of sliding paper doors and meticulously patterned tatami flooring. Swords, helmets, scrolls and a billiard table share the same space. The palace is also a melange of different architectural Japanese styles from the Edo, Meiji and Taishō periods, showcasing the superb artisanship and variety of Japanese craft. You can admire the exquisite screen paintings and the calm garden views from nearly every window of the palace’s 106 rooms. Unlike the imperial palaces of Kyoto and Tokyo, which only let you stare at the outer walls, in Nikkō you get an inside glimpse into royal life.

Chasing Waterfalls

HIKING LAKESIDE TOWNS IN OKU-NIKKŌ

There’s more to Nikkō beyond the heritage area. Go west to the mountainous region of Oku-nikkō (‘inner Nikkō’). Chūzen-ji Onsen is a secluded hot-spring resort town with stunning waterfalls and breathtaking views of Nantai-san from its centre, Chūzen-ji lake. It’s possible to take cruises on the blue lake. The autumn months of October and November are particularly beautiful, showcasing autumn foliage; it’s also lovely under a blanket of snow.

The main attraction is the impressive 97m-high Kegon-no-taki waterfall, accessible via an elevator or viewing platform. It is a mesmerising sight. On the lake’s eastern shore lies Chūzen-ji Tachiki-kannon, an ancient temple housing a 6m-tall Kannon statue from the 8th century.

For a different experience, visit the Italian Embassy Villa Memorial Park, which offers a sun terrace with panoramic views of Chūzen-ji lake. The area around Chūzen-ji housed foreign embassies and villas from the mid-Meiji (1868–1912) to early-Showa (1926–89) periods.

It’s a pleasant 15-minute walk south (or continue on the bus from Nikkō) along the lake to Ryūzu-no-taki, a charming waterfall overlooked by the Ryūzu-no-chaya teahouse. The trail continues through the grassy Senjōgahara marshland, along a novice-friendly wooden-floorboarded path. During the flat three-hour hike, you pass by the springwater-fed Izumiyado-ike pond and the 70m-high fan-shaped Yu-daki falls, which is just below lake Yu-no-ko. On its shores is Yumoto Onsen, a peaceful hot-springs village. Yumoto Onsen provides a tranquil escape with easy access to hiking trails. Accommodation in the village includes ryokan and minshuku (Japanese guesthouses), offering a traditional Japanese onsen experience to unwind in natural hot springs.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY AROUND CHūZEN-JI LAKE

Little Forest Inn

Offers views across Chūzen-ji lake. The serene, minimalist rooms have spotless bathrooms. ¥¥

Chuzenji Kanaya Hotel

Outdoor onsen, lake views from balconies and sumptuous Japanese meals. ¥¥¥

Chuzenji Pension

Green carpet and wicker furniture in clean rooms offset by reasonable prices, excellent location and helpful hosts. ¥¥

Kojoen

Choose tidy tatami- or apartment-like floorboard rooms, and eat spectacular meals while watching cruise ships dock. ¥¥¥

Oku-nikkō Guesthouse Jun

Budget hikers love the kitted-out kitchen, washers and good-value bunk-bed dorms. ¥




Getting Around

The centre of the town is outside Tōbu-Nikkō Station (from Asakusa in Tokyo), but Nikkō Station is also a few minutes away on foot. ‘Free pass’ transport tickets include local buses to the lake area. For Tōshō-gū you could take the bus to Shin-kyō, but the (unshaded) walk is only 20 minutes and the interesting stores and restaurants along the way make time fly.





TOP SIGHT
Tōshō-gū

Tōshō-gū is an extravagant shrine honouring the powerful shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543–1616) and the star attraction of Nikkō. Ieyasu’s grandson had the original structure (completed in 1617) renovated, enlisting 15,000 people, including the most celebrated artists of the day. The design speaks drama: towering cedar trees and gates carved with mythical creatures herald your entrance towards the lavish gold-leaf shrine.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Gōjūnotō

Omote-mon

Kami-jinko

Sanzaru

Nakiryū

Yōmei-mon

Kara-mon

Gōhonsha

Nemuri-neko



Gates & Pagoda

The first gate is Ishi-dorii, made of stone and dating to Tōshō-gū’s original construction in 1619. To the left is 34.3m-tall Gōjūnotō, an 1819 reconstruction of the the five-storey pagoda first built in the mid-17th-century. After the ticket booths, the next gate is Omote-mon, guarded on either side by Deva kings.

Outer Courtyard

Continue into the outer courtyard for the Sanjinko, the ‘Three Sacred Storehouses’, built in the azekura-zukuri style of architecture (horizontally stacked logs, often triangle-shaped). On the upper storey of the Kami-jinko (upper storehouse) are relief carvings of elephants by the highly esteemed artist, Kanō Tan’yū, as he imagined them to look (having never seen the real thing).

Monkeys

Look to your left to see the Shinkyūsha, the ‘Sacred Stable’ and the only building of unpainted wood in the whole complex. It is crowned with relief carvings of Sanzaru, the allegorical ‘hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil’ monkeys, which demonstrate principles of Buddhist morality. They’re also Nikkō’s unofficial symbol.

Crying Dragon

In the far left corner of the courtyard is the Honji-dō. Look up for a painting on its ceiling of the Nakiryū (Crying Dragon). Monks demonstrate the hall’s acoustic properties by clapping two sticks together. The dragon ‘roars’ (a bit of a stretch) when the sticks are clapped beneath its mouth, but not elsewhere.

Yōmei-mon

Ascend to Tōshō-gū’s – and Japan’s – most elaborately decorated gate, Yōmei-mon (pictured). Officially designated a National Treasure, it boasts over 500 carved images depicting folk tales, mythical beasts and Chinese sages, restored to its original brilliant white and gold. Worrying that its perfection might arouse envy in the gods, architects had the final supporting pillar installed upside down as a deliberate error.


COLOURFUL RESTORATION

The first stage of restoration work, undertaken since 2007, was unveiled in 2019 and continues in sections. Most structures are now brilliantly coloured, as they would have looked in the 17th century. Painstaking traditional techniques include using white paint made from powdered shells.



Inner Courtyard

A gold-accented, white second gate, Kara-mon (唐門), also a National Treasure, leads to the shrine’s inner courtyard. The walls on the sides of both gates have fantastic carvings, including peony arabesques. There are also many stone lanterns around the complex, which were gifted by loyal daimyō.

Gōhonsha

Gōhonsha, the main shrine, is built in the H-shaped gongen-zukuri style, with its Honden (本殿; main hall) and Haiden (拝殿; hall of worship) connected by a stone corridor. Take off your shoes and step inside these halls with their paintings of the 36 immortal poets of Kyoto, and a ceiling-painting pattern from the Momoyama period; note the 100 dragons, each different. Fusuma (sliding door) paintings depict a kirin (a mythical beast that’s part giraffe and part dragon).

Cat Carving & Inner Shrine

On the right is another gate, Sakashita-mon (坂下門). It’s decorated not with dragons or phoenixes but with the sleeping cat nemuri-neko. Look up or you might miss the carving, one of the most famous in Japan, attributed to the legendary artist Hidari Jingorō. Beyond it, 207 stone steps lead to Okusha, the inner shrine, where the tomb of Ieyasu lies under a 5m-tall five-storey pagoda cast of weathered gold, silver and bronze. There is a tree here that is said to grant wishes (for a coin offering).


TOP TIPS

• As Tōshō-gū is one of Japan’s most famous attractions, it gets crowded. Arrive as early as possible. Alternatively, crowds thin out and the light is more photogenic half an hour before closing.

• The queue for the ticket machine moves much slower than the line for the human ticket seller.

• Be prepared with sturdy shoes and clean socks. There are long, steep flights of stairs outdoors (with zero wheelchair access), and you must remove shoes for the main shrine.

• The on-site museum shows more golden shogun artefacts and is more exciting than you might expect.








OGASAWARA ARCHIPELAGO
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This subtropical paradise is considered part of the Tokyo Prefecture. Pristine golden-sand beaches, gentle tropical waters teeming with marine life, and locally grown passionfruit are part of ‘Tokyo’ life on the two inhabited islands of the Ogasawara Archipelago (小笠原諸島; Ogasawara-shotō). Snorkelling, whale-watching, swimming with dolphins and dining on soy-marinated sashimi are a far cry, and 1000km south, from Ginza. The ferry ride here does take 24 hours, but it preserves the natural beauty of this Unesco World Heritage-listed archipelago.

The islands also hold a colourful history. Once known as the Bonin Islands, they were mapped by the Japanese in the 16th century and became a hub for European and Pacific Islander settlers who established provisioning stations for whaling ships in 1830. Today, around 100 descendants of these settlers, known as obeikei, still live on the islands, noticeable in the occasional Western name and face.
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TOP TIP

There are no convenience stores, and grocery stores close at night. Chichi-jima and Haha-jima both have just one postal ATM for foreign cards. Both towns have free wi-fi at the ports, which is how most visitors alert their hotel that they’re awaiting pick-up.
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Green turtle, Ogasawara | I love Photo and Apple./Getty Images ©

Escape into the Natural Wonders of Chichi-jima

WHALES, TURTLES AND SNORKELLING

This is the gateway to exploring the Ogasawara’s marvellous natural heritage. The beauty and unspoilt nature of Chichi-jima (父島) has seen it earn a reputation as the Galapagos of Japan. The island has a pristine ecosystem with rare endemic species, such as the Bonin flying fox, the Japanese wood pigeon and the white rhododendron boninense. You can also see green turtles nesting on the beaches from April to August and whales and dolphins in the waters around the island. Part of this preservation is a ban on camping and off-trail hiking, but there is excellent swimming and snorkelling. The two best beaches for snorkelling are on the north side of the island, a short walk over the hill from the village. Miya-no-hama has decent coral and is sheltered, making it suitable for beginners. About 500m along the coast (more easily accessed from town) is Tsuri-hama, a rocky beach that has better coral but is more exposed.

The best swimming beaches are on the west side of the island heading south, especially neighbouring coves Kopepe and Kominato. They have clear water and white sand. From Kominato, you can walk along a trail over the hill and along the scenic coast to the isolated rocky, white-sand John Beach, but note that it’s a hilly two-hour walk in each direction and there is no civilisation or drinking water – bring plenty.


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK ON CHICHI-JIMA

Shima Sushi

Serves soy-marinated ‘island’ sushi and squid sushi in a rustic shack. ¥¥

Charlie Tei

Portside lobster nabe (hotpot) and local grilled fish, washed down with local passionfruit whisky sour. ¥¥

Heart Rock Cafe

Snack on swordfish burgers and sip homemade fruit wines under banyan trees near Futami Port. ¥

Yankee Town

Chichi-jima’s liveliest driftwood bar with live music and Bonin Blue cocktails created by island-born owner Rance Ohira. ¥



WHERE TO STAY IN CHICHI-JIMA

Aqua

A mother and daughter serve Western and Japanese meals at this relaxing, immaculately clean guesthouse. ¥¥¥

Ogasawara Youth Hostel

Daily meet-and-greets and community spirit add appeal to this basic hostel near the port. ¥

Pelan Village

Polished wood cabins at a deluxe self-catering mountain eco-retreat. Free ferry pick-up and drop-off. ¥¥¥

Sunsets from Haha-jima Summits

MOUNTAIN HIKES, TURTLES AND SNORKELLING

Long, slim Haha-jima (母島) is wilder than its elder sibling Chichi-jima 50km to the north. Commanding attention at the centre of the 2km-wide island is the magnificent Chibusa-yama (乳房山), which rises to a height of 463m, the highest point on the island. A four-hour hike passes through rare indigenous flora. Hikers might be the only people around at the summit, where sunsets paint the sky, as the sun seemingly descends into the sea beyond the curves of Haha-jima.

At the far north of the island at Kita Minato (北港湊) there are pristine snorkelling spots, while on the nearer south side of the island’s harbour, near Wakihama beach, lies the green turtle sanctuary. You may catch sight of some of the around 135 turtles that hatch each July to October before dawn, wobbling down to the water.

Further south, nature gets wilder. An hour’s hike through slippery jungle reaches the 86m-high peak of Kofuji (小富士), with knockout views of the smaller southern islands. Heading west, limestone cape Minami-zaki has a sharp coral floor and rip currents beyond its cove, but is a dangerous beauty for its crystal-blue waters and coral snorkelling. Along the way you’ll find Horaine Beach, a narrow beach with a decent offshore coral garden, and Wai Beach, with a drop-off that sometimes attracts eagle rays.

The island’s only village is a small cluster of buildings dotted around the Oki Port. It’s best to book meals at your accommodation, as dining options on the island are limited.


BOOM TO BUST ISLANDS

The Ogasawara Archipelago was discovered in the Edo period and was folded into Japan in 1876. Fishing, whaling and coral harvesting boomed on the islands during the Taishō and Shōwa periods. Subtropical fruit and vegetables could be grown year-round. The population swelled to 7000 on Chichi-jima and 2000 on Haha-jima. Island life was sweet. Then WWII broke out, and by 1944 all residents of Ogasawara were evacuated. Following the war, US military personnel and mixed-blood obeikei occupied Chichi-jima, leaving Haha-jima uninhabited until 1968. Thick jungle had reclaimed the smaller island and it took five years to make it viable for people to live there from 1973. Haha-jima still retains its wild side, adding to its untouched appeal.




Getting Around

The only access here is by a 24-hour ferry from Tokyo, docking at Chichi-jima, the main island, with a smaller ferry connecting to Haha-jima, the only other inhabited island. From Futami Port or your lodgings rent scooters (with an international driving licence) or electric-assisted bicycles. This is essential on Haha-jima, which lacks the ‘Village bus’ of Chichi-jima – itself infrequent, running every hour or less.






CENTRAL HONSHŪ & THE JAPAN ALPS

[image: jpg]

HISTORY, HOT SPRINGS AND OUTDOOR ADVENTURE

Alpine vistas, lush forests, ancient towns, vibrant cities and a skier’s wonderland: this is the best of Japan condensed into one region.
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Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route | Hiro1775/getty images ©

Sprawling across the heart of Japan between the metropolises of Tokyo and Kyoto are the enthralling, densely forested, culture-filled and impossibly beautiful Central Honshū and Japan Alps.

Travelling here is a journey steeped in tradition – Edo-era towns and enchanting villages remain largely unchanged for centuries, ancient shrines and temples are tucked away in mystical forest, and fairytale castles perch on mountaintops. Follow the footsteps of feudal lords and samurai on the historic Nakasendō Route between charming post villages, and saunter through the beautifully preserved streetscapes of one of Japan’s most atmospheric mountain towns, Takayama.

The sharp peaks of the Japan Alps pierce the sky here and active volcanoes loom over the landscape, providing a playground for adventure-seekers. Powderhounds from around the world flock to the world-class ski resorts in winter, and hikers take over in the green season to scale some of the country’s highest mountains and traipse around the awe-inspiring natural setting of Kamikōchi. This region is also home to some of Japan’s best rotemburo (outdoor onsen), where you can soak weary muscles in steaming mineral-rich waters while the spray of a gushing river spritzes your face.

Nagoya, the country’s fourth-largest city, delivers a taste of Japan’s bright lights and big cities, while Kanazawa rivals Kyoto as the cultural jewel in the crown, where teahouses, stunning gardens and geisha meet contemporary art, hip cafes and boutique shopping.


THE MAIN AREAS

NAGOYA

Big-city energy meets traditional culture.

THE NAKASENDŌ & KISO VALLEY

Walk this ancient Edo-era highway.

TAKAYAMA

Atmospheric, culture-rich streetscapes.

KANAZAWA

Samurai, geisha and castles.

TOYAMA PREFECTURE

Where the mountains meet the sea.

MATSUMOTO

Lively city in Japan’s heartland.

NAGANO

Gateway to Japan’s Alps.

HAKUBA

Winter wonderland and outdoor summer adventure.

NOZAWA ONSEN

Snowfields and hot springs.

SHIGA KOGEN

Stunning alpine national park.

GUNMA PREFECTURE

Onsen country.



Find Your Way

Central Honshū and the Japan Alps is a vast region encompassing the centre of Japan between Greater Tokyo and Kansai. Though some parts may look remote on the map, it’s all very well connected by an efficient public transport and road network system.
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Plan Your Time

Though this is a big region, the luxury of the shinkansen means most of Central Honshū is reachable in 2½ hours from Tokyo or Kyoto, making this region easy to incorporate into your itinerary.
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Okuhida Onsen-gō | ANUCHA PONGPATIMETH/shutterstock ©


Short on Time?

• If there’s just one part of this region you’ll have time to visit then we suggest the west is best. Kanazawa is one of Japan’s best kept secrets, a city of refined culture and tradition mixed in with contemporary appeal. There’s plenty to see here so you’ll be cramming in a bit.

• Next make your way to the Unesco World Heritage–listed village of Shirakawa-gō. It can be done in a day but a night spent here allows you to take in its ambience without the bus crowds.

• Then it’s on to Takayama for historical streetscapes and its many cultural attractions.




Central Japan in One Week

• For those with more time, Matsumoto makes for a good central starting point to launch trips into both Central Honshū and the Alps.

• From here you can walk the Magome–Tsumago trail along the Nakasendō and spend a night in Edo-era towns like Narai.

• After this, you have a choice between heading east to base yourself in Nagano for day trips to the Ninja museum in Togakushi and the outdoor adventure hub of Hakuba; otherwise stick to the central area basing yourself in Takayama where you can tick off Kamikōchi, the onsen of Okuhida and lovely Gujō-Hachiman.




If You Have Two Weeks

• Starting in Nagoya take in the city’s highlights and, if organised, try to sneak in a visit to Ghibli Park before making your way up to the castle town of Inuyama.

• Travelling north to Takayama, head west to Kanazawa (via Shirakawa-gō). Catch the shinkansen to Toyama to embark on the epic Tatayama–Kurobe Alpine Route. This will transport you to Nagano, gateway to the Japan Alps. Shiga Kogen is one of its largest snow resorts and en route are the onsen-loving macaque at Jigokudani Monkey Park. From here loop around to Kusatsu Onsen in Gunma.



Seasonal Highlights

The region is largely divided into a ski season and a green season. The snow season typically runs from November to late May; the green season from mid-June to November.

JANUARY

Nozawa Onsen hosts the famous Dōsojin Matsuri from the 13th to 15th, a kind of cleansing ritual for men aged between 25 and 42 years.
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FEBRUARY

This is peak ski season when snows are at their heaviest, so hit the slopes at Hakuba with folk here from around the world.
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APRIL

Takayama celebrates spring with its colourful Takayama Spring Matsuri. Similar festivities also in nearby Hida-Furukawa.
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JUNE

Kanazawa’s biggest festival, Hyakumangoku Matsuri, features period-costume parades and performances at Kenroku-en.
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JULY

Nagoya plays host to Nagoya Basho, one of Japan’s annual sumo championships, held over two weeks.
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AUGUST

The best in cosplay from over 30 countries strut their stuff at the World Cosplay Summit in Nagoya.
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OCTOBER

A spectacular fire festival is held at Asama Onsen in Matsumoto early in the month.
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NAGOYA
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Given its handy location along the Tōkaidō shinkansen line linking all Japan’s blockbuster sights – Tokyo, Mt Fuji, Osaka and Kyoto – a stop in Nagoya (名古屋; pop 2.3 million) makes a lot of sense. Though not in the same league as all the aforementioned big names, make no mistake: as Japan’s fourth-largest city, Nagoya these days is much more than a transport hub and very much a destination in itself. And without the crush of mass tourism, it makes for a very appealing package.

The capital of Aichi Prefecture, Nagoya is the birthplace of many of the founders of modern Japan and during the Edo period it was the heartland for the samurai. Though much of Nagoya was destroyed during WWII, today it still manages to strike that sweet spot between old and new with plenty of traditional culture found among the neon-lit buzz of what is one of Japan’s most vibrant, modern (yet laid-back) industrialised cities.
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SIGHTS

1 Banshō-ji

see 6 Honmaru Palace

2 Mirai Tower

3 Nagoya City Art Museum

4 Nagoya City Science Museum

5 Nagoya War Museum

6 Nagoya-jō

7 Noritake Garden

8 Oasis 21

9 Ōsu Kannon

10 Sky Boat

11 Sky Promenade

EATING

12 Misen

13 Misokatsu Yabaton Honten

14 Ossu Brazil

15 Trattoria Cesari

SHOPPING

16 Ōsu




TOP TIP

Nagoyans love their food and are prepared to queue around the block to get it. Many of its most iconic restaurants don’t take reservations, so if you’re not wanting to wait an hour (or more) in line, try to aim for a slightly earlier or later dinner to avoid the long lines.
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BEST NAGOYA LOCAL EATS

Misen (味仙)

Join the queue to slurp down the city’s favourite local speciality of spicy Taiwan ramen. Despite the name, this is a dish that originated in Nagoya (albeit by a Taiwanese owner), and 30 years on still pulls in the masses for its meat-based ramen in a spicy broth. ¥

Atsuta Hōraiken Honten (あつた蓬莱軒本店)

The original of this famous restaurant chain has been serving hitsumabushi (eel basted in a secret sauce served atop rice) since 1873. ¥¥

Yabaton Honten (矢場とん本店)

Offering a Nagoya take on tonkatsu (deep-fried pork cutlet) is this place famed for its miso-katsu since 1947; a signature dish that’s slathered in miso-based sauce. ¥¥
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Unearthing Nagoya’s Cultural Treasures

CASTLES, SACRED SWORDS, CULTURAL TREASURES

Nagoya may be known as one of Japan’s main hubs for commerce and industry, but among it all are some superb traditional cultural attractions. Founded more than 1900 years ago, Atsuta-jingū (熱田神宮) is one of Japan’s most sacred Shintō shrines. Set over a large forested area among towering ancient cypress, it’s a peaceful place to stroll, observing worshippers. Some nine million visitors each year pay homage to the shrine built to house the ancient sword Kusanagi-no-tsurugi. One of the Three Sacred Treasures that form the Imperial Regalia, legend has it that the sword was handed to the imperial family by Amaterasu Omikami (the Sun Goddess). Though you can’t actually see the sword or enter the temple, you can view other famous swords at Kusanagi-kan (剣の宝庫 草薙館) museum. Likewise, Bunkaden Treasure House (宝物館) has a changing collection of more than 4000 Tokugawa-era swords, masks and paintings.

For more treasures, Tokugawa Art Museum (徳川美術館) is another sublime stop. It was established in 1935 by the head of the 19th generation of the Owari Tokugawa family – feudal lords of the all-powerful Edo-era clan who ruled from Nagoya Castle over Aichi Prefecture for over 250 years – to showcase their exquisite collection. Today it’s led by the 22nd generation of the family and here you’ll get a glimpse of their collection of some 10,000 priceless pieces. Among its nine national treasures are nō masks, ceramics, artworks, samurai swords and armour – most famous is the 12th-century scroll of The Tale of Genji. This is the world’s oldest surviving pictorial representation and due to its fragility it’s only displayed in late November; at other times you’ll be provided with a video and detailed info. Also don’t miss its magnificent Japanese garden, Tokugawa-en (徳川園). Donated by the Tokugawa family in 1931, and rebuilt in 2004 after being destroyed in WWII, its mix of forested trees, flower gardens, ponds, bridges, waterfall and teahouse is simply superb.

Then there’s Nagoya-jō (名古屋城), the city’s showpiece castle, dating to 1615. Like many places it was destroyed during WWII before being rebuilt in 1959. Since 2018 its main keep has been closed to the public after its structure was deemed unsafe from earthquakes. Further yet, plans were in place in 2024 to demolish it entirely and rebuild it faithfully to its original design from wood using traditional Japanese techniques. If it goes ahead, which appears very likely, completion is expected around 2028. However, it’s still very much worth a visit for its masterpiece 17th-century Honmaru Palace (本丸御殿). For 400 years it was the exclusive domain of feudal lords and samurai before it was destroyed during WWII. But in 2009 the palace was rebuilt via a painstaking process using hinoki (cypress) and handmade traditional Japanese techniques drawn from Edo period plans and historical records. In 2018 it was finally unveiled to the public, with its 31 straw-scented tatami-floored rooms wth shoji and gold-leaf-gilded fusuma sliding doors with panels decorated in replicated paintings of traditional art depicting tigers and pheasants. Beyond the palace, among the castle watchtowers, gates and moat, is its beautiful garden, Ninomaru-teien (二之丸庭園), with a number of quaint teahouses.

BUDGET ACCOMMODATION IN NAGOYA

Trip & Sleep

Popular hostel well located in Ōsu’s cool district, with stylish dorms and Western-style and tatami private rooms. ¥

Glocal Nagoya Hostel

Welcoming and friendly backpacker with good local info and a short walk from Nagoya Station. ¥

Guesthouse Mado

In Nagoya’s outer burbs is this atmospheric inn with lattice facade in a charming historical neighbourhood. ¥

Science & Technology

TOYOTA, TRAINS & A SCIENCE MUSEUM

While anything to do with ‘manufacturing, industry and technology’ may not sound like your idea of fun, wait till you’ve seen a team of robots assembling a car – you don’t know what you’re missing out on!

Here in Nagoya there’s no more famous name than Toyota, the automobile giant who developed its first car here back in 1936. At the Toyota Commemorative Museum of Industry & Technology (トヨタテクノミュージアム産業技術記念館) you can learn how Toyota was originally founded in 1919 as a textile-weaving machine company; yes, the first Toyota was an automated loom! Among displays of Toyotas from all eras, the highlights here are its fascinating demos of how current-day cars are assembled from a roll of steel to the finished product. The robots alone are worth visiting, from demos on the car assembly line, to maestros playing the violin.

In Nagoya’s south you don’t need to be a trainspotter to enjoy the hands-on SCMAGLEV & Railway Park (リニア・鉄道館). Here you can scramble aboard steam locomotives, shinkansen and Maglev – one of the world’s fastest trains, clocking in at 581km per hour – as well as simulators where you can drive a bullet train. The detailed model train sets are also great fun.

Speaking of fun, the Nagoya City Science Museum (名古屋市科学館) is a blast. Home to the world’s biggest planetarium, you’ll also experience anything from tornado demos to a deep-freeze lab complete with an indoor aurora.


THE WORLD’S FIRST NOVEL?

If you thought Tolstoy was a long read, wait till you settle in for the epic 1365-page The Tale of Genji. Written over 1000 years ago by female author Murasaki Shikibu, this Japanese masterpiece is what many believe to be the first-ever novel. Or at least the first that introduces expressive, descriptive prose that develops character complexity and use of irony in narrative form. This new literary style of writing is attributed to the new vernacular mode (kana) of writing introduced at the time. It was only when Virginia Woolf reviewed the first English translation in the 1920s that the European world realised they weren’t the first to be composing in this style, and in fact the Japanese had them beat by some 600 years!



BEST HOTELS IN NAGOYA

Royal Park Canvas

This good-value hotel has a central location and well-priced, comfortable rooms and public onsen. ¥¥

Mitsui Garden Hotel Nagoya Premier

Stylish Japanese-style business hotel. Onsen on the 18th floor with city views. ¥¥

Tower Hotel Nagoya

Unique five-star hotel within Nagoya’s landmark TV tower with beams and pillars incorporated in rooms. ¥¥¥

Hanging Out in Ōsu District

VINTAGE CLOTHING AND MULTICULTURAL EATS

If you’re in the market for a pair of cowboy boots, a paisley shirt or a discount Vivienne Westwood jacket, you’re in luck with Nagoya’s Ōsu district, home to hundreds of cool vintage boutiques along Akamon-dōri, Banshō-ji-dōri and Niomon-dōri. There’s also an antique flea market held on the 18th and 28th of every month, in front of Ōsu Kannon (大須観音) – a Buddhist temple that traces its roots back to 1333 and holds the oldest known handwritten copy of the kojiki – the ancient mythological history of Japan. For a temple with a difference stop by Banshō-ji (万松寺); though it dates back to the 17th century, today it has undergone a 21st-century makeover with its bright LED display panels and daily animatronic performances and futuristic cemetery comprising a blue-lit Tron-like LED cinerarium containing 2000 glass boxes of interred ashes.


WHAT’S IN A NAME

Originally known as Toyoda, this famous car company changed its name to Toyota in 1936. The decision was made on the basis that ‘Toyoda’ (the family name of its founders) in katakana script comprised 10 brush strokes while ‘Toyota’ had eight – a more auspicious number! Its manufacturing headquarters has long been in the nearby city of Toyota, a town that for many centuries was known as Koromo until it changed its name in 1959 to Toyota in honour of the company. Car fans can make the journey out here to visit Toyota Kaikan Museum (トヨタ会館) to see 20 of the latest releases. The Toyota Automobile Museum (トヨタ博物館) also displays Japanese and international classic cars.




Mazda Museum

Japanese car enthusiasts will also want to check out the Mazda Museum in Hiroshima where you’ll visit its 7km assembly line.



COFFEE & CRAFT BEER IN NAGOYA

YMarket Brewing

Rightfully popular brewpub pouring a good selection of craft ales to go with a menu of beer food.

Trunk Coffee & Craft Beer

This cool neighbourhood hangout is for Japanese craft beers and well-made single-origin coffees.

Q.O.L. COFFEE

Corner hip coffeehouse playing vinyl and roasting beans on site with a Melbourne-trained barista.

Scintillating Sakae

VIEWS AND NIGHTLIFE

What Shinjuku is to downtown Tokyo, Sakae is to Nagoya; a pulsating neon-lit strip of bars, clubs and izakaya (pub-eatery). Most of the action is centred around the station and shopping area, with your usual entertainment district setup: a staggering array of stacked high-rise bars. Otherwise head underground to Central Park for subterranean shopping and eating.

Beyond nightlife, Sakae also has some of Nagoya’s best-known landmarks. Dating to 1954, Mirai Tower (formerly Nagoya TV Tower) was the first of its kind in Japan, predating Tokyo, Yokohama and Osaka’s well-known versions. For the best view in town, head 247m up to the Sky Promenade (スカイプロムナード), Japan’s tallest open-air observation deck and Nagoya’s tallest building, for 360-degree views of the city. Oasis 21 (オアシス21) is another contemporary architectural centrepiece that combines a bus terminal, restaurants and a shopping area, which is illuminated each evening. And then there is the 52m-high Ferris wheel, Sky Boat (スカイボート), a unique design built into the side of the Sunshine Sakae building.
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MULTICULTURAL AICHI

Japan may not be known as a melting pot of different cultures, but Aichi Prefecture is one area you’ll notice more ethnic diversity. Since COVID-19, a wave of Nepali immigrants arrived here to fill the work gap. Brazil is home to the biggest Japanese population outside Japan, so it make sense that Brazilians are well represented here too. Aichi has by far the most Brazilians of any prefecture, mainly of Japanese descent, here to work in its car factories and heavy industries. For authentic Brazilian cuisine head to Ossu Brazil, a shotengai (market street) where you’ll also find Vietnamese, Turkish and German eateries, and authentic wood-fired pizzas at Trattoria Cesari.



PLACES TO EAT IN NAGOYA

Sōhonke Ebisuya Honten

Nagoya’s most famous spot for kishimen (flat, handmade wheat noodle). ¥

Suzunami Honten

Local institution specialising in set lunches of grilled fish served with miso, rice and pickles. ¥¥

Yamamotoya Sōhonke Honke

Established in 1925 is this original branch doing soupy miso-nikomi udon, a Nagoya speciality. ¥¥

Nagoya’s Lesser-Known Treasures

FROM TIE DYE TO LEGOLAND

Not many Japanese cities sustained as much damage as Nagoya did during air-raid bombings in WWII, and here the small Nagoya War Museum (名古屋 戦争に関する資料館) sheds some interesting local insights. Housed in a pre-war-era building, the museum has no English captions but helpful staff can assist with any questions. Among the various displays is a bomb that’s one of many unexploded pieces of ordnance still being unearthed across the city today.

Just past Nagoya’s planetarium is the Nagoya City Art Museum (名古屋市美術館), showcasing anyone from Frida Kahlo to Modigliani among other contemporary international and Japanese artists in a striking modern building.

For something more traditional, head to the red-brick factory building of a ceramics maker at Noritake Garden (ノリタケの森) for Meiji- and Showa-era decorative porcelain and to learn all about the traditional pottery process as well as having a go at glazing your own masterpiece. There is also Arimatsu Narumi Tie Dyeing Museum (有松鳴海絞会館) where you’ll learn of the 400-year-old tradition of shibori (tie-dyeing) as you watch skilled women demonstrate the art.

If you have kids in tow, good luck saying no to Legoland! It’s in Nagoya’s south where you’ll find a heap of entertainment, including miniature Japanese cities, a lego factory, performances and theme-park rides.
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Local insights
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Director of Tokugawa Art Museum, Mr Yoshitaka Tokugawa is the 22nd generation head of the Owari Tokugawa family.

Best local tip

Try representative foods of Nagoya, including udon, kishimen noodles, and miso-katsu. For traditional sights I would recommend Atsuta Jingu, and Tokugawa Art Museum, of course!

Your favourite item in Tokugawa Art Museum’s collection?

Hatsune is a National Treasure that was bridal trousseau [of Princess Chiyo, Iemitsu Tokugawa] that dates from the early Edo period.

For you, what’s the most interesting thing about Nagoya?

I think its legacy is very interesting as this is where the leading warlords of Japan, including Tokugawa Ieyasu, all rose to prominence.




Getting Around

Many of central Nagoya’s main sights can be reached by foot. It also has an excellent subway system with six lines, clearly sign-posted in English and Japanese. As well as city buses, there’s also the Me~guru (名古屋観光ルートバスメーグル) sightseeing bus that loops to many of Nagoya’s main attractions. For cyclists, bike-share includes Cariteco (cariteco-bike.com) and Hello Cycling (hellocycling.jp).

For further details visit nagoya-info.jp/en/access/traffic.






Beyond Nagoya
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The densely forested area around Nagoya offers nature, historical castle towns and a new Ghibili Park that’ll lure in anime-lovers worldwide.


In both the Aichi and Gifu prefectures surrounding Nagoya you’ll be treated to some stunning countryside as you make your way to its string of historical, well-preserved towns. So if you’re into natural scenery and traditional culture, it’s an area definitely worth taking a day or two to explore.

The picturesque towns of Inuyama, Gifu and Gujō-Hachiman are all very popular for their old-world charm and home to some of the finest castles in Japan. Ghibli Park, meanwhile, is a very exciting addition to the region and one that’s bound to significantly boost tourism as it brings in lovers of this cult anime franchise from far and wide.
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TOP TIP

With an early enough start, much of the region can be visited by car as a day trip from Nagoya.



Castles and Culture in Inuyama

CASTLES, MUSEUMS & CULTURAL ATTRACTIONS

Just 25km north of Nagoya, 35 minutes by train, lies the scenic castle town of Inuyama (犬山), a perennially popular destination among day-trippers here to soak up its historical charm and cultural attractions.

Inuyama-jō (犬山城) is the town’s main drawcard. A designated National Treasure that dates back to 1537, it’s undergone extensive restoration, though its remains one of Japan’s oldest surviving wooden castles. It’s an atmospheric walk up here passing a tunnel of 20-plus red torii (gates) and Shintō shrines before arriving at its four-level donjon (main keep). Each floor has immaculate wooden floorboards and displays of artifacts from the castle – including samurai armour and swords – and sweeping views of the Kiso River and town.

At the base of the castle lies Inuyama’s Edo-era old town, which come weekends is packed with tourists browsing shops and restaurants. Stop by Karakuri Exhibition Museum (からくり展示館) for Edo- and Meiji-era karakuri ningyō (marionettes) and Inuyama City Museum of Cultural History (犬山市文化史料館・城とまちミュージアム) for an overview of the city’s castle and cultural heritage.

Held in the evenings during the warmer months (mid-May to mid-October) are tours to see ukai – traditional cormorant fishing. This technique has been practised here by master fishermen for over 1300 years, with the birds leashed and a snare attached to their throat to stop them swallowing the fish they’re taught to fetch. Some, however, express concerns over animal welfare, especially given the birds nowadays are taken from the wild to be trained for purely tourism purposes.
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MEIJI VILLAGE & SHINTō SHRINES

Some 10km south of Inuyama-jō lies Meiji Mura (明治村), an open-air museum celebrating Meiji-era Japanese architecture. This Westernised architectural style from the late 19th and early 20th centuries was largely destroyed by WWII, earthquakes and modern development. Here, over 60 buildings from across Japan have been preserved, including the facade of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Tokyo Imperial Hotel.

Further south are two unique shrines. Ōagata-jinja (大縣神社), dedicated to women seeking fertility, is renowned for its sacred hime-ishi (princess stone), resembling giant female genitalia. Tagata-jinja (田県神社) serves as the male counterpart, featuring numerous phalluses including a colossal 2m-long penis carved from cypress each year. On 15 March, both types of carving are paraded through the streets in prayer for prosperity.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN INUYAMA

Inuyama International Youth Hostel

Unremarkable private rooms at reasonable prices; a 30-minute walk from the station. ¥

Akariya Geihanro

Riverside luxury hotel with Japanese stylings and views of the castle from each room’s private rotemburo. ¥¥¥

French Okumura-tei

Edo-period building housing two restaurants; one with French chopstick cuisine, the other for teppan-yaki. ¥¥

Gifu’s Gardens & Cultural Attractions

LIVING MUSEUM RECREATES ORIGINAL GLORY

Set along the banks of Nagara River about 43km northwest of Nagoya, and 20km from Inyuyama (all interconnected by an efficient train network), is the scenic prefecture capital of Gifu (岐阜). Though it’s actually a sprawling industrialised city, few tourists venture beyond its resplendent park area Gifu-kōen (岐阜公園) with its striking vermillion three-storey pagoda and lush foliage that blazes autumnal colours in November.

Here you’ll find its premier cultural attractions, including the enchanting Gifu-jō (岐阜城), high atop the forested Kinka-zan. Destroyed during WWII, the current four-tiered castle was built in 1956, but the original fortress dates to 1201. It was here during the 16th century that the famous daimyō (warlord) Oda Nobunaga ruled at the height of his powers. It has such a commanding position that there’s a ropeway to the top – or otherwise it’s a one-hour hike – and the magnificent 360-degree views stretch as far as Nagoya. In summer it’s illuminated at night, making it an atmospheric time to visit, and within are displays of samurai swords and armour.

In Gifu-jō you’ll also find Gifu City History Museum (岐阜市歴史博物館), which focuses on the city’s ancient past including the Sengoku period. Further along is Shōbō-ji (正法寺), one of the three Great Buddha statues of Japan. Dating to 1832, this 13.7m-tall papier-mâché Buddha took over 38 years to create, using a tonne of paper sutras.

Up from here is Kawara-machi Historic Street a well-preserved townscape with lattice doors and the launching point for traditional ukai cormorant fishing that takes place along Nagara-gawa in the evening from mid-May to mid-October. Nagaragawa Ukai Museum (長良川うかいミュージアム) has more information about this ancient practice.


THE HOME OF THE SAMURAI SWORD

Famed across Japan for producing prized swords for millennia is the town of Seki (関市) located 20km northeast of Gifu. It’s here where samurai would get their trusty blades made by master swordsmiths, all beautifully crafted with intricate designs. Today it remains at the forefront of its artisan knife industry with makers using traditional techniques passed on through generations. At Seki Traditional Swordsmith Museum (関鍛冶伝承館) you’ll get demos of the production process among displays of stunning ancient swords. At G. Sakai Knife Museum (ナイフ博物館) you can forge your very own blade with a signature engraving; Kasuga Shrine (春日神社) is where the Shintō god is enshrined to protect the Seki blacksmiths.



WHERE TO SLEEP, EAT & DRINK IN GIFU

Guesthouse Kiten

Close to Gifu’s main attractions is this tiny but characterful guesthouse with tatami-mat rooms. ¥

Gyōza Gishū

Be prepared to queue for this hole-in-the wall joint doing soupy fried gyōza and cold beer. ¥

Yell! Ale!! Gifu

Stylish brewpub serving local craft beers and gin, with hearty food to go with it.

Discover Charming Gujō-Hachiman

CITY OF WATER AND DANCE

Around halfway between Nagoya and Takayama, and 55km north of Gifu, is picturesque Gujō-Hachiman (郡上八幡). This small castle town is packed with charm and traditional culture that gives it a more tranquil and less touristy vibe than Takayama. Though easily reachable by train, the station is a 20-minute walk from town.

This compact town is best explored on foot, where you can step back in time as you stroll the cobbled streets of Kajiya-machi and Shokunin-machi, lined with century-old merchant homes and artisan workshops off which lead atmospheric laneways and scenic bridges where the Kodara and Yoshida rivers meet. For a self-guided walking tour, visit the tourist information office (gujohachiman.com) to take in the town’s central historic district as well as shrines, springs and the restored 16th-century Jionzenji (鐘山慈恩護国禅寺) with its beautiful Zen garden. At Gujō-Hachiman City Museum (郡上八幡博覧館), you’ll not only learn about the town’s history (including displays of plastic food models, which were invented here) but also have the chance to learn Gujō Odorim dance festival moves that date back to the 1590s. At 11am, 1pm, 2pm and 3pm you can take dance lessons of this summer Bon festival – added to Unesco’s Intangible Cultural Heritage List in 2022 – that from August 13th to 16th culminates in a frenzied four days of dancing until dawn.

But the icing on the cake is Gujō Hachiman’s magnificent hilltop feudal castle. Originally built in 1559, Gujō-Hachiman-jō (郡上八幡城) was destroyed in the 1870 Meiji Restoration before it was reconstructed in 1933 – making it the oldest reconstructed wooden castle in Japan. Hidden among the forested hilltop of maple trees, it’s a steep drive or walk up (watch out for bears) and with its natural river moat, it is one of Japan’s most attractive castles.
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FAKE PLASTIC FOOD

From mugs of glistening ice-cold beers to crispy golden tempura, if you’re anything like us, you’ll be forever intrigued by those replica food dishes displayed in restaurants across Japan. Gujō-Hachiman is the birthplace of pioneer shokuhin sampuru (food models) maker, Takizo Iwasaki, and today still there are food replica businesses here who’ve learned from the master. As well as picking up some novel souvenirs at Sample Village Iwasaki (サンプルビレッジ いわさき) you can make your own sushi, while Shokuhin Sample Kōbō (食品さんぷる工房) has a hands-on workshop within a 150-year-old machiya (townhouse), where you can create anything from tempura dishes to spilled ice cream!



GUJō-HACHIMAN: EAT, DRINK & SLEEP

Bizenya Ryokan

A former Edo-era school, this elegant ryokan boasts a traditional garden and wonderful seasonal cuisine. ¥¥

Onabi-en

All outings need an ice-cream stop and here it’s all about the matcha soft serve. ¥

Supple Coffee Roasters

Prime riverside spot to enjoy snacks and quality single-origin pour-overs with beans roasted on site. ¥

Get Spirited Away At Ghibli Park

ENCHANTING WORLD OF STUDIO GHIBLI

If you’re a fan of the animation magic and whimsical storytelling of Studio Ghibli, then we probably don’t need to tell you about the exciting news of Ghibli Park (ジブリパーク), Japan’s newest destination dedicated to its much-loved anime films. Though touted as a theme park, don’t come expecting amusement park rides. Rather, it’s a fantasy-filled land featuring recreations of famous Studio Ghibli moments. Located 30km east of Nagoya (reachable by train or bus; 50 minutes), it’s all blended in among nature on the site where Aichi province hosted the World Expo in 2005.

Due to its high demand the park was rolled out in phases, with the first unveiling of three areas in late 2022. Ghibli’s Grand Warehouse is the park’s centrepiece and features themed exhibitions of locations from many of its most iconic movies. This includes Arrietty (2010) where visitors can experience giant plants through the perspective of tiny Arriety. And if you ever dreamed of starring in a Ghibli film, get ready for it: here interactive exhibits allow your fantasy to come to life. There’s also a cinema screening 10 original Studio Ghibli short films only shown here and in Tokyo’s Ghibli Museum, Mitaka.

At Hill of Youth fans will be charmed by scenes from Whisper of the Heart (1995), the Elevator Tower from Castle in the Sky (1986) and Howl’s Moving Castle (2004) and the cat-sized Cat Bureau from The Cat Returns (2002). Dondoko Forest is the third section (ticketed separately), dedicated to My Neighbor Totoro (1988).

As for the final phase (early 2024), areas to look forward to include historical landscapes of Mononoke Village from the 1997 Princess Mononoke and Valley of Witches with themes from Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989) and Howl’s Moving Castle, including the castle itself.


TICKETS FOR THE PARK

Given it only opened in late 2022, Ghibli Park is an attraction visitors will need to be patient with. Getting tickets will be challenging for a little while as not only is ticket allocation purposely set low to prevent overcrowding, but tickets can only be booked online on set dates three months in advance – and they sell out within 30 minutes of going on sale, so you’ll need to be very vigilant.There is also currently no pass that allows access to all three areas, so don’t expect to see the entire park. Check its website for the latest, and good luck!




More Ghibli Goodness

In addition to Ghibli Park and Tokyo’s magical Ghibli Museum, Mitaka, locations to give you Ghibli vibes include Tomo-no-Ura, Shōdo-shima Olive Park and Yakushima’s Shiratani Ravine.




Getting Around

The Nagoya region is well connected with an efficient train system to make getting around easy enough. However, if time’s tight and you want to cover a bit of ground, hiring a car is the way to go. Note there’s no parking at Ghibli Park, but it can be reached by train from Nagoya Station or a direct 40-minute bus ride.






THE NAKASENDō & KISO VALLEY
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Retrace the footsteps of feudal lords and samurai along the ancient Nakasendō route that linked Kyoto with Edo (current-day Tokyo). Evoking all the beauty and imagery of a Hiroshige woodblock print, this is the Japan many dream of – a journey that’ll immerse you in the Kiso Valley’s cedar-scented forests and timeless villages.

The Nakasendō (中仙道) was one of five major highways of the Edo period (1603–1868) that aristocrats, warlords, pilgrims and merchants would travel between Japan’s imperial and political capitals. This was the inland, genteel road preferred by many over the coastal Tōkaidō route, which, though the largest and busiest, involved many river crossings without bridges. A great deal of the route today has developed into national roads, but several sections of thickly forested trail have been restored, leading to well-preserved post towns that make a welcome sight for weary travellers.
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TOP TIP

Walking season is March–November; the hot summer months of July and August are best avoided. In smaller towns like Magome, Tsumago and Narai many restaurants close for dinner, so you’ll need to book meals through your accommodation or bring provisions.
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Trip Along the Magome–Tsumago Trail

THE NAKASENDō’S MOST FAMOUS SECTION

There’s no better place to get a taste of rural old-world Japan than the 7.8km Magome–Tsumago leg of the Nakasendō. Connecting the post towns of Magome and Tsumago, here you’ll be living and breathing history of the Edo era as you follow the path of royalty, samurai, monks and haiku masters. It takes anywhere from 2½ to five hours (one-way), and while not an overly strenuous walk (mostly following along a well-maintained path) you’ll need reasonable fitness. Bring enough water as there’s nowhere to buy it along the way.

Magome (馬篭) is an immaculately preserved one-street town that meanders alongside tranquil water wheels (used to ground buckwheat for soba) and lattice-fronted Edo-era architecture. Among its minshuku (guesthouses) and cafes are several museums, including Tōson Kinenkan (藤村記念館), dedicated to Magome’s favourite son, author Shimazaki Tōson (1872–1943).

Single-origin brews at HillBilly Coffee Company make for the perfect pre-trek stop before taking the steep path to the top of Magome-tōge Pass (801m). The trail then winds down into the glorious Kiso Valley with its pristine forest of cypress, cedar and bamboo. This is the habitat of black bears, so ring the bells along the way. At the halfway mark lies an Edo-era teahouse where you’ll be treated to a cup of rice tea by the open fire before pushing on to Otaki and Medaki waterfalls, where legendary samurai Miyamoto Mushashi would practise his skills.

Arriving in Tsumago (妻籠) it genuinely feels like you’ve stepped back into the 17th century. Its long street is lined with heritage buildings, museums and inns where weary travellers would, and still do, spend the night. For lunch, Yamagiri Shokudo does hearty soba dishes served among the owner’s retro bric-a-brac.
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NAKASENDō TODAY

While today it’s a smidge over two hours separating Tokyo from Kyoto by shinkansen (and even less by plane), back in the day it’d take 18 days or so to trek the 532km-long Nakasendō highway. Along the way were 69 post towns strategically placed to offer a much-welcome sight of inns, teahouses, temples and watering holes for horses. Some still walk the highway today, but don’t expect it all to be as scenic as the Kiso Valley section; instead at times you’ll be trudging beside motorways. But there’s plenty to amaze in between as you pass through five prefectures from the Nihonbashi staging post in Tokyo to Sanjō Ōhashi in Kyoto. For details, see Walk Japan’s intinerary (nakasendoway.com).



WHERE TO SLEEP IN MAGOME & TSUMAGO

Magome-Chaya

Budget guesthouse with simple tatami rooms, shared bathrooms, optional meals and excellent local advice. ¥

Guesthouse Nedoko

Stylish conversion of a traditional house along Magome’s main drag run by husband-wife team. No meals. ¥

Fujioto

Atmospheric Tsumago ryokan with Japanese garden and lovely views. Prices include two meals. ¥¥¥

Nakasendō’s Checkpoint Town

RIVERSIDE BEAUTY MEETS EDO-PERIOD CHARM

Centred along the Kiso River in the heart of the valley is Kiso-Fukushima (木曽福島), an important post town along the Nakasendō that served as its main security checkpoint. Here travellers would be required to present their tegata (wooden travel passes), while having their goods inspected for any smuggled weapons to prevent revolts into Tokyo. Today it’s been restored as the Fukushima Checkpoint Site (福島関所跡) museum, with Edo-period relics including implements used to maintain order.

Though hardly the big smoke, it remains Kiso Valley’s largest town (pop 11,045) and is a handy base for exploring the area, including nearby Ontake-san. Opposite the train station is the helpful tourist information office (town-kiso.com) which can provide info on both Ontake and hikes along the Nakasendō.

The old district of Ue-no-dan (上の段) is worth a look for Edo-period houses, including some good restaurants and lacquerware shops. Sake breweries offering tastings include the 150-year-old Nakazen (中善酒造店) and 130-year-old Nanawarai (七笑酒造). Hikers looking to soothe tired feet can take a soak in the riverside public footbath before crossing the bridge to visit Yamamura Daikan Yashiki Museum (山村代官屋敷), the residence of the Yamamura family who governed the Kiso area for nearly 300 years, and it features displays of samurai armour and a mummified fox. Nearby is Kōzen-ji (興禅寺) the most famous Zen temple in the Kiso Valley and home to what is claimed to be the largest dry rock garden in Japan.


KOMAGATAKE ROPEWAY

Even if you’re not a hiker, it’s worth coming to Kiso Sanmyaku (木曽山脈; Kiso Mountains) – aka the Central Alps (Chūō Arupusu,中央アルプス) – to take in the views of this stunning mountain while soaring across the valley in a cable car. The Komagatake Ropeway (駒ヶ岳ロープウェイ) takes you to 2612m in the Senjōjiki cirque (the highest station in Japan), where on a good day you can see virtually all the Southern Alps and even Fuji-san (Mt Fuji). The ropeway also provides a launching point for hikers to trek Senjojiki cirque or to summit Kiso-komagatake (木曽駒ケ岳; 2956m; three-hours return) one of Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains. In winter, there’s skiing and snowboarding here too.



WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN KISO

Kurumaya Honten

Get in line to experience one of Japan’s most renowned soba restaurants, which dates back over a century. ¥

Nagomi-an Hida-tei

One of the hottest seats in town, this Kiso historical district eatery serves beautiful set meals with Kiso beef. ¥¥

Kiso Mikawaya

The Japanese-style tatami-mat rooms are the pick at this riverside hotel with onsite onsen. ¥¥

Taming Ontake-san

THE HOLY TRAIL

Of Japan’s 111 volcanoes, Ontake-san (3067m) stands at its second tallest behind Fuji-san (3776m). Like Fuji, Ontake is also both one of Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains and its most sacred summits. Pilgrims have been climbing its holy peak since the 9th century, but come July to mid-October hikers also descend upon Ontake to summit to its top.

The most popular route to its peak Ken-ga-mine (剣ヶ峰) is via Ontake Ropeway. Accessed by bus from Kiso-Fukushima Station, here you’ll be zipped up from a starting elevation of 1570m to 2150m. Otherwise, hikers start from Ta-no-hara (田の原; 2180m), which you can access via car. Whatever route you decide, given both trailheads start at a high altitude, it only involves a climb of 900 vertical metres; a five- to six-hour return hike. Along the way you can expect a mixed terrain of forested and shrub landscapes that thin out to rocky landscapes. Besides passing many shrines, statues and monuments you’ll also encounter stunning emerald crater lakes.

It’s important to note that Ontake is an active volcano and in 2014, 63 hikers tragically lost their lives due to an eruption that took everyone by surprise. Various hiking restrictions have been in place since; check with the Kiso Tourist Information Centre before heading out. Located at the seventh station (2190m), Nagano Prefectural Mount Ontake Visitor Center also offers up-to-date volcanic information as well as interesting details on its natural history.

In winter, skiing and snowboarding are also popular on Ontake’s southeastern slopes near Otaki village.


MOUNTAIN ASCETICS OF ONTAKE

If you notice hikers not dressed in the latest waterproof apparel but instead white robes and cypress hats, these are devotees of the Ontakekyō religion, a Shintō sect of some one million who worship Ontake-san. Here they take forest bathing literally as they meditate directly under icy waterfalls to purify themselves before making the ascent. Pilgrims were once required to spend up to 100 days here cleansing themselves before beginning the climb. It remains a ritual still practised today; though these days a few minutes will suffice rather than a gruelling three months. To learn more, head to Ōtaki Village (王滝村; ontake.jp) at the base of the mountain and visit otakiexperience.com for activities.




WHERE TO STAY IN ONTAKE-SAN

Nigorigo Onsen Asahisō

Japan’s highest hot-spring resort features Japanese-style rooms, floor heating, Ontake-san views, private rotemburo. ¥¥

Ontake Gonoike Hut

Luxurious lodge built with timber of the ‘Five Sacred Trees of Kiso’. Lovely terraces, grand views, meals included. ¥¥

Kurumisawa Inn

Meiji-era ryokan in Otaki village with tatami-mat rooms, seasonal local produce and a shared wooden onsen. ¥¥

Yabuhara–Narai: Taking the Road Less Travelled

THE NAKASENDO’S TORII PASS

A less touristy but no less enchanting leg of the old Nakasendō is this 6.4km trail that links the post towns of Yabuhara with Narai. It’s around a three-hour hike between the two.

Starting in Yabuhara (薮原), the 35th of Nakasendo’s post towns, it’s a sleepy town known for wooden houses with lattice doors and traditional wooden orokugushi combs made from the local Minebari tree. From here the path takes you along an intact section of the Edo-era trail through horse chestnut trees before heading over the Torii-tōge Pass (1197m). This is the highest point of Nakasendō’s 534km route, and historically was regarded as one of the more difficult sections.

Narai (奈良井) was always a welcome sight for aching-limbed travellers ready to call it a night. Marking the halfway point of the route between Kyoto and Tokyo, Narai is one of the Nakasendō’s best preserved post towns. Even if you don’t embark on the walk here, it’s very much a destination in itself and (like Yabuhara) is conveniently located on the JR Chūō line. Its historical main street extends 1km south from the station, making it the longest of the post towns and lending its name ‘Narai of a thousand houses’. It’s a superb showcase of Edo-period architecture which today serves as anything from shops for Kiso lacquerware, soba restaurants and cafes to ryokan and local history museums.

The elegant Kamitoiya shiryōkan (上問屋史料館) is the 400-year-old residence of a wealthy merchant family, an immaculately restored two-storey cypress lattice building with pristine tatami-mat rooms, shoji, a serene Japanese garden and some history: Emperor Meiji and his party visited for lunch in 1880 on their way to Kyoto.


SLEEP, EAT & DRINK IN NARAI

Minshuku Shimada (民宿 しまだ)

Family-run minshuku with polished floorboards, spacious tatami-mat rooms and shared bath the owner will book in a timeslot for you. Slip on your yukata (light cotton kimono) for meals served downstairs. ¥

Matsunami (松波)

Delightful family-run corner restaurant specialising in delicious tonkatsu-don (pork cutlet on rice). ¥

Tokkuriya (徳利屋)

Local favourite for handmade soba in a stunning Edo-era inn where officials and literary figures such as Toson Shimazaki and Shiki Masaoka stayed. ¥¥

Suginomori Brewery (杉の森酒造)

Sake brewery dating to 1793 where you can sample the goods at its nearby bar.




Getting Around

On foot remains the best way to explore the Kiso Valley’s section of the Nakasendō. In both Magome and Tsumago there’s a baggage forwarding service, return to your starting point via local buses.

Most towns of interest in the Kiso Valley (except Magome) are conveniently reached by train on the JR Chūō line. The easiest way to reach the area is by tokkyū (limited express) Shinano trains on the JR Chūō line from Nagoya or Matsumoto.

To reach Magome, take the train to Nakatsugawa Station from where you can take a bus. For Mt Ontake, buses arrive from Kiso in summer but having your own wheels will be very handy.






TAKAYAMA
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If you’ve come to Japan to be charmed by the romance of its traditional culture and pretty landscapes (who hasn’t?) then Takayama (高山) is for you. Nestled among the mountainous Hida region and backdrop of the Northern Japan Alps, this is one of Central Honshū’s biggest drawcards: a ‘little Kyoto’ packed with cultural jewels of museums, shrines and temples. But Takayama’s main appeal is simply strolling its historical streetscapes, soaking up Edo-era atmosphere with wooden merchant houses, sake breweries and ornate bridges over its pretty Miyagawa River.

If there’s one downside to Takayama it’s that it’s getting too popular – tourists vastly outnumber locals. Hence this may be one destination to visit during shoulder season.

The town makes a good base for exploring the surrounding area, including day trips to Kamikōchi and onsen towns.
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SIGHTS

1 Kusakabe Folk Museum

2 Takayama Festival Floats Exhibition

3 Takayama Museum of History & Art

4 Takayama Shōwa-kan

5 Takayama-jinya

6 Yoshijima Family Residence

EATING

7 Centre4 Hamburgers

8 Ebisu-Honten

9 Kyōya

10 Masagosoba

11 Menya Shirakawa

12 Miyabi-an Soba

13 Takumi-ya

14 Uribōya

DRINKING

15 Al Brewer’s Beer Stand

16 Falò Coffee Brewers

17 Moon Tap Beer

SHOPPING

18 Suzuki Chōkoku

19 Tozawa Shikki

20 Yamada-Shunkei




TOP TIP

You’ll need reservations across the board, so if you have your heart set on that restaurant, ryokan or even car hire, book well ahead to avoid disappointment. The best restaurants are often filled with tourists, so if that’s off-putting, there are plenty of local options, too.



Takayama Museum Treasures

DISCOVER THE TOWN’S RICH HISTORY

Before you start exploring, drop by Takayama Museum of History and Art (飛騨高山まちの博物館) to get an overview of the town’s cultural heritage. Within an 18th-century storehouse, its 14 themed exhibitions take in Takayama’s history as a castle town built in the 16th century by the samurai (and tea master) Kanamori Nagachika, who modelled the city after his beloved Kyoto. As well as traditional artworks there are displays of Erku Budhda wood carvings and Yatai festival floats.

Originally the administrative centre for the Kanamori clan, Takayama jinya (高山陣屋) is the only remaining prefectural office building of the Tokugawa shogunate. Free guided tours visit its main building, which dates to 1816 and was used as local-government offices until 1969, as well as the rice granary, garden and a torture chamber.

The superb Kusakabe Folk Museum (日下部民藝館) is housed within a 19th-century double-storey machiya-style family residence built entirely out of Japanese cypress. Constructed by one of Hida’s renowned master carpenters, inside you’ll explore its tatami interior, large 13m-long ceiling beams and latticed bay window looking out to its Japanese garden. Inside are cultural displays of ceramics, bridal outfits and folk crafts. Next door is the Yoshijima Family Residence (吉島家), a former sake brewery that also features exquisite craftsmanship.

For more recent history don’t miss the wildly entertaining Takayama Shōwa-kan (高山昭和館) with its eclectic collection of retro Japanese collectibles dating from the Shōwa era (1926–89). Among the kitschy toys and pop culture memorabilia are old-school computer consoles like Pong and Space Invaders that you can play.
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Takayama jinya | CHEN WS/shutterstock ©


TAKAYAMA MATSURI

Dating back some 350 years, the colourful procession of Takayama Matsuri is one of Japan’s great festivals. Taking place twice a year, Sannō Matsuri is held on 14–15 April, when a dozen lavishly decorated yatai (floats) are decked out with lanterns and paraded through Takayama’s streets accompanied by sacred music. On 9–10 October Hachiman Matsuri is a slightly smaller version, but either time be sure to book accommodation in advance.

If you’re not here for the festival, the Takayama Festival Floats Exhibition (高山祭屋台会館) displays many of the decorative floats, some dating to the 17th century. They feature exquisite carvings, lacquering and craftsmanship.



BUDGET ACCOMMODATION

K’s House Takayama

Reliable hostel with dorms, Western-style rooms and bike rental. Tatami-mat rooms in second Oasis branch. ¥

Takayama Ninja House

Laid-back guesthouse run by helpful host Octavia, with Japanese-style or pricier Western-style rooms. ¥

Guesthouse Tomaru

Central location, friendly vibe and homely touches. ¥



Walking Takayama’s Historical Neighbourhoods

[image: map]

Start off big at Takayama’s striking 1 Hida Kokubun-ji (飛騨国分寺), a three-storey Buddhist pagoda dating from the 16th century and fronted by a massive 1200-year-old gingko tree. Make your way along the covered shopping strip to cross 2 Kaji Bridge over the Miya-gawa river, pausing to take in its two whimsical bronze statues of the Ashinaga-tenaga yōkai (supernatural creatures).

Here marks the start of the riverside 3 Miyagawa Morning Market, selling handicrafts, fresh produce and street food. Retrace your steps to reach Takayama’s old town with lovingly preserved Edo-era streetscapes packed with elegant wooden merchant houses. Following the narrow street you’ll pass a kimono shop and lacquerware store to reach 4 Ōnoya Brewery (大のや醸造) which has been making soy sauce and miso here for over 250 years. Next along is a different type of brewery, the 10th-generation 5 Harada Sake Brewery (原田酒造場), where you can sample up to 15 varietals, or try its sake ice cream. There’s no shortage of sake breweries around here (marked by fuzzy spheres of cedar fronds hanging above their doors) and across the way is 6 Funasaka Sake Brewery, which dates back to a remarkable 1688.

Wandering along, take a right to reach Takayama’s vermillion 7 Nakabashi Bridge, one of the most picturesque locations in town. Cross back over the river to burn some calories as you make the steep walk up to 8 Shiroyama Park for sunset and where you can ascend another hill to the site of 9 Takayama-jōato (高山城跡), the ruins of the city’s castle.



Shopping for Hida’s Traditional Crafts

EXQUISITE WOODWORK AND LACQUERWARE

With its long history of master carpenters and artisans, Takayama is a great place to pick up some quality crafts.

Ichii-Ittōbori is a centuries-old style of intricate woodcarving from yew trees that grow in the forested Hida region and uses up to 50 different styles of chisel to complete the final piece. You’ll find plenty of shops dedicated to this humble craft including the delicate works by master Suzuki at Suzuki Chōkoku (鈴木彫刻).

Hida Shunkei lacquerware is another Takayama speciality, a 17th-century technique using a clear lacquer to enhance the natural beauty of the wood grain in a crimson or golden colour finish. Shops worth checking out include Yamada-Shunkei (山田春慶店) and Tozawa Shikki (戸沢漆器).


DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

Come evening, Takayama can seem eerily devoid of life, leaving tourists to wander the streets bemused as to where everyone went. While it’s true Takayama isn’t known for its raucous nightlife, if you’re after a sniff of late-night action, the area of Dekonaru Yokocho is where it’s at. Though hardly Shinjuku, you’ll still find plenty of bars and boozy izakaya (pub-eateries) to choose from. For craft beer, drop by Moon Tap Beer (ムーンタップビア) or Jibiruya (じびるや), which both brew seasonal ales using local ingredients, while Al Brewer’s Beer Stand (アル ブルワーズ ビアスタンド) has craft beers from around Japan. For well-made flat whites and single-origin pour overs, Falò Coffee Brewers is your place.



Take a Trip to a Traditional Theme Park

OPEN-AIR ARCHITECTURE MUSEUM

Though only a 10-minute bus ride from Takayama Station, a trip out to Hida Folk Village (飛騨の里) will feel like you’ve landed in the countryside. Centred around the picturesque Goami Pond and backed by lush forest, this splendid display of 30 epic traditional gasshō-zukuri (sharply angled thatched-roof) houses is a wonderful place to explore. The structures were all dismantled at their original sites throughout the Hida region and artfully rebuilt here. Even if you’re going to Shirakawa-gō, it’s worth dropping by to admire the expert carpentry of the restored interiors as well as cultural displays and wood-carving demonstrations. The views of the snowcapped Japan Northern Alps alone are worth coming here for. You can also make the 30-minute walk up to Mt Matsukura (857m), where you’ll find the stone-wall ruins of its 16th-century castle.

TRADITIONAL ACCOMMODATION

Oyado Yamakyu

A more affordable traditional option with hilltop location, tatami-mat rooms, meal options and open-air onsen. ¥¥

Antique Inn Sumiyoshi

Superb riverside ryokan within a heritage building filled with old-world charm and antiquities. ¥¥

Oyado koto no Yume

Traditional ryokan meets superb boutique hotel with tatami-mat rooms and rooftop onsen. ¥¥¥

Sample Takayama’s Food Scene

ENJOY LOCAL REGIONAL SPECIALITIES

Food is a highlight for many visitors to Takayama, and there’s no more famous dish than Hida-gyū (Hida beef). This breed of black cattle raised in Gifu Prefecture is renowned for its high quality fat marbling and you’ll find it on menus across town. Kyōya (京や) is an atmospheric place to try dishes such as Hida-gyū soba and hoba-miso (sweet miso paste grilled on a magnolia leaf), while Takumi-ya (匠家), with its own butcher, offers a more affordable option. Otherwise Centre4 Hamburgers flips juicy Hida beef burgers at its popular diner accompanied by an exclusively Johnny Cash soundtrack.

Don’t miss a counter reservation at Sakurajaya (さくら茶屋) – and the genius culinary skills of chef and host Hiroshi, who whips up fantastic, fresh and original dishes.

Soba is another local speciality and Ebisu-Honten (恵比寿本店) has been rolling their handmade soba since 1898. Miyabi-an Soba (みやび庵) is another classy spot in an Edo-era building where you’ll hand-grate wasabi root to dip your soba into, accompanied by sansai (mountain vegetables), tempura and Takayama’s finest sakes.

Takayama ramen is a lighter version made from soy sauce and broth. Try at Masagosoba (まさごそば) and Menya Shirakawa (麺屋しらかわ), where you’ll find queues snaking around the corner.

For something different Uribōya (うり坊屋) is an izakaya run by a family of hunters who specialise in game, from skewered barbecue bear to deer sashimi and whatever else they’ve caught that day.
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HIDA FURUKAWA

A worthwhile excursion from Takayama is the 15-minute train journey to visit the delightfully preserved town of Hida Furukawa (飛騨古川). Though a fire in 1913 destroyed 90% of the town, Furukawa’s master carpenters rebuilt much, including the majestic Honkō-ji (本光寺) and Shinshū-ji (真宗寺). Stroll by centuries-old sake breweries, traditional storehouses and carp-filled canals. The ecotourism operator Satoyama Experience (satoyama-experience.com) can arrange traditional accommodation, cycling tours and cultural activities locally. Cosy Takumi (匠) does Hida beef udon; tiny Hidanooku Brewery (ヒダノオクブルワリー) pours craft beer. Furukawa Matsuri is held on 19–20 April with yatai (festival floats) and hundreds of boisterous half-naked men parading a large drum through town.




Getting Around

Takayama is an easy town to navigate on foot and walking is by far the best way to explore its sights. Otherwise you can hire a bike through some of the hotels and guesthouses, or through Hara Cycle near the station. If you’re feeling touristy, you can hire a rickshaw to zip you around. There are also public buses and local trains to get to some of the outer areas.






Beyond Takayama
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Enjoy Japan’s spectacular wilderness in between soaks in outdoor hot springs and stops to Unesco World Heritage villages.


The Hida region surrounding Takayama in the north of Gifu prefecure is an alluring destination that beckons with pristine natural wilderness, idyllic rural villages and wonderful culture heritage. Serving as a backdrop to this picturesque forested area are the Northern Japanese Alps, a welcome sight for lovers of the great outdoors here for hiking and camping. Beyond that, this is onsen country. Here, you’ll find some of Japan’s finest rotemburo (outdoor hot springs) looking out over dramatic natural landscapes. You’ll also find Unesco World Heritage–listed villages famed for their traditional thatched-roof houses. Base yourself in Takayama to visit on day trips or fully immerse yourself with a night or two’s stay – either way, this region won’t disappoint.
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TOP TIP

If you’re here to explore the onsens, this is one region where having a car will offer a big advantage. Though many are reachable by bus, a car will allow you to tick off a series of towns not otherwise possible to reach by public transport.



Onsen-Hopping in Okuhida Onsen-gō

COUNTRYSIDE AND HOT-SPRING LUXURY

Five towns in Hoda region are home to some of Japan’s finest rotemburo: Hirayu, Fukuji, Shin-Hirayu, Tochio and Shin-Hotaka. Collectively, they make up Okuhida Onsen-gō.

Hirayu Onsen (平湯温泉) is easily reached by bus from Takayama (one hour) or Matsumoto (1½ hours). It’s most popular for Hirayu-no-mori (ひらゆの森), a complex of 16 open-air onsen of varying temperatures and mineral properties, to go with private baths you can book in advance. Lower key is nearby Hirayu-no-Yu (平湯の湯), with a rotemburo alongside a folk museum.

Just north of Hirayu is Fukuji Onsen (福地温泉), where you’ll find Mukashibanashi-no-sato (Isurugi-no-yu; 昔ばなしの里·石動の湯), a rural bathhouse looking out to leafy surrounds. Here are a number of tasteful ryokan including Yumoto Chōza (湯元長座) with traditional tatami-mat rooms, indoor baths and rotemburo.

Shin-Hotaka Onsen (新穂高温泉) is a more remote favourite. Nakazaki Sansou Okuhida-no-yu (中崎山荘奥飛騨の湯) is a good choice for a soak overlooking the mountains amid sounds of the rushing Gamada River, while the fully immersive Shin-Hotaka-no-yu (新穂高の湯) offers mixed bathing right alongside the river. Higaku-no-Yu & Climbers Cafeteria is another rotemburo option with quality food.

At Shin-Hirayu Onsen (新平湯温泉) you’ll have a choice of nine wonderful outdoors baths including the complex at Okuhida Garden Hotel Yakedake. Tochio Onsen (栃尾温泉) has its riverside Kōjin-no-yu (荒神の湯) set among gorgeous forest surrounds that are truly special.
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SHIN-HOTAKA ROPEWAY

Relaxing in hot springs isn’t the only way to enjoy stunning natural surrounds of the Hida region and there’s no better way to immerse yourself among it than along the Shin-Hotaka Ropeway (新穂高ロープウェイ). This succession of double-storey cable cars whisks you up 2156m towards the peak of Nishi Hotaka-dake (2909m). As well as life-affirming views of the Northern Alps, here you can disembark for the 2.3km Nabedaira Nature Trail (one hour); the summit climb to Nishiho Maruyama (three to four hours) at 2452m; or continue on through the forest to Kamikochi (four to five hours). This is bear country so be sure to heed to proper warnings. For further details on hikes visit hidageo.com.



OKUHIDA PLACES TO SLEEP

Hirayu Camping Ground

Mountain huts with tatami floors or tents that back on to a forest; 10-minute walk to Hirayu. ¥

Guesthouse Horaguchi

Short walk from Tochio Onsen is this well-priced tatami minshuku. ¥

Yarimikan

Traditional onsen ryokan with river views from its rotemburo and set meals of Hida beef and grilled fish. ¥¥¥

World Heritage Wonders of Shirakawa-gō & Gokayama

HIDA’S STRIKING THATCHED FARMHOUSES

The Unesco World Heritage–listed villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama are two excellent reasons to visit the Hida region. Just over an hour’s drive from Takayama, both villages are famous for their beautifully preserved wooden farmhouses (many dating back 300 years). The steep, gabled thatched-roof designs gave them the name ‘gasshō-zukuri’, likening them to hands pressed in prayer. This design provides a spacious attic for cultivating silkworms; it can also withstand heavy snowfalls.

Shirakawa-gō (白川郷) is the more popular of the two sites. Don’t expect to find peace and quiet; it’s swamped with tourists by the busload here to wander the rural village Ogimachi (荻町). Some gasshō-zukuri buildings have been converted into accommodation, restaurants and museums. The largest and most prestigious of the houses is the Wada-ke (和田家), a designated National Treasure that dates back to the mid-Edo period. For food, atmospheric Ochiudo (落人) is set around a large irori (hearth) in a 350-year-old gasshō house. Don’t miss the lookout over the village from the site of Ogimachi’s former castle, a 15-minute walk or shuttle bus ride.

An hour’s drive north of Shirakawa-gō is Gokayama (五箇山). Located in the Toyama Prefecture, it’s significantly less developed and less crowded than Shirakawa-go, with smaller, more intimate villages. Gokayama’s nicest villages are Suganuma (菅沼) and Ainokura (相倉) where its gasshō-zukuri houses offer a mix of private dwellings, guesthouses, restaurants and museums. In Ainokura, Matsuya (まつや) does tasty soba and set-lunch menus in a restored gasshō-zukuri house.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN OGIMACHI & AINOKURA

Kōemon

Gasshō-zukuri inn in Ogimachi run by a fifth-generation family. Tatami-mat rooms and heated floors ¥¥

Magoemon

Magnificent 300-year-old choice in Ogimachi oozing history and charm. Meals served on tatami around atmospheric irori (hearth). ¥¥

Yamashita-ya

Halfway between Suganuma and Ainokura, this budget option may not be in a gasshō-zukuri but it has great views and bicycles for rent. ¥

Minshuku Chōyomon

Rustic 350-year-old gasshō house in Ainokura with Japanese-style rooms and meals served on tatami around the irori. ¥¥




Getting Around

Buses between Takayama, Matsumoto and Shin-Hotaka Onsen stop at Hirayu Onsen, but to visit several onsen towns it’s worth hiring a car. With many hiking trails, getting around on foot is another option for outdoor enthusiasts.

The only way to reach the remote settlements of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama independently is by bus or car; you can also join a tour with Nohi Bus (www.nouhibus.co.jp/english) from Takayama. For Shirakawa-gō, regular buses run to Ogimachi from Takayama, Kanazawa and Toyama.

Ainokura (Gokayama) is directly accessible via the Tokai-Hokuriku expressway from Takayama and reachable by public bus.






KANAZAWA
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Bestowed with culturally rich attractions and an enviable location in between the Sea of Japan and the Northern Alps, Kanazawa (金沢, pop 465,000) is a city that’s justifiably emerged as one of Chūbu’s most sought-after destinations. As the capital of Ishikawa Prefecture, it’s a city that’s long attracted more discerning travellers here for its many cultural treasures of what once was the power base of the feudal Maeda clan. But in recent years – namely since the arrival of the shinkansen in 2015 that’ll have you here in 2½ hours from Tokyo or Kyoto – word has spread of its many attractions. Well-preserved Edo-era teahouse districts, a masterfully restored castle complex, rich samurai history, modern art museums and some of Japan’s most sublime gardens – it’s a lovely place to experience traditional culture amid 21st-century living.

With plenty of culinary highlights along the way, and superb day trips in the region, Kanazawa is definitely one to add to your list.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kenroku Garden

SIGHTS

2 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art

3 Dolls Museum

4 DT Suzuki Museum

5 Higashi Chaya district

6 Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of Art

7 Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of History

8 Kaga-Honda Museum

see 5 Kaikarō

9 Kanazawa Asanokawa Garden Hall

10 Kanazawa Noh Museum

11 Kanazawa Yasue Gold Leaf Museum

12 Kanazawa-jō

13 Kazuemachi Chaya district

14 Myōryū-ji

15 National Crafts Museum

16 Ninja Weapons Museum

17 Nishi Chaya

see 17 Nishi Chaya Museum

18 Oyama Shrine

see 5 Shima

DRINKING

19 Craft Beer Dive Futa’s

20 Furansu Cocktail Bar

21 Gyokusen-an Rest House

22 Oriental Brewing

23 Sturgis

ENTERTAINMENT

24 Ishikawa Prefectural Noh Theater

SHOPPING

25 Sakuda Gold Leaf Company




TOP TIP

If you have your heart set on catching a geisha performance or Noh concert, you’ll need to check well ahead for the schedule and book tickets in advance. Discount combo tickets are available for the castle and Kenroku-en, as well many of the museums, so hang on to your ticket.
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Timeless Beauty & Elegance in Kenroku Garden

KANAZAWA’S SUPERB JAPANESE GARDEN

Once the exclusive domain of nobility, the Edo-era Kenroku Garden (兼六園, Kenroku-en) was built in 1643 as the private outer garden of the Kanazawa castle, where generations of feudal lords have strolled. It was opened to the public in 1871 and today remains one the Three Great Gardens of Japan.

Its kaiyu-style garden features circulating paths where Japanese couples dressed in traditional yukata (light cotton kimonos) saunter among superbly curated grounds with mossy stone shrines, pagodas, ponds, ancient spindly trees and cypress. It’s the epitome of Japanese beauty, elegance and natural harmony that changes in each season’s light. From spring’s cherry blossoms and blazing foliage in autumn to summer’s vivid greenery and glistening white in winter, each is uniquely enchanting.

One prominent feature of the gardens is the use of yukizeri ropes used to hoist up protruding limbs of karasaki pine trees prone to drooping from age and damage from heavy snowfall. The two restored Edo-era teahouses provide beautiful settings to take a tea ceremony in either the garden of Shiguretei or Uchihashi-tei, overlooking Kasumigaike Pond.

The garden is home to Japan’s oldest fountain; other iconic landmarks include its two-legged Kotoji stone lantern and a 5.5m bronze statue dedicated to the soldiers who died in the Seinan War, a civil war waged by disaffected samurai following the Meiji Restoration in 1877. If you notice there are no bird droppings that’d be explained by the high component of arsenic in the statue – a discovery that earned Kanazawa University Professor Yukio Hirose the satirical Ig Nobel Prize in Chemistry!
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UCHINADA BEACH

With all the canals coursing through its historical districts you may be forgiven for forgetting that Kanazawa has a beach. Making the list of Japan’s Top 100 beaches, Uchinada isn’t a bad stretch of wide open sand, with beach-goers coming in summer for swimming and barbecues.

Come sunset, carloads of people arrive en masse to see the sun melt into the Sea of Japan. If you’re around in May, keep an eye out for the annual Uchinada World Kite Festival held here. Located 10km west from the city, if you’re not driving, catch a bus from Kanazawa Station.




Three Great Gardens of Japan

‘Japan’s three most famous gardens’ is a term conceived during the 19th-century Edo period, and alongside Kenroku-en the other two are Kōraku-en in Okayama and Kairaku-en in Mito.



SEAFOOD & SUSHI RESTAURANTS

Otome Sushi

Michelin-starred sushi place featuring fresh regional specialities. Book well ahead. ¥¥¥

Zeniya

Seafood kaiseki (set course). Tantalising array of dishes such as 10-hour stewed abalone steak. ¥¥¥

Janome-sushi Honten

Kanazawa institution serving up sashimi and Kaga cuisine since 1931. ¥¥



Walk in samurai’s Footsteps in Nagamachi District
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Honour, courage and valour are attributes the samurai are revered for, and in Nagamachi you’ll wander among the streets where they lived.

First, you’ll see superb displays of Kaga Yūzen kimono silk dyeing at 1 Nagamachi Yūzen-kan; with an advanced booking you can try this art form yourself. Nearby is the 2 Takada Family House, the restored living quarters of samurai gatekeepers and horse stables for a middle-ranking samurai family. Take a left along the Ōnoshō Canal while admiring the earthen walls of houses where samurai once lived. 3 Kanazawa Ashigaru Museum features two houses of lower-class samurai soldiers, offering insights to their daily duties.

Retrace your steps to 4 Nagamachi Samurai Neighbourhood House, a former samurai residence and visitor centre. Cross the river to 5 Nomura-ke Samurai Residence, a wealthy merchant family home with immaculate tatami rooms and heavenly gardens. Among displays of samurai armour and swords is a 1566 letter expressing gratitude for the beheading of an enemy solider!

Next is 6 Kanazawa Shinise Memorial Hall museum, a former pharmacy established in 1579 (rebuilt in 1878) and 7 Maeda Tosanokami-ke Shiryōkan Museum, with displays of samurai armour including a war helmet forged into rabbit ears.

Backtrack to Nagamachi’s narrow lanes, where samurai houses have been converted into shops selling traditional kutani pottery unique to Ishikawa Prefecture, including 8 Kaburaki. Finally, reward yourself at 9 Yanagiya Saraku with soba dishes, house-brewed beer and garden views.



Exploring Kanazawa Castle Park

BEAUTIFULLY RESTORED CASTLE GROUNDS

Like most Japanese castles, Kanazawa-jō (金沢城) has ridden highs and lows through its storied history, with fires, wars and natural disasters before a period of neglect or destruction during the Meiji Restoration. But unlike most, Kanazawa’s disappeared altogether when the university was built on its site in 1949.

This makes its phoenix-like return all the more remarkable – Kanazawa University was relocated in the 1990s and the castle rebuilt from scratch in its original location, but not with the usual concrete and steel beams. Instead, the painstaking reconstruction was faithful to its original wooden design and followed the original carpentry techniques and material of the era. This is one for architecture lovers as much as history buffs, with its design drawn according to extant records from the 1850s. This lengthy, ongoing process to return Kanazawa’s prized centrepiece is a labour of love for what is Japan’s largest wooden structure built after the Meiji period.

With construction commencing in 1997 it’s a long-term project that’s being rolled out in phases. The first part of the castle was completed in 2001: its two 17m-tall turreted watchtowers of Hishi Yaguri and Hashizume-mon Tsuzuki Yagura interconnected by the elegant 98m-long Gojukken Nagaya weaponry storehouse. Overlooking the moat, today it serves as an architectural museum documenting the reconstruction project from its beginnings. Admire its pillars and beams fitted with tongue-and-groove joints without using any metal – all while incorporating 21st-century touches such as escalators and elevators.

In 2010 the Kahoku-mon Gate was completed, followed by both the Hashizume-mon Gate and sublime Gyokusen Inmaru Garden in 2015. Most recently the Nezumita-mon Gate and Nezumita-mon Bridge were unveiled in 2020 near Oyama Shrine. The Ninomaru Palace, whose 10-year reconstruction will begin in 2024, looks set to be the pièce de résistance.

There are a few original existing structures too: lshikawa-mon gate, a designated Important Cultural Property, dates to 1788 while the nearby Kahoku-mon Gate is even older and was built in 1772.

Free daily guided tours of the castle buildings start out from Ishikawa-mon Gate from 9.30am to 3.30pm; otherwise download the app for self-guided tours. On Saturday nights the castle is illuminated, making this an atmospheric time to stroll its grounds.


WHY I LOVE KANAZAWA
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Trent Holden, writer.

With its samurai history, geisha districts, castles, teahouses, Japanese gardens, shrines, ninja museum and modern art, what’s not to love about Kanazawa? I love the will and passion of its decision to not just rebuild their castle, but do it in a time-honoured, pure way using traditional carpentry techniques. Beyond its cultural heritage, I love downtown Kanazawa, too. Untouched by WWII, the city has a retro feel to it and is filled with some great bars, markets and sushi restaurants. And its proximity to the mountains and the Hokuriku Coast further adds to its appeal as a city; all only a few hours on the train from Toyko.



BEST IZAKAYA

Itaru Honten

Much-loved izakaya specialising in local seafood dishes and house sake. ¥¥

Fuwari

Book ahead for this popular izakaya in a renovated house cooking up a delicious array of dishes. ¥¥

Musashi

Family-run izakaya with countertop seating to enjoy grilled fish, karaage (fried chicken) and sashimi. ¥¥

Tea Ceremony at Gyokusen Inmaru Garden

KANAZAWA’S FEUDAL PLEASURE GARDEN

A part of the master plan to revive the grandeur of Kanazawa’s past is this elegant Edo-period garden that originally dated back to 1634 before it was abandoned in 1868 during the Meiji era. Falling under the management of the Kanazawa Castle Park, it’s a project that drew upon old drawings and literature and took five years to complete.

Centred around a pond, these landscaped gardens were frequented by 14 generations of Maeda lords as part of their walking course. There’s no better way to take it in than a tea ceremony at the tatami-mat-floored Gyokusen-an Rest House (玉泉庵).

To get here head up the stairs leading to Oyama Shrine (尾山神社), a unique structure that incorporates Western, Chinese and Japanese styles – including a stained glass design by a Dutch architect and the top half that was once a Japanese lighthouse!


BEST KANAZAWA DRINKING

Oriental Brewing  (オリエンタルブルーイング)

Brewpub producing gin and craft beers incorporating local ingredients such as a Kanazawa yuzu fruity wheat ale. Menu of pizzas for the peckish.

Furansu Cocktail Bar (フランス)

Run by two French-Japanese brothers, this top-shelf bar mixes up inventive concoctions, from umeshu sours to a Japanese Old Fashioned featuring Kanazawa gold leaf.

Craft Beer Dive Futa’s

Relaxed neighbourhood bar run by a local hophead crazy about Japanese beers.

Sturgis (スタージス)

Glittery fourth-floor rock bar where the cowboy-hat-wearing owner slings drinks in between shredding on guitar.



BUDGET PLACES TO STAY

Kaname Inn Tatemachi

Well-priced city-central hotel with on-site vinyl music bar and curated travel advice. ¥

Pongyi

Charming guesthouse in a renovated 140-year-old kimono shop with dorms and private rooms. ¥

K’s House Kanazawa

Ever-reliable hostel with mix of tatami rooms, kitchen and rooftop terrace. ¥

Culture-Hopping at Kanazawa’s Museums & Galleries

UNESCO-RECOGNISED CITY OF CRAFTS

In a city celebrated for its traditional culture, Kanazawa’s 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art (金沢21世紀美術館) lands the city in the present with cutting-edge exhibits housed within a circular glass building surrounded by public-art installations. As well as ticketed temporary shows, its permanent collection includes famed works such Leandro Erlich’s Swimming Pool and James Turrell’s minimalist Blue Planet Sky.

Nearby Kanazawa Noh Museum (金沢能楽美術館) offers wonderful insights into this traditional Japanese performance theatre that’s taken place here since Edo times. Along with its exquisite collection of masks and costumes are plenty of insights to prep you before a show at the Ishikawa Prefectural Noh Theater (石川県立能楽堂).

A visit to DT Suzuki Museum (鈴木大拙館) is a must for adherents of Zen Buddhism. It celebrates the life of one of the foremost Buddhist philosophers of our time, but also provides a tranquil meditative space among stunning minimalist and nature-filled surrounds.

The relocation of the National Crafts Museum (国立工芸館) here from Tokyo in 2020 is further validation of Kanazawa’s reputation as a city of crafts. If you have time, drop by the Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of History (石川県立歴史博物館) and Kaga-Honda Museum (加賀本多博物館) next door for fascinating samurai exhibits. The Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of Art (石川県立美術館), meanwhile, features several national treasures among its ever-changing exhibits.

[image: jpg]

Ishikawa Prefectural Museum of History | Manuel Ascanio/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ŌMI-CHō MARKET: KANAZAWA’S KITCHEN

Dating back to the Edo days, Ōmi-chō Market (近江町市場) has been Kanazawa’s go-to place for fresh catch since 1721. Though not quite as lively as the auctions at Tokyo’s old Tsukiji market, it’s well worth a visit in the morning to take in the commotion of fishmongers at work as you browse its array of weird and wonderful marine creatures hauled in that morning. Among it all are plenty of sushi bars and vendors doing anything from tempura squid to prawn croquettes.




Geisha Across Japan

Other famous hanamachi (geisha districts) include Gion and Kamishichiken in Kyoto, Furumachi in Niigata, and Shinbashi in Tokyo.



BEST HOTELS IN KANAZAWA

Share Hotels Kumu

Boutique chain midrange hotel with a mix of traditional room styles plus a rooftop featuring castle views. ¥¥

Minn Kanazawa

This spacious, comfortable downtown option is walking distance to most attractions. ¥¥

Hotel Nikkō Kanazawa

Close to the station, one of Kanazawa’s most luxurious hotels with city views and all mod cons. ¥¥¥

Geisha Districts of Kanazawa

KANAZAWA’S HISTORICAL TEAHOUSE DISTRICT

Of Kanazawa’s three beautifully preserved geisha districts, none brings in the crowds more than the elegant Edo-period Higashi Chaya district (ひがし茶屋街). Established in the early 19th century as an entertainment district for the noble class, today you’ll still find the same lattice wooden facades of teahouses hosting geisha performances.

An estimated 40 or so geigi (the local term for geisha) spread across Kanazawa’s teahouse districts (of about 1000 in Japan), and Higashi is the best place to learn about their artful ways. Kanazawa Asanokawa Garden Hall (金沢 浅の川園遊会館) provides fascinating insights into Kanazawa’s teahouse culture. At Shima (志摩) you can step inside an early 19th-century geisha house to view its refined collection of elaborate combs and hairpins, while Kaikarō (懐華樓) is another beautiful wooden geisha house converted into a museum.

You may notice that gold leaf is kind of a big deal in Kanazawa. In fact, the name ‘Kanazawa’ translates to ‘marsh of gold’ and over 98% of Japan’s gold leaf industry is from here. Higashi Chaya lies at the centre of it, and at Kanazawa Yasue Gold Leaf Museum (金沢市立安江金箔工芸館) you’ll get the lowdown on how a coin-sized lump of gold is rolled to the size of a tatami mat as thin as 0.0001mm! Sakuda Gold Leaf Company (金銀箔工芸さくだ) is one of many gift shops specialising in items, and you’ll also find an abundance of glittery food, from ubiquitous gold-leaf ice cream to gold-leaf-wrapped tako-yaki (grilled octopus dumplings).

If you’re here in high tourist season and it gets too busy, cross the bridge to the riverside Kazuemachi Chaya district (主計町茶屋街) for a laid-back area to stroll among a tightly packed labyrinth of cobbled-stone streets, elegant geisha houses and sake bars.
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GEIGI: THE GEISHA OF KANAZAWA

Without a personal recommendation it’s difficult for first-timers to attend a geigi performance, but in Kanazawa there are increasing possibilities.

Geisha Evenings

Held at the Kaikaro Teahouse in March, April, October and November. An intimate evening hosted by Lady Baba, who explains geisha culture while guests are regaled with entertaining performances.

Kanazawa Geisha Experience

Arranged through the Kanazawa Tourism Association. In summer, enquire about the Special Experience Scenes of Lessons.

Kanazawa Geigi no Mai

Dances by geigi and taiko drumming at Ishikawa Ongakudo concert hall.

In Kanazawa House

Pricier option in a traditional teahouse.

Kikumi

Another upmarket option for Japanese fine dining accompanied by geigi performances.



BEST TRADITIONAL INNS

Kazueya

Elegant riverside teahouse in Kazuemachi Chaya district. Comfortable rooms and Japanese garden. ¥¥¥

Asadaya Ryokan

Traditional ryokan dating to 1867 with only four rooms, exceptional service and kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine). ¥¥¥

Utaimachi

Traditional teahouse in the heart of Higashi Chaya district run by Machiya Inn. ¥¥¥

Nishi Chaya District

HISTORICAL STREETSCAPES, MUSEUMS & TEMPLES

South of the Sai River lies another of Kanazawa’s well-preserved Edo-era teahouse districts, Nishi Chaya (にし茶屋街). Though no more than one street, this pedestrianised thoroughfare packs in plenty of old world charm with its photogenic two-storey wooden lattice buildings, once geisha houses catering to the elite. Today the teahouses have been converted into wine bars, soba restaurants and museums.

It’s hard to pass up on the opportunity to learn to throw ninja stars, so you can see the appeal of the interactive Ninja Weapons Museum (忍者武器ミュージアム). All weaponry on display is the real deal, and among centuries-old shuriken (throwing stars), hand claw spikes and cool secret gadgets there’s some superb samurai armoury and swords. Downstairs, test your prowess at flinging shuriken; a bona fide ‘only in Japan’ moment.

The Dolls Museum (人形ミュージアム), set within a historical geisha house, is the polar opposite. Here you’ll find an impressive collection of traditional dolls from across Japan. The Nishi Chaya Museum (金沢市西茶屋資料館) offers some good coverage of teahouse culture with geisha instruments. At the end of the street is the pastel-blue, European-style timber building that serves as rehearsal signing space for geisha.

A short walk from here is Kanazawa’s atmospheric temple district, including the fascinating Myōryū-ji (妙立寺; Ninja-dera). This 1643 temple contains hidden stairways, escape routes, secret chambers, concealed tunnels and trick doors. You can only visit on a tour, which you’ll need to book ahead.


KANAZAWA POTTERY & PORCELAIN

During the Edo period, Kanazawa’s ruling Maeda family fuelled the growth of important crafts. Many are still practised today.

Ōhi Pottery

The deliberately simple designs, rough surfaces, irregular shapes and monochromatic glazes of Ōhi pottery have been favoured by tea practitioners since the early Edo period. Since that time one family, with the professional name Chōzaemon, has been keeper of the Ōhi tradition.

Kutani Porcelain

Kutani porcelain is known for its elegant shapes, graceful designs and bright, bold colours. The style dates back to the early Edo period and shares design characteristics with Chinese porcelain and Japanese Imari ware. Typical motifs include birds, flowers, trees and landscapes.




Getting Around

If you’re a walker you won’t have much trouble getting around Kanazawa on foot. If your hotel is in the downtown area or within the realms of the castle then you’ll be able to walk to most sights, though if you’re near the station you’ll have to rely on local buses, an efficient system.

The hop-on, hop-off Kanazawa Loop Bus (hokutetsu.co.jp/en/en_round) is a handy option taking in all the city’s sights, departing every 15 minutes.

Bike share is another good option (machi-nori.jp/en/).






Beyond Kanazawa
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Where the Sea of Japan meets snow-capped mountains, the Hokuriku region around Kanazawa offers an enticing mix of natural landscape and experiences.


Ancient onsen towns, majestic mountains and the rugged seascapes of the Hokuriku Coast lie ahead for those lucky enough to be embarking on a journey through Ishikawa Prefecture.

Heading south from Kanazawa, the road forks at Kaga Onsen and Haku-san National Park, making it a tough decision which one to take. The four hot-spring villages that make up Kaga Onsen offer a great opportunity to experience a traditional ryokan onsen or otherwise just a day soaking away your worries. Mt Haku-san, meanwhile, has been a destination for ascetic worship since ancient times, and today hikers join them from around the world to tackle its snowcapped holy peak. Otherwise, if heading north, the road takes you up the Noto Peninsula for unspoiled coastal nature and plenty of delicious seafood.
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TOP TIP

Though you can get a bus, train or even fly to Noto, Kaga or Haku-san, this is a destination made for a road trip. Renting a car in Kanazawa is well worth it to have the freedom to explore the region at your own pace.




FUKUI – LAND OF THE DINOSAURS & ZEN BUDDHISM

Godzilla may be Japan’s most famous fictional reptilian creature, but Fukui prefecture has got the real deal. Known locally as ‘the land of dinosaurs’, fossils of species likes Fukuisaurus, Fukuiraptor and Fukuititan have all been discovered here in recent decades.

In Katsuyama City, the Fukui Dinosaur Museum (福井県立恐竜博物館) is a must for budding palaeontologists; as well as learning about Fukui’s dinosaurs, you can sign up for a field tour to visit the largest fossil excavation site in Japan.

The less-visited Fukui Prefecture will also interest proponents of Zen Buddhism with its magnificent Daihonzan Eihei-ji (大本山永平寺). Set amid mountains, mosses and ancient cedar, visitors can participate in the temple’s Sanzen Experience Program and experience the life of a Zen monk.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN NOTO

Kagaya Onsen

This five-star ryokan-onsen sits overlooking the ocean in southeast Noto. ¥¥¥

Oyado Tanaka

Intimate ryokan in Wajima with 10 tatami-mat rooms, rotemburo and divine seafood kaiseki. ¥¥

Shimbashi

Relaxed, friendly minshuku (B&B) in Wajima with elegant interior, tatami rooms and public bath. ¥
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Road Trip Along the Noto Peninsula

LESS-TRAVELLED COASTAL ADVENTURES

Mixing dramatic seascapes, time-forgotten fishing villages and an assortment of cultural attractions, the remote Noto Peninsula makes for an alluring coastal getaway.

From Kanazawa the road leads up Noto Peninsula’s west coast, where the historical home of the Kita-ke family (加賀藩十村役 喜多家) makes for a good spot to stretch the legs. Here a splendid moss garden leads to the superbly preserved 16-room home of the wealthy feudal lord’s family who, during the 1800s, administered more than 100 villages around current day Ishikawa.

If you were umming and ahhing on whether to hire a car, the next stop at Chirihama Beach Driveway could help you decide. This 8km stretch of sand is the only beach in Japan where you can speed past crashing surf. It leads to one of Noto’s larger towns of Hakui (羽咋), most notable for its Cosmo Isle Hakui (コスモアイル羽咋) museum with 1960s and ’70s NASA and USSR space-mission relics alongside UFO and alien exhibits.

North from here is the stunning Myōjō-ji (妙成寺), a Buddhist temple founded in 1294 marked by its soaring five-storey pagoda.

You’ll get your first proper glimpse of this rugged coast’s natural beauty as you stop by Old Fukuura Lighthouse (旧福浦灯台), the oldest wooden lighthouse in Japan, originally dating to 1692. Just north is the Ganmon (厳門) scenic area with a series of coastal trails and sea caves. The next stop is hardly a bucket-list destination, but the Longest Bench in the World (measuring 460.9m) is worth a stop if you’re into quirky sights. Heading inland you’ll find the superb Zen Buddhist temple complex of Sōji-ji Soin (總持寺祖院). Dating to 1321, it was the head of the Sōtō school of Zen but now functions as a branch temple.

Scenic Wajima (輪島) is the largest town in the north of Noto. It’s a relaxed fishing port with charming maritime atmosphere to go with inviting izakaya, seafood restaurants and 18th-century sake breweries. Famed for its delicate Wajima-nuri (lacquerware), here you’ll have the opportunity to buy some exquisite pieces made by local expert craftspeople (though it doesn’t come cheap). The daily morning market, Asa-ichi (朝市), dates back 1000 years; here you’ll find Kalpa coffee roaster for single origin brews and a barista who’s a third-generation lacquer craftsman. The Wajima Museum of Lacquer (Urushi) Art (石川輪島漆芸美術館) is a must to learn about the intricate art form, while Kiriko Kaikan (キリコ会館) takes you up close to the magnificent lacquered floats used in the Wajima Taisai festival in late August.

A further 11km north brings you to photogenic sculpted Shiroyone Senmaida Rice Terraces (白米千枚田段々畑) that sit right on the sea shore. There’s a trail leading you through, or you could head up to Senmaida Coffee for a well-made brew to enjoy a topographical view. From here the coastal drive leads to the northeast tip marked by the Meiji-era Rokkōsaki Lighthouse (禄剛埼灯台), which is famous as a rare vantage point offering views of both sunrise and sunset.
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AMA DIVERS OF HEGURA

If you think Wajima in the north of Noto is a far-flung destination, wait till you zoom in to discover Hegura-jima (舳倉島) on the map. This small island is famous for its female divers (ama), who for centuries have plunged depths up to 25m without oxygen to collect abalone, iwagaki oysters and seaweed. Today there are some 200 of these freedivers; they can hold their breath for up to two minutes and are aged from the teens up to the late nineties!

Located 50km north of Wajima, you can visit the island by public ferry. It’s popular with birders here for migratory species. There are basic minshuku to stay and the seafood here is fresh as it gets.



WHERE TO EAT IN WAJIMA

Nono’s

Cosy six-seater izakaya serving up daily specials including fugu (puffer fish) and grilled fish. ¥

Shimpuku

Classy affair featuring sushi masters serving expertly prepared sashimi straight from the Sea of Japan. ¥¥

Notokichi

Noto institution famed for its sushi, fugu and grilled fish in inviting surrounds. ¥¥

Kaga Onsen’s Old World Charms

HOT-SPRING HOPPING

Long sought out as a destination for relaxation and rejuvenation, the four onsen villages of Kaga Onsen (加賀温泉) – Yamanaka, Yamashiro, Katayamazu, Awazu – make for a rather distinguished getaway and a good choice to treat yourself to a night in a ryokan.

With traditional streetscapes, scenic river gorge and forested surrounds, Yamanaka, one hour’s drive from Kanazawa, is the most picturesque of Kaga’s villages. At its centre lies Kiku no Yu, a pair of bathhouses with natural hot waters lauded by 17th-century haiku poet Bashō.

The most famous onsen is in Yamashiro. The double-storey Kosōyu (古総湯) is a reproduction of the original bathhouse that dates to 1886, topped by a wooden shingle roof that’s a magnificent centrepiece to the village. Inside is equally striking, with stained-glass windows and Kutani ceramic tiles on lacquered walls. To the north of town is the Kutaniyaki Porcelain Art Museum, with stunning examples of colourful local Kutani ware.

Overlooking Lake Shibayama is Katayamazu (片山津温泉), a hot-spring town with Haku-san looming magnificently in the backdrop. The glassed-in Katayamazu Onsen Sōyu (加賀片山津温泉 総湯) is lovely for a lakeside soak. Nearby is the gigantic 73m golden Daikannon statue holding a baby, 16m long, the same size as the Great Buddha in Nara. Once a part of a Buddhist theme park, it now stands forlorn.

Kaga City is worth a look for its dignified Yamanoshita-temple area, with seven temples offering insight into the town’s feudal past.

Enjoy Awazu Onsen’s hot springs in the round tub of its soyu (public bathhouse). Here also is Hōshi Ryokan, one of Japan’s oldest inns, run by the Hōshi family for 46 generations and once listed in the Guinness Book of Records as the oldest hotel in the world, dating back 1300 years!


WHILE YOU’RE IN THE AREA...

Yunokuni-no-Mori  (加賀 伝統工芸村 ゆのくにの森)

At this crafts village you can try your hand at anything from making your own Japanese paper, soba and candles to Yamanaka lacquer painting, glass blowing and Kutani ware pottery, among other traditional Kaga crafts.

Motorcar Museum of Japan  (日本自動車博物館)

It`s not often the likes of Toyota, Mazda and Nissan upstage Ferraris, Porsche and Jaguar but at this museum it’s the Japanese cars that are the real head-turners. There are some 500 cars on show, a mix of Japanese and international classics, including a rare 1967 supercar Toyota 2000GT.




Tateyama-San

In the neighbouring prefecture of Toyama is Japan’s other holy mountain, Tateyama-san, best accessed along the Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN KAGA ONSEN

Ohanami Kyūbei

Seamless blend of traditional and contemporary in Yamanaka’s superb onsen-ryokan. ¥¥

Kayōtei

Onsen-ryokan in Yamanaka features views of gorge and waterfalls, divine food, private rotemburo. ¥¥¥

Beniya Mukayū

Magical Yamashiro ryokan exuding Zen ambience. Minimalist styles and rooms with private rotemburo. ¥¥¥

Climbing Holy Haku-san

ALPINE MEADOWS, SHRINES & VISTAS

Whether you’re here to summit its sacred peak or take a leisurely drive through its foothills, the Unesco Biosphere Reserve of Haku-san National Park (白山国立公園) is a treat for nature lovers. At its centre lies Haku-san, a dormant volcano (which last erupted in 1659) that alongside Mt Fuji and Toyama’s Mt Tateyama is one of Japan’s three holy mountains.

Translating as ‘white mountain’, Haku-san is snowcapped from winter to early summer, at which point it explodes in a colourful burst of alpine flowers that bloom from mid-July to mid-September. Haku-san has three peaks above 2500m, but the tallest, Gozengamine (御前峰; 2702m), is what people come to climb. There are 10 routes to its summit (open from around May–October), but most begin at the trailhead of Bettōdeai (別当出合). If you don’t have a car, a bus from Kanazawa Station runs from late June to mid-October. From here there are two routes, both seven to eight hours’ return. The summit boasts the Shirayamahime Shrine and life-affirming views of four prefectures (Ishikawa, Gifu, Fukui and Toyama) as you gaze out to the Sea of Japan and the Northern Alps.

While day trips are possible if you have a car, if coming by bus you’ll have to spend a night in one of the high-altitude mountain lodges, Haku-san Murodō (白山室堂; 6km; about 4½ hours’ walk from Bettōdeai) or Nanryū Sansō (南竜山荘; 5km; 3½ hours), both which offer tatami mats on the floor and meals for hikers. Reservations are essential. Otherwise the villages of Ichirino, Chūgū Onsen, Shiramine and Ichinose all have minshuku (guesthouses) to overnight.
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HAKU-SAN NATIONAL PARK ACTIVITIES

Straddling four prefectures, Haku-san National Park comprises close to 500 sq km of diverse habitat that takes you through primeval forests, volcanic plateaus and mountain meadows. It’s most popular as a hiking destination (June–October), but can be visited year-round.

In winter you’ll find ski resorts, with the most popular, Haku-san Ichirino Ski Resort, suited for all levels. The Haku-san Shirakawa-go White Road (closed winter) starts here, bisecting the park to the villages of Shirakawa-go. You’ll pass waterfalls, onsen villages and Mt Bunao Observatory where you can stop to spot wildlife through binoculars. Visit hs-whiteroad.jp/en/ for details.




Getting Around

The region may look a little isolated on the map, but it’s only 2½ hours by shinkansen from both Tokyo and Kyoto, making it very accessible. Most of this Hokuriku region is reachable by public transport, but it’s an area where having a car will be hugely beneficial – particularly for Kaga Onsen and the Noto Peninsula. Haku-san National Park has some great scenic drives, but it’s primarily a hiking destination so your own two feet will be your main mode of transport.






TOYAMA PREFECTURE


[image: jpg]

Wedged between Ishikawa, Gifu and Nagano prefectures, Toyama-ken’s (富山県) enviable location means it’s able to cherry-pick the best of Central Honshū’s natural beauty to present itself as a very neat little highlights package. Within the same day you can experience the coastal charm of Toyama Bay, the snow-capped mountains of the alpine region and the verdant, densely forested interior.

But of course, one day is not nearly enough; this is a region worthy of more time – particularly for those seeking the less touristy trail. The laid-back prefecture capital of Toyama offers enough cultural attractions to be a destination in itself, but it’s also the gateway to two of Japan’s most unique and spectacular overland journeys: the Kurobe Gorge Railway and the adventure-filled Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route.
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SIGHTS

1 Baba residence

2 Chōkei-ji

3 Ikedaya Yasubei Shōten

4 Iwase district

5 Mori-ki residence

6 Toyama Art Glass Museum

7 Toyama Port’s Observation Deck

8 Toyama Prefectural Museum of Art and Design

9 Toyama-jō

DRINKING

10 Kobo Brew Pub

11 Masuda Sake Brewery




TOP TIP

During peak holiday periods and weekends it’s worth making reservations well in advance for both Kurobe Gorge Railway and the Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route.



A Day in Toyama

TRADITIONAL CULTURE AND SEAFOOD

Hemmed in by the snowy Tateyama Mountains and sparkling Toyama Bay, relaxed Toyama (富山) is a sizeable, modern city with enough going on to warrant a night or two here.

Like many of Japan’s port cities, Toyama was heavily targeted during WWII and suffered the most damage of any town besides Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Though much of the city you see today has been rebuilt, one well-preserved area is its historical Iwase district, the wharf precinct where you’ll find 19th-century shipping warehouses and townhouses converted into museums, restaurants and bars. Worthwhile stops include merchant residences of the Mori-ki and Baba families for insights into Toyama’s wealthy shipping wholesalers; Kobo Brew Pub for well-crafted ales in a maritime warehouse; Masuda Sake Brewery for a similarly atmospheric experience; and Toyama Port’s Observation Deck (富山港展望台) to take in 360-degree views over bay and mountains.

Originally constructed in 1543, Toyama-jō (富山城) was dismantled during the Meiji Period to be rebuilt in the 1950s, now taking pride of place in the city’s centre. Fronted by a moat and Japanese garden, it’s a photogenic stop that houses a museum detailing its 400-year-old history. Nearby Toyama Art Glass Museum (富山市ガラス美術館) has an interesting collection inside a contemporary building designed by renowned architect Kuma Kengo. Near Kansui Park, you’ll find Toyama Prefectural Museum of Art and Design showcasing modern art by local and international artists – including works by Picasso, Miro and Pollock.

Other worthwhile stops include the hilltop Buddhist temple complex of Chōkei-ji (長慶寺), and Ikedaya Yasubei Shōten (池田屋安兵衛商店) a Chinese pharmacy established in 1936 where you can witness Edo-era pills being produced and even make your own. There’s also a restaurant that incorporates traditional medicine into its recipes.


TAKAOKA

Though pretty much linked to Toyama these days by urban sprawl, Takaoka (高岡) remains a destination in its own right. Here you’ll find the wonderful Takaoka Great Buddha (高岡大仏), one of the Three Great Buddhas of Japan, an elegant 16m bronze statue dating from the early 20th century. It’s also home to the 17th-century Zen Buddhist temple Zuiryū-ji (瑞龍寺), Toyama Prefecture’s only designated National Treasure with its imposing manicured lawns and striking steep roofs of its main hall. Takaoka’s old town is the Kanayamachi district, where you’ll find Edo-era wooden houses of former craftsmen. Today, Latticework Brewing has set up here to produce popular craft beers.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN TOYAMA

Yosuga

A short walk from Toyama Castle is this student-run guesthouse with dorms and private rooms. ¥

Daibutsu Ryokan

Friendly and helpful staff at this old ryokan, one-block to the Great Buddha in Takaoka. ¥¥

Shiroebi-tei

Toyama Bay is often called ‘nature’s fish tank’; don’t miss its white shrimp tempura or sashimi here. ¥¥

All Aboard the Kurobe Gorge Railway

PUTTING THE GORGE IN GORGEOUS

When it comes to train travel in Japan, one thinks of the ultra-sleek design and high speeds of shinkansen zipping passengers across the country in style. The Kurobe Gorge Railway is none of those things; it’s an old, rattly, open-air trolley carriage that plods along a single-gauge line built to service the construction of the Kurobe Dam. But here it’s all about the views, and stunning they are. This is Japan’s deepest and largest gorge, so it’s one of its most scenic rail journeys, winding 20km through lushly forested ravines of the Northern Japan Alps while criss-crossing over 20 bridges and 40 tunnels as you follow the clear waters of the Kurobe River.

The 80-minute one-way journey runs seasonally from mid-April to late November, and though spectacular any time of the year, it’s most popular from September to late October for its autumnal colours. Many start the journey at Unazuki Station and finish at Keyakidaira Station; if you decide to choose this route, aim to get a seat on the right-hand side of the train for the journey from Unazuki to get the best photo ops. Note that carriages are allocated, but seats are first come, first served. The carriages are open-air and it’s best to be prepared for all-weather conditions; or for an additional price you can buy tickets to the enclosed carriage with windows.
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TAKING IT SLOWLY

Though most passengers do the full 80-minute journey of the Kurobe Gorge Railway to the end of the line, if time’s on your side it’s a trip you can pad out for several days. It’s not a hop-on, hop-off service, so you must purchase tickets for each leg of the journey separately at either the station or website at kurotetu.co.jp. Here you’ll find a wealth of info on stops along the way including hiking trails and remote riverside onsen such as Kuronagi, a 20-minute walk from Kuronagi Station (watch out for bears) or the Iwa-buro cave bath, a short walk from Kanetsuri Station



RYOKAN ALONG THE KUROBE GORGE

Hotel Kurobe

Near Unazuki Station, this hotel overlooks the forested gorge from tatami rooms and rotemburo. ¥¥¥

Kuronagi Onsen Inn

Lovely inn midway along the gorge, among sounds of nature and near the famous secluded onsen. ¥¥

Meiken Onsen Kurobe

Homely ryokan near Keyakidaira Station with wonderful views from its rotemburo. ¥¥

Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route

CABLE CARS, TROLLEY BUSES & ROPEWAYS

When they say travel is more about the journey than the destination, they could be talking about the Tateyama-Kurobe Alpine Route (立山黒部アルペンルート). This epic, eight-hour, 90km trip runs from Tateyama (in Toyama Prefecture) to Nagano, an adventure divided into nine sections across a dizzying array of transport types as you traverse the ‘roof of Japan’ through this stunning mountainous scenery. Book in advance via its website, alpen-route.com, where you’ll find plenty of useful info and a useful (if not essential) baggage-forwarding service.

Most start from Toyama Station, which takes you to Tateyama and the first stage of the route: a cable car up to Bijodaira. From here it’s a bus up to Murodō (50 minutes), the route’s highest point (2450m), and gateway to Tateyama-san (3015m), one of Japan’s three holy mountains reached via the spectacular alpine Midagahara Plateau. Here it’s a short walk to see Tateyama caldera, the largest nonactive crater in Japan, and as well as its ice wall you can also check out Mikurigaike, Japan’s highest onsen (2410m).

It’s then time to board Japan’s only trolleybus through Tateyama Tunnel to reach Daikanbō. Tateyama Ropeway awaits for the 488m ride down to Kurobe-daira, amid astonishing valley views. Then you’ll head underground on the Kurobe cable car that plunges you through another tunnel where you’ll emerge at Kurobe Dam. Jump on the Kanden Tunnel Electric Bus and take the local bus to Shinano-ōmachi before connecting to the express bus for the last leg to Nagano.
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SNOW WALL CORRIDOR

Tateyama-Kurobe Alpine Route is famed for its spectacular natural scenery, and for many the most remarkable moment comes when passing through its 500m snow corridor, with snow walls reaching up to 20m in height. As spectacular as it is surreal, it’s a man-made phenomenon created by snowploughs that take up to three months to clear the roads by pushing vast walls of snow to each side, forming a virtual tunnel of ice. It’s an experience, however, only possible from mid-April to mid-June, and the later you leave it, the less snow there will be before it melts in summer.




Getting Around

Toyoma has a light rail, bike share (en.cyclocity.jp) and tour bus that makes getting around here a breeze. And as well having an airport, Toyama is on the Hokuriku shinkansen line linking it with Tokyo in just over two hours. It is also easy to catch the local train to Unazuki Onsen Station for the Kurobe Gorge Railway.

For the Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route there’s a overnight direct bus from Tokyo that’ll land you at Murodō by 7am.






MATSUMOTO
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Matsumoto (松本) is a cosmopolitan regional city that sits in the middle of the sprawling Nagano Prefecture in a fertile valley to a backdrop of spectacular alpine scenery. It’s famous as the home of one of Japan’s most impressive original castles, Matsumoto-jō, as well as pretty, Edo-period streetscapes, excellent art galleries and museums, and clean mountain air.

Formerly known as Fukashi, Matsumoto has been here since the 8th century and was once home to the Ogasawara clan in the 14th and 15th centuries. This much-loved town is the second-largest city in the prefecture (Nagano being the largest) and is home to a youthful population compared to other places in this region, so expect a lively atmosphere with craft-beer bars and hip cafes balancing out its traditional elements. It’s a town that also serves as a useful base to launch trips into the surrounding region.
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SIGHTS

1 Ishii Miso Brewery

2 Kaichi School Museum

3 Kurassic-kan

4 Matsumoto City Museum of Art

5 Matsumoto-jō

6 Nakamachi

7 Nawate-dōri

DRINKING

8 Matsumoto Brewery Taproom




TOP TIP

Most business hotels are in the immediate train station area and you’ll find many izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) and restaurants opposite the station. For ryokan, cafes and more dining options, head to Nakamachi-dōri and along the banks of the Metoba-gawa.



Discover One of Japan’s Most Captivating Castles

JAPAN’S OLDEST WOODEN CASTLE

No doubt the drawcard for many visitors to Matsumoto, this is one of the most impressive castles in Japan and not to be missed. Matsumoto-jō (松本城) is one of the four castles in the country that is designated a National Treasure (along with Hikone, Himeji and Inuyama) and is Japan’s oldest original wooden castle, having been completed around 1595. Strolling the castle grounds, you can marvel at the beauty of Matsumoto-jō’s mesmerising black-and-white turreted donjon (main keep) – from which it gets the nickname Crow Castle – and capture the quintessential shot of it reflected in the moat.

Inside, you’re rewarded with stunning city and mountain views from the castle tower after clambering up its four floors via narrow, perilously steep stairs. There’s also a delightful moon-viewing pavilion and historical displays, including samurai armour and a gun museum. Keep an eye out for openings in the walls on each floor; the rectangular ones were for shooting arrows and the square ones for firing matchblock muskets. Its wide passages, meanwhile, were designed to give samurai plenty of space to manoeuvre in all that cumbersome armour.

To delve deeper into the history of the castle, volunteer guides from the Alps Language Service Association offer free tours in English from 10am to 3pm.

Marvel at the Works of Matsumoto-born Kusama Yayoi

JAPAN’S VISIONARY AVANT-GARDE ARTIST

Matsumoto has a thriving arts scene, which is not surprising given it’s the birthplace of the world-renowned artist Kusama Yayoi, known for her obsession with dots and images of pumpkins. Kusama’s iconic polka dots adorn the sleek Matsumoto City Museum of Art (松本市美術館) building, and her giant brightly coloured tulip sculpture dominates the entrance. Opened in 2002, the museum is dedicated to showcasing the works of local artists, the highlight being its prized collection of Kusama’s avant-garde paintings, sculptures and installations.

Born in Matsumoto in 1929, Kusama’s childhood involved a struggle with frequent hallucinations, which she started recording in the form of art. She went on to become a professional artist, and after a few solo exhibitions in Japan moved to the United States to embed herself in the New York avant-garde arts scene in the 1950s.


BEST PLACES TO STAY

Nunoya Ryokan

Charming ryokan run by friendly owners, with tatami-mat rooms and shared facilities in the Nakamachi district. Cash only and book ahead. ¥

Ryokan Marumo

Dating to 1868, popular ryokan with a lovely small bamboo garden and great location close to Nakamachi. ¥

Marunouchi Hotel

Long-time favourite Marunouchi has stylish rooms and suites in a hard-to-beat spot near the castle; some rooms have castle views. ¥¥

Matsumoto Backpackers

Great backpacker choice in a converted old house with tatami-mat dorms. ¥

Couch Potato Hostel

Decked out in Japanese vintage decor with a mix of Western-and Japanese-style rooms and dorms. Free bicycle rental and large shared kitchen. ¥



WHERE TO DRINK IN MATSUMOTO

Eonta Jazz Bar

Intimate, atmospheric Eonta Jazz Bar has been serving drinks and playing jazz since 1974.

Alps Coffee Lab

Great riverside cafe with beans sourced from Ethiopia, India, Guatemala and Brazil,roasted on-site.

Hop Frog Café

Part coffee roaster, part craft-beer brewery, this small cafe does excellent brews across the board.

More Art, More Culture

TRADITIONAL ART AND ARCHITECTURE

The excellent Ukiyo-e Museum (日本浮世絵博物館) houses one of the largest collections of ukiyo-e (woodblock print) artworks in the world with some 100,000 pieces. However, only a small selection is shown at any one time and many of its masterpieces rarely see the light of day, in order to preserve them. The selection on show is certainly worth the short trip out here, though, and you can see works by masters like Hokusai, Hiroshige and Eizan.

Afterwards, head next door to check out superb examples of late-Edo and early Showa-era buildings at the Open-air Architectural Museum (松本市歴史の里). Located amid fields with a mountain backdrop, you can wander through five buildings including a former silk factory.

Continue your architecture tour with a visit to the Kaichi School Museum (旧開智学校), a short walk from Matsumoto-jō. Founded in 1873, this is the oldest elementary school in Japan and is a fine example of Meiji-era architecture. It became an education museum in 1965, but its doors are closed for refurbishments until approximately mid-2024.
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BEST EATS IN MATSUMOTO

Shin-Miyoshi

Izakaya popular with locals for the Nagano delicacy basashi (raw horsemeat). ¥

Matsumoto Karaage Centre

For juicy karaage (deep-fried chicken), head to this locals’ favourite on the 4th floor of the station building. ¥

Katsu Gen Honten

One for tonkatsu (deep-fried pork cutlet) lovers with a cosy wooden interior and excellent quality food. ¥

Kobayashi Soba

Come for traditional décor, garden riverside setting and tasty bowls of soba. Cash only. ¥¥

Alps gohan

Owner Kaneko-san uses locally sourced ingredients in delicious veg-focused dishes. Intimate eight-seat restaurant; book ahead. ¥¥



SHOPPING FOR ARTS & CRAFTS

Belle Amie Doll Shop

Delightful store selling temari (embroidered balls) and traditional dolls.

Chikiri-ya Art & Craft Shop

Gorgeous handmade glassware, pottery and paper goods at this boutique on Nakamachi-dōri.

Ihara

This Nakamachi-dori lacquer-ware store, open since 1907, sells everyday and decorative items for all budgets.

Explore Matsumoto’s Historic Districts

DRIPPING WITH OLD-WORLD CHARM

A great way to see what Matsumoto would’ve looked like in the Edo period is to wander through its former merchant district Nakamachi (中町), in the centre of town, near the Metoba-gawa. The main street, Nakamachi-dōri, is lined with well-preserved namako-kabe kura (lattice-walled storehouses) that are now home to boutique stores, ceramics and craft shops, cafes and small art galleries. Kurassic-kan (中町・蔵シック館) is the street’s main landmark, a former sake brewery that has been wonderfully restored and is open to visitors. Take a break and taste some local brews at Matsumoto Brewery Taproom, housed in a delightful old building and spread over two small floors. Note it also has a more modern space around the block with outdoor terrace on the third floor of the Media Building.

Nawate-dōri (縄手道り) translates to Frog Street (named after frogs that lived in the Metoba River till it flooded in 1959), and you can’t miss the large statue of two anime samurai frogs fighting at the end of the street near the bridge. It’s a short walk over the bridge from Nakamachi and makes for a great few hours of strolling when combining the two. Here you can also find small stores selling antiques and crafts, along with street-food stalls, including tako-yaki (grilled octopus dumplings), tai-yaki (filled waffles in the shape of a carp), ice cream and more.
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MATSUMOTO MISO

Nagano Prefecture is famous as the largest producer of miso in Japan, so it’s well worth a visit to the Ishii Miso Brewery (石井味噌) – in operation since 1868 – to see how it’s done. It still makes the umami paste here using the traditional method in wooden barrels and you can get a quick (approximately 10 minutes) free tour in English to learn all about it; just ask one of the staff. Afterwards, peruse the store for everything miso-related, or grab yourself a miso ice cream.




Getting Around

The city is easy to get around on foot and wandering the historic districts is one of the pleasures of visiting Matsumoto. You can loan free bicycles from the tourist information centre, too.






Beyond Matsumoto
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A dizzying mix of experiences takes you from remote wilderness to high-altitude vistas in between stops for museums, onsen and wasabi ice cream.


As the gateway to the spectacular Northern Japan Alps, Matsumoto is the ideal base for exploring this stunning region, where you can soak in the many onsen dotted around and day trip to the wilds of Kamikōchi.

Utsukushi-ga-hara Plateau (美ヶ原高原; 2000m) is around an hour’s drive on winding mountain roads, offering sensational alpine panoramas, summer flora and an open-air sculpture museum. Azumino, an easy day trip, has a couple of delightful art museums, one of Japan’s ‘100 Famous Mountains’ for hiking and the country’s largest wasabi farm. Onsen-lovers won’t want to miss one of Japan’s best hot-spring towns, Shirahone Onsen, to soak in its enticing milky waters.
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TOP TIP

Buses run to many of these towns from Matsumoto in season, but having a car here is handy.



Head to Azumino for Art & Rural Landscapes

HIKING, WASABI & ART

The Azumino (安曇野) region makes for an easy day trip from the city and offers an intriguing variety of sights less than a 30-minute train journey away.

Chihiro Iwasaki (1918–74) was an illustrator of children’s books whose art became renowned around the world from the late 1950s, and here at the Chihiro Art Museum Azumino (安曇野ちひろ美術館) you’ll find a showcase of her delightful watercolours and illustrations of children and flowers. It’s located in a beautiful, expansive park, chosen as the site for the museum because Chihiro’s parents came from Nagano Prefecture. There’s also a Chihiro Art Museum in Tokyo, built on the site where the illustrator lived and worked.

Next up, for fans of tongue-tingling condiments, is the 15-acre Dai-ō Wasabi-Nōjo (大王わさび農場) wasabi farm. Stroll among the fields and wasabi plants and learn about the cultivation process (130 tonnes of wasabi are grown here annually). Once you’re done exploring, take a break in the restaurant for a wasabi burger or wasabi ice-cream, then hit the souvenir shop to stock up on delicacies, such as wasabi wine. It’s popular with tour buses so it can get crowded.

Another worthwhile stop is the delightful Rokuzan Bijutsukan (碌山美術館), where you’ll see the works of sculptor Rokuzan Ogiwara (1879–1910) – the ‘Rodin of the Orient’. It’s set in a pretty garden, a 10-minute walk from the JR Hotaka Station.
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JōNEN-DAKE

One of Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains, the pyramid-shaped Jōnen-dake (常念岳; 2857m) makes for a prominent sight from Azumino and is popular with hikers in the summer months. Take a 30-minute taxi ride from JR Hotaka Station to the Ichinosawa trailhead to start the climb. But keep in mind, this hike involves a 1500m ascent and is for experienced and well-prepared climbers only. Pick up a map from the Tourist Information Centre inside JR Matsumoto station before heading out here.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND AZUMINO

Nakabusa Onsen

Remote ryokan-onsen resort with indoor and outdoor baths; perfect for a relaxing stay or hiking up to Otensho-dake. ¥¥

Oyado Nagomino

At the foot of the mountains in a leafy setting, this modern ryokan has stylish rooms and lovely communal baths.

Ariake-sō

Seasonal, remote forest lodge with its own onsen; near to Nakabusa Onsen. ¥¥

Delight in the Warm Waters of Shirahone Onsen

TAKE A BATH AMONG NATURE

Up there as one of the best onsen villages in Japan, Shirahone Onsen (白骨温泉), which means ‘white bone’, is simply stunning, whether visited during the blazing autumn foliage season or blanketed in snow in winter. Located an hour by bus or car west of Matsumoto, the milky-blue hydrogen-sulphide waters may be a bit on the nose but they are reputed to have several health benefits for bathers – as well as providing spectacular views from the open-air baths. Nestled high in the mountains, it straddles a deep, dramatic gorge. There are plenty of options to stay overnight in the many onsen ryokan and some are open to daytrippers, such as the renowned Awanoyu. It has a lovely rotemburo (outdoor bath) surrounded by nature.

Otherwise, opt for the magnificent public bath, Kōkyō Notemburo (公共野天風呂) – a rotemburo accessed via steep wooden stairs near the bus stop. Descend deep into the gorge where the riverside baths are gender-segregated and you can feel the rush of the river as you soak it all in.


A NIGHT ABOVE THE CLOUDS

If just admiring the mountains around Matsumoto from a distance isn’t enough, why not head for the hills to spend a night or two above the clouds?

Ougatou Hotel (王ヶ頭ホテル)

Treat yourself to a suite here, where you can relax in a luxurious bath while taking in views of the clouds on the Utsukushi-ga-hara-kōgen plateau. ¥¥¥

Tobira Onsen Myōjin-kan (扉温泉明神館)

To step things up a notch, book this decadent traditional onsen ryokan with sensational mountain views, many rooms with private onsen and elegant French and kaiseki food. ¥¥¥



SHIRAHONE ONSEN RYOKAN

Tsuruya Ryokan

Mixing modern and traditional design, lovely ryokan with gorge views and wonderful communal rotemburo. ¥¥

Awanoyu Ryokan

Classic mountain onsen ryokan with beautiful rooms and fantastic communal baths. ¥¥¥

Sansuikan Yugawaso

Luxury onsen with private rotemburo. Incorporates sustainable and eco-friendly practices. ¥¥¥

Alpine Views & Open-Air Art at Utsukushi-ga-hara

HEAD FOR THE HILLS

If you’re looking to get out to the countryside, the Utsukushi-ga-hara Plateau (美ヶ原高原) makes for a good day trip from Matsumoto. A windy drive 32km east of Mastumoto, here you’ll find the Utsukushi-ga-hara Open Air Museum (美ヶ原高原美術館), a sculpture garden atop the plateau. You won’t find any masterpieces, but the large, brightly coloured artworks from international artists provide a great excuse for a pleasant walk and to breathe in that fresh mountain air. The highlight, however, is the sensational alpine view. The roads and museum are open from late April to early November.


THERE’S A BEAR IN THERE

Black bears live in the forests around Kamikōchi. They are shy and sightings are infrequent, but they can occur when hiking, so it’s important to take precautions and know what to do if you do encounter one.

Have bear bells on you to alert bears to your presence. You can buy these at the visitor centre. Otherwise, play music on your phone. Avoid hiking in the early morning or late evening when bears are most active, and on rainy days. If you encounter a bear, try to stay calm. Do not run but slowly back away from the bear while facing it and averting your eyes. Do not play dead with a black bear. In the unlikely event it attacks you, fight for your life.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAMIKōCHI

Kamikochi Imperial Hotel

Swiss Alps–style lodge dating to 1933 surrounded by tranquil forest. Book well ahead. ¥¥¥

Kamikōchi Nishi-itoya Sansō

Early 20th-century mountain lodge with a mix of rooms. Communal bath offers stunning mountain views. ¥¥

Tokusawa-en

Tokusawa is remote, secluded and wonderful. Mix of rooms and (pricey) capsules and campground. ¥¥

Delve into the Stunning Wilderness of Kamikōchi

WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE

Kamikōchi is the Holy Grail for hiking enthusiasts and is particularly revered by the Japanese for its snowcapped peaks, wild monkeys, wildflowers, gushing streams and ancient forests. It’s located in the centre of the Chūbusangaku National Park, which spans the prefectures of Niigata, Toyama, Nagano and Gifu, and is home to the towering mountains known as the ‘Japan Alps’ – a term foreigners coined after ‘discovering’ the region in the late 19th century – many of which rise to an elevation of 3000m. A one-hour bus ride, 36km east of Matsumoto, Kamikōchi sits at an elevation of 1500m and is surrounded by the Hotaka mountain range, Mt Kasumizawadake and Mt Yakedake. It’s easily visited as a day trip, and many do just to get a shot of the iconic Kappa-bashi bridge. However, to explore without the crowds and to tackle some of the longer hikes, it’s best to spend a night or two. Note: Kamikōchi is closed from 15 November to 16 April.

The official hiking season in Kamikōchi starts on the first Sunday in June, when the British missionary Reverend Walter Weston is honoured in a festival as the person who sparked interest in mountaineering in Japan. There are many hiking trails to get out into nature here, and you don’t need to be a die-hard hiker to enjoy a visit. There are a few shorter and easier signposted walks that set off from the bus terminal or the bridge.

Your first stop here should be the excellent Kamikōchi Tourist Information Centre at the bus terminal. The English-speaking staff provide a wealth of information on everything from hiking and flora to bear sightings and weather conditions. They can also arrange guided walks. The English-language Kamikōchi Pocket Guide is well worth buying for hike maps.

An enjoyable one-hour walk kicks off from the far side of the Kappa-bashi and heads 15 minutes downriver to the Weston Relief monument to Walter Weston, across the Azusa-gawa on the Hotaka-bashi and back upriver to return to the Kappa-bashi. You can also amble from the bridge to Taishō-ike pond or to Myōjin-ike, both around 7km walks taking an hour each way. If you’ve got more time to explore, the day hike to Dakesawa-goya hut is a well signposted, easy ascent taking around 4½ hours up and down.

Serious hikers and climbers will be eyeing the peaks of Oku-hotaka-dake (3190m) and Yariga-take (3180m); Japan’s third- and fifth-highest mountains, a three-day endeavour suited only to experienced, well-prepared climbers. Watch weather forecasts carefully if you’re going to take this on. For something even more epic, consider a five-to-seven-day overland adventure to Murodō, where you can join the Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route.

Take note that there are no convenience stores or supermarkets in Kamikōchi, but there are some small shops and eateries around the bus terminal and near the bridge. Hotel guests usually dine in-house; campers will need to bring supplies. One great option is Kamonji-goya (嘉門次小屋), a small restaurant and guesthouse located in a traditional mountain hut in front of Myōjin-ike pond. The signature dish is grilled whole iwana (river trout), cooked over an irori (open hearth).
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KAMIKōCHI BUDGET SLEEPING

Yamagoya (mountain huts) are spread along the hiking trails. From around ¥8000 per person, you can get two meals and a futon for the night.

For those with their own tents, the remote inn of Tokusawa-en has a campground, a 7km hike northeast from Kappa-bashi.

Otherwise Konashishidaira Camping Retreat (森のリゾート小梨) is the most popular campground, a 10-minute walk from the Kamikōchi Visitor Centre, with cabins and rental tents from ¥7000 and a shop, restaurant and public bath.




Getting Around

Accessible by train, Hotaka is the gateway city to the Azumino valley. Opposite the JR Hotaka Station you can rent bicycles from the helpful tourist information office. However, a car is definitely the best way to get around. For Shirahone Onsen you can take a bus from Matsumoto, from where you’ll be on foot.

Kamikōchi is one destination not reachable by car, with private vehicles prohibited between Naka-no-yu and Kamikōchi. It’s best to take a bus here from Sawando Parking Area if coming from Matsumoto, or the Hirayu Onsen Bus Terminal if you’re coming from Takayama. From the main bus terminal in Kamikōchi it’s all on foot, and it’s about a 500m walk to the main tourist hub at Kappa-bashi bridge.






NAGANO
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Nagano city (長野), capital of the Nagano prefecture, is a familiar name to many as the host city of the 1998 Winter Olympics, and it draws plenty of foreign and domestic tourists as a jumping-off point to hit the region’s ski resort towns. Surrounded by mountains and with a lovely small-town feel and friendly locals, this temple town has been a place of pilgrimage for centuries since the Kamakura period – the town’s must-see sight is the stunning Zenkō-ji temple. Nagano is a classic example of a monzen-machi, meaning ‘a town that developed before the gates of a temple’ and the 1.8km street, Chūō-dōri, leading to the place of worship provides a pleasant path to stroll from the main part of town, past cafes, souvenir shops and restaurants. Around the station and in the main hub of the town, you’ll find backstreets filled with plenty of bars, nightlife and more restaurants.
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SIGHTS

1 Zenkō-ji

EATING

2 Fujiki-an

3 Fujiya Gohonjin

4 Yayoiza

DRINKING

5 Foret Coffee

6 Malika Brewing

7 Shinshū Nagaya Sakaba

8 Yamanoma Brewery

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Nagano Club Junk Box




TOP TIP

Whether you’re here for the snowfields or surrounding countryside, and whatever season you’re here, Nagano makes a great base to explore the entire region, with all destinations easily visited as a day trip by car or bus. In the snow season, many of the ski resorts offer shuttles too, making Nagano a practical option to stay.



Follow Pilgrims’ Footsteps to Zenkō-ji

ENJOY A STROLL THROUGH NAGANO

Millions flock to Nagano each year, with the main reason being one of Japan’s oldest and most important Buddhist temples, Zenkō-ji (善光寺). It’s best approached by walking the length of Chūō-dōri (1.8km), starting off at Nagano Station and stopping for coffee, souvenir shopping and a spot of lunch before arriving at the temple.

About 1km south of the temple you’ll find Foret Coffee (フォレットコーヒー), a hip cafe that roasts its own beans, plays vinyl records and serves excellent brews. Grab a table or a window seat to watch passers-by.

Next, fuel up on lunch before tackling the temple. One of several good options is Fujiki-an (藤木庵), a fantastic soba restaurant near Foret that has been hand-making fresh soba using buckwheat grown in Nagano Prefecture since 1872.

If soba isn’t your thing, try the restaurant in the grand art deco Fujiya Gohonjin (藤屋御本陣). The elegant dining room serves upmarket Western/Italian fare, including steak set lunches.

For something more local, Yayoiza (弥生座), just before the temple gates (left off Chuo-dōri) serves seiro-mushi (ingredients steamed in a wood-and-bamboo box). Be sure to finish with kuri-an (chestnut-paste mousse) dessert. For a quick snack, try the Nagano speciality oyaki (steamed or baked wheat-flour dumplings filled with seasonal vegetables). You’ll find vendors around the Zenkō-ji gates selling them.

Now you’ve reached the famous Zenkō-ji. Founded in the 7th century, this National Treasure is the beating heart of Nagano. It houses what is said to be the first Buddhist statue ever to be brought into Japan from Korea in 552 CE. The original statue has been permanently hidden from view ever since, though a copy goes on display every seven years at the Gokaichō Matsuri held in April/May.

At the back of the temple’s main hall you can descend Okaidan Meguri (¥500), a twisting staircase that runs under the altar and leads to a pitch-black tunnel underneath. Visitors walk along the short tunnel in the dark feeling the right-hand wall along the way and searching for what’s known as the Key to Paradise, which according to legend will lead those who find it to salvation.
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SPEND THE NIGHT IN A TEMPLE

For a truly Zen experience, you can spend a night in Zenkō-ji’s complex at one of the 39 subtemples in shukubō (temple lodging) and enjoy traditional shōjin-ryōri (vegetarian) meals. The simple rooms are appropriately minimalist yet comfortable and overlook the temples, making it a unique opportunity to observe the monks going about their daily affairs. Attending morning prayers is another wonderful experience where you can witness their hypnotic chants, or otherwise receive blessings or attend meditation and other Buddhist rituals.

You’ll need to book at least one to two days in advance and have a Japanese speaker call the Zenkō-ji Shukubō Association (026-237-7676) to arrange it.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN NAGANO

1166Backpackers

Homely, well-run hostel a stone’s throw from Zenkō-ji, with dorms and private rooms. ¥

Matsuya Ryokan

Delightful traditional ryokan near Zenkō-ji run by the Suzuki family for six generations. ¥¥

Hotel Metropolitan

Adjacent to Nagano Station with spacious rooms and a top-floor lounge with great views. ¥¥

Nightlife in Nagano

TIME TO UNWIND

In the backstreets opposite the station you’ll find a high concentration of after-dark spots for a great night out, from late-night restaurants to craft-beer bars and live-music venues.

Close to Zenkō-ji, the tiny Malika Brewing represents everything that’s great about the craft-beer movement: experimental seasonal brews and hip owners embracing a DIY ethos. Near the station, Yamanoma Brewery is more your American brewpub, which makes sense given its lovely owners spent many years living in the US before ‘retiring’ to brew craft beer.

Shinshū Nagaya Sakaba (信州長屋酒場) is a boisterous izakaya with an old-fashioned atmosphere, including seating around an irori (fire hearth). There’s an English menu and a lengthy sake list – you can try almost every sake made in Nagano here.

To check out the local music scene, head to Nagano Club Junk Box, a grungy music venue near Nagano Station. It hosts well-known Japanese artists of diverse genres.


WHERE TO EAT IN NAGANO

Shinshū Nagaya Sakaba

Many come to this eccentric izakaya for the staggering number of sake options on the menu, but it’s also a good spot to try a variety of izakaya dishes. ¥¥

Fujiya Gohonjin

This grand building hosted the feudal lords of the Maeda family in the Edo period and has since been transformed into Nagano’s most refined Western-style restaurant. ¥¥¥

Banikuman

If you’re keen to give the Nagano speciality horsemeat a go, this is a great spot. Choose between having it raw in basashi, in a shabu-shabu (hotpot) or grilled. ¥¥




Getting Around

Central Nagano is very walkable, but there are also plenty of buses running between the station and Zenkō-ji.






Beyond Nagano
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The real highlight of visiting Nagano is the opportunity to reach nearby traditional villages, onsen towns and the iconic snow monkeys.


Nagano’s spectacular backdrop of the Northern Alps serves as a tantalising taster to the beauty that awaits in the prefecture’s surrounding countryside. Don’t miss the chance to venture further into this mountainous region to explore what is known as the ‘Roof of Japan’.

But this area is not just about ski slopes. You’ll take in highlights while discovering its surronding towns: ancient shrines and ninja sights in Togakushi; Hokusai masterpieces, chestnuts and sake breweries in the charming town of Obuse; and nature, art and shopping in the upmarket resort town of Karuizawa. There are also natural attractions including Honshū’s most active volcano and the chance to see world-famous, onsen-loving snow monkeys at Jigokudani Monkey Park.
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TOP TIP

If you’re short on time, renting a car will allow you to knock off most of these towns in a day or two.



Witness Snow Monkeys Having a Soak

JAPAN’S FAMOUS HOT-TUB PRIMATES

One of Nagano’s biggest highlights for many is the opportunity to see wild Japanese macaque, bathing in a steaming-hot rotemburo and covered in snow at the incredibly popular Jigokudani Monkey Park (地獄谷野猿公苑). Situated 38km northeast of Nagano (a one-hour train and bus ride), it’s one of the world’s most iconic wildlife images, and though they visit year-round (less so in summer), if you want to see the monkeys actually bathing in the snow-immersed onsen you’ll have to come during the winter. Even then, as they are wild animals who come and go, you are not guaranteed to spot them, so call Nagano’s visitor centre to check they’re around. Otherwise there’s a live webcam at the park entrance before you set off on the 1.6km (one-way) walk through the forest.
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BESSHO ONSEN

The lovely village of Bessho Onsen (別所温泉) is an easy day trip from Nagano for temple-hopping and soaking in hot springs. Check out the National Treasure Anraku-ji (安楽時), the oldest Zen temple in Nagano, before relaxing in the rotemburo at Ō-yu (大湯) or in the stone bath at Daishi-yu (大師湯). Take the JR shinkansen to Ueda (12 mins), and then change to the private Ueda Dentetsu line to Bessho Onsen (28 minutes).



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN KARUIZAWA

Koya Backpackers

Traditional timber guesthouse in the forest with friendly owners, dorms and private rooms. ¥

Mampei Hotel

A favourite of John Lennon is this stately historical Western-style hotel. ¥¥

Kastanie Karuizawa Roast Chicken

Those ‘in the know’ come here for juicy roast chicken. Book ahead for dinner. ¥

Visiting Obuse & the Hokusai Museum

ARTWORKS OF JAPAN’S MASTER PAINTER

Located 14.5km northeast of Nagano, Obuse (小布施) is a small town popular with Japanese day-trippers here not only to sample the local chestnuts and sake breweries but for the world-class Hokusai Museum (北斎館). A 25-minute journey by train, it was here where Hokusai (1760–1849), one of Japan’s most famous ukiyo-e (woodblock print) artists, spent his final years and you’ll find works from his later years, including his well-known ‘36 Views of Mt. Fuji’ series. To see more of Hokusai’s work, head to the Ganshō-in (岩松院), which has the largest extant painting ever produced by Hokusai. Painted in 1848 on the ceiling of the temple’s main hall, it’s a truly extraordinary sight for art aficionados.

Shintō Shrines & Soba in Togakushi

EVOCATIVE FORESTED SHRINE TOWN

Deep in the mountains, a one-hour bus ride northwest of Nagano, is the densely forested and spiritually significant area of Togakushi. It’s home to one of the most important shrines in Japan, Togakushi-jinja, and has long been the destination for Shintō worshippers who make the pilgrimage here to pray. It’s made up of five shrines, including the main Lower (Togakushi-Hōkōsha), Middle (Togakushi-Chūsha) and Upper shrines (Togakushi-Okusha) connected via roads and walking trails through ancient cedar forest. Chūsha, located in the middle of the village, is the easiest shrine to get to. The oldest of the shrines, the attractive Hōkōsha, is reached via 274 ancient, steep stone steps. Many food enthusiasts consider Togakushi to be the home of soba; the best place to try this noodle dish is at Uzuraya Soba, opposite the steps to Chūsha shrine.

Shopping, Art & Volcano Action

EUROCENTRIC MOUNTAIN RESORT TOWN

Located in a picturesque valley 73.5km southeast of Nagano (30 minutes by shinkansen) Karuizawa (軽井沢) has a distinct European Alpine resort feel with streets filled with boutiques, churches and art galleries. Not only is this popular with wealthy Tokyoites, but John Lennon and Yoko Ono were regular visitors. Don’t miss ‘Umi’ Museum of Contemporary Art showcasing works by world-renowned Japanese artists; Rice Bowl with its colourful ceramics; and Karuizawa Prince Shopping Mall, a mammoth, stylish, resort-style mall in a grassy lakeside setting. There’s a profusion of churches including the very Japanese-style St Paul’s Catholic Church. For spectacular views of Asama-yama, Honshū’s most active volcano, head 4km out to the Usui Pass Lookout observation platform. For more natural wonders, visit the beautiful curtain-like Shiraito Waterfall in a lush forest about a 25-minute drive from town.


TOGAKUSHI NINJA

Just across from the Okusha bus stop is the Togakushi Folk Museum, Ninja Museum and Ninja House, well worth a visit and one both adults and children alike will enjoy. Here you’ll learn about the tricks, tools and weapons used by the ninjas. Don’t miss trying to find your way out of the extraordinary Ninja House – a type of historical escape room with its maze with secret doors and passages; it’s no mean feat! If you have young ones in tow, there’s also the nearby Togakushi Kids’ Ninja Village with entertaining shows and activities.




Getting Around

Regular trains and/or buses from Nagano serve the towns in the area, but a hire car will make travel easier.

Cycling is a good way of getting around Karuizawa; outside of town you’ll need a car to reach the sights.






HAKUBA
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Happening Hakuba (白馬) has long been a winter hotspot for those looking to hit the slopes during the day and to socialise at night. Its location in a valley east of the Japan Alps delivers spectacular alpine scenery and fantastic snow – it played host to several skiing events at the Nagano Winter Olympics in 1998 and a couple of the ski jumps are still intact.

Within easy reach of Tokyo, Hakuba is very popular with foreign tourists (in winter, you might think you’ve arrived in Australia or NZ), and its ski resorts are spread out around the valley, along with a bunch of bars, restaurants, onsen and various accommodation options. The most popular areas are Happō-one, Happo Village, Echoland for nightlife and eating options, and the Hakuba Station area around mid-valley. While ski season (December to April) is the obvious tourist time, over recent years Hakuba has transformed itself into a year-round outdoor adventure spot.
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ACTIVITIES

1 Cortina

see 4 Evergreen Outdoor Centre

2 Goryū

3 Hakuba 47

see 3 Hakuba 47 Mountain Sports Park

4 Happō-one

5 Iwatake

see 5 Iwatake MTB course

6 Jigatake

7 Kashimayari

8 Norikura

9 Sanosaka

10 True Players

11 Tsugaike

EATING

12 Ohyokkuri

13 Restaurant Yukimine

14 Sounds Like Cafe

15 Zen

DRINKING

16 Bar Refuel

17 Hakuba Taproom

see 4 Roots

18 Tracks Bar




TOP TIP

In ski season Hakuba gets fully booked; if you’re here for the snow, book ahead at least six to 12 months. Also be aware that it’s very much a year-round destination and green season is increasingly popular among hikers, mountain bikers and kayakers.



Hit the Slopes in Hakuba

SKI LIKE AN OLYMPIC CHAMPION

Hakuba is home to 10 ski resorts – from north to south Cortina, Norikura, Tsugaike, Iwatake, Happō-one, Hakuba 47, Goryu, Sanosaka, Kashimayari, and Jigatake – catering to skiers of all levels. Most of Hakuba’s slopes aren’t connected, but shuttle buses operate around the valley and you can buy one lift pass to access all.

Happō-one is among the country’s best ski resorts and hosted the downhill races at the 1998 Nagano Winter Olympics. It operates 22 lifts and has 16 courses – including the longest run at 8000m – half of which are rated intermediate for skiers and snowboarders. It’s also a good choice for families with young children. The Happō ‘Adam’ gondola is the resort’s main base; here you’ll find the Hakuba Ski Jumping Stadium that hosted the ski jumping events in the ’98 Olympics.

The second major ski resort area is Hakuba 47, which is interlinked with Goryū Ski Resort in the south of the valley. It has fantastic views, steeper piste runs than other slopes in the area, a great half-pipe and extensive backcountry terrain.

Hakuba Cortina is popular with Japanese skiers as it receives almost twice as much snow as other resorts. It’s situated in the northern part of the valley and is great for those wanting to find a quieter spot away from the crowds, and for anyone interested in tree skiing.

The aptly named Good Guides operator provides professional and highly qualified guides with exceptional knowledge of the terrain for its fantastic snowshoeing and backcountry skiing tours.

In operation since 2000, the folks at Evergreen Outdoor Center offer ski and snowboard lessons, and backcountry and snowshoe guided tours in the winter.
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WHERE TO EAT IN HAKUBA

Sounds Like Cafe

Popular cafe in Echoland. Excellent coffee and cafe fare with Aussie touches – smashed avo, flat whites – and delicious cakes and burgers. ¥

Ohyokkuri  (おひょっくり)

Home-style cooking, warming dishes and set menus of soups and stews in centre of Happō village. ¥

Zen (膳)

Traditional Japanese cuisine with dishes enjoyed on tatami mats and a boozy izakaya atmosphere in the evenings. ¥

Restaurant Yukimine

Smart restaurant overlooking snow-capped Shirouma-dake with a menu of classy seasonal cuisine overseen by three-star Michelin chef Hideki Ishikawa. ¥¥



WHERE TO DRINK IN HAKUBA

Hakuba Taproom

Inside the Panorama Hotel is this brewpub with 16 craft beers on tap and a menu of classic pub food.

Bar Refuel

Divey bar open year-round; happy hour 4pm to 6pm.

Tracks Bar

Lively crowd favourite during the ski season, a late-night bar with live bands and pool tables.

Hakuba in the Green Season

MOUNTAIN BIKING AND HIKING ADVENTURES

In the warmer months when the snow has melted, Hakuba operates its ski lifts to whiz visitors up to its summits for hiking, mountain biking and other ‘green season’ adventure activities.

From Happō-one, a popular short hike takes you to the stunning views of the beautiful Happō-ike Pond. Hike up a trail for an hour or so to Happō-ike, on a ridge below Karamatsu-dake. The top of the lift at Goryū blossoms into an alpine botanical garden in the warmer months and there are trails that lead to the peak in six-to-eight hours of hiking.

More serious hikers can tackle one of Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains, Shirouma-dake (白馬岳; 2932m). The 1700m climb takes two days and hikers need to be experienced and well prepared.

The ski lift takes outdoor enthusiasts to the top of Hakuba 47 and Iwatake resorts, where there are hiking paths, outdoor adventure companies and dedicated downhill mountain bike trails. There is also the Iwatake MTB course, a well-signposted cross-country trail at the base that’s suitable for beginners to experienced riders. At Hakuba 47 Mountain Sports Park you can take a gondola to the summit for beginner and experienced MTB trails. Check out Rhythm Summit (rhythmjapan.com) for bike rental.

Get in touch with Evergreen Outdoor Center for mountain biking, hiking, SUP, kayaking and plenty more. There’s also a good vegan cafe, Roots, opposite, and a fun little skate park, True Players, but you’ll need bring your own board.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN HAKUBA

Kamoshika Views

Sensational outlooks over Hakuba Valley with excellent communal areas, private rooms, dorms and complimentary bus/train transfers. ¥

Phat Packers

Dorms and private rooms, along with restaurant, bar and ski-in ski-out access to Tsugaike Ski Resort. ¥

Snowbeds B&B

Backpackers close to the nightlife action in Echoland. ¥

Hotel Hakuba Hifumi

Close to the bus terminal and Happō-one ski area is this stunning ryokan. ¥¥

Ridge Hotel & Apartments

Stylish property with spacious rooms in the upmarket Wadano area close to Happō-one. ¥¥¥




Getting Around

In winter, shuttles run between the resorts and many of the lodges provide shuttles as well. Car rental is possible but you’d want to be experienced driving in snowy conditions.

Taxis also operate year-round if you’re looking to head out.

In green season you can rent bikes from the visitor information centre and outdoor operators.






NOZAWA ONSEN
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Nozawa Onsen (野沢温泉) is a charming hot springs village backed by dense alpine forest in the eastern Japan Alps in the north of Nagano Prefecture. Settled in the 8th century, its warren of streets is home to a range of stylish restaurants, food stores, bars, a gin distillery, guesthouses and, of course, onsen, of which there are around 30 including 13 public baths known as soto-yu. Each soto-yu is maintained by a different part of the village as bathing spots for locals, and onsen water is still used by many for laundry, cooking and heating.

It’s a great place to visit any time of the year, but it ramps up in the winter season when the powderhounds descend on the village. However, it’s a more laid-back and quieter option than the likes of party town Hakuba.
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SLEEPING

1 Address Nozawa

2 Lodge Nagano

3 Sumiyoshi-ya

EATING

4 Sobadokoro Daimon

DRINKING

5 Libushi

6 Nozawa Onsen Distillery

7 STAY bar




TOP TIP

Accommodation books out six to 12 months in advance during ski season, so book early. Onsen baths are all by donation; drop around ¥100 into the donation box and BYO soap and towel. Furusato-no-yu has the only rotemburo; Ō-yu is a favourite for its exquisite wooden building and scalding waters.



Ski Season in Nozawa

POWDER PARADISE

Home to some of the world’s highest snowfalls and a long history of skiing, Nozawa is one of the best ski resorts in Honshū, catering to all skill levels with a variety of terrain. The season runs from December to May and there are 21 lifts, two gondolas and the Uenotaira Snow Park with a half-pipe and wave run for snowboarders and freestyle fun. Hikage gondola is the main base area, with runs that are perfect for kids and beginners. More advanced skiers will want to tackle the steeper runs at Schneider Course.

Interested in backcountry skiing? It can be dangerous here and fatalities have occurred, so it’s only suitable for advanced skiers. Be sure to book a guide through one of the ski schools; don’t go it alone.
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Green Season in Nozawa

HIKES AND BIKE TRAILS

After ski season, the pace comes down several notches in Nozawa to a relaxed, almost sleepy vibe – perfect for a city escape. The green season runs from around early July to late November, when there are a bunch of activities on offer for adventure-seekers from paddleboarding and kayaking to hiking, mountain biking and just enjoying the charming village and onsen. Rent bikes in town to head to the MTB downhill course at the Nagasaka gondola summit, a 15-minute ride up, or try the easier trails around Hokuryū Lake. If mountain biking is not your thing, ride the eight-minute gondola to Yamabiko Station to set off on the hiking trails. Be warned, there are lots of bears in the Nozawa area, so be sure to take precautions and wear bear bells.


BEST PLACES TO EAT, SLEEP & DRINK

Nozawa Onsen Distillery

Quality gins using local botanicals such as sakura and applewood. Lodge, boutique giftware store and Tanuki cafe with house-baked goods nearby. ¥

Sobadokoro Daimon

Don’t miss the buckwheat soba at this atmospheric soba restaurant. ¥

Libushi

Nanobrewery doing an appealing mix of hoppy ales and intriguing one-off releases.

Lodge Nagano

Japanese-style private rooms and bunk-bed dorms; check website for their other lodges ¥

Sumiyoshi-ya

Nozawa’s oldest ryokan has great views and wonderful onsen. ¥¥¥




Getting Around

Since the arrival of the Hokuriku shinkansen, getting to Nozawa Onsen from Tokyo has become much easier as you transfer here by buses from Iiyama Station. It’s a smallish town, so getting around on foot is the best way to get from A to B.






SHIGA KOGEN
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One of the biggest ski areas in Japan and one of the highest altitude ski resorts (2000m) in the country, this is a premier destination for skiers and snowboarders of all ages and skill level. Several events were held here during the 1998 Nagano Winter Olympics and since then visitors have been flocking here for a taste of this winter wonderland. In 1980, a large part of the land was designated a Unesco-protected Man and Biosphere Reserve. While ski season is definitely the drawcard, there are a few activities on offer in the green season to keep hikers and outdoor lovers satisfied, and the landscape and views are worth the trip alone in the warmer months.

The visitor information centre serves the region’s main hub where you’ll find not only plenty of useful travel advice but a small museum on the region that’s worth dropping in for a look.
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ACTIVITIES

1 Nishitateyama Ski Area

2 Oku Shiga Kogen Ski Resort

3 Shiga Kogen Higashitateyama Ski Area

4 Shiga Kogen Hasu-ike Ski Area

5 Yakebitai-yama Ski Area

SLEEPING

6 Chalet Shiga

7 Hotel Shirakaba-sō

8 Villa Ichinose




TOP TIP

Head out on one of Japan’s best drives on Rte 292 from Shiga Kogen down to Kusatsu Onsen, winding past lakes, mountains and active volcanoes. Note there’s no central village to speak of so most dining options are within resorts themselves. Outside ski season it’s best to bring your own food.



A Skier’s Paradise in the Snow Season

SHREDDING SHIGA KOGEN’S SLOPES

Shiga Kogen is made up of 18 ski resorts, which are all linked and accessed via free shuttle buses. The ‘Key Ticket’, which gives you access to lifts and gondolas in all areas, makes this one of the easiest ski areas to navigate. There’s a large variety of terrain on offer here along with stunning mountain vistas, so everyone from families and novices to advanced skiers and snowboarders are catered for.

There’s no central village in Shiga Kogen and accommodation is spread out among the ski areas. Oku Shiga Kogen in the west is suitable for both beginners and experts; Yakebitai-yama is handy for day-trippers as a base and has great panoramic views; Nishitateyama has long courses; Hasu-ike is good for families and has forest trails; and Higashidateyama’s advanced runs were used for the Olympics.
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Stunning Landscapes on Foot

HIT SOME GREEN-SEASON HIKING TRAILS

Shiga Kogen’s green season, which starts around the end of June, is pretty quiet, though it’s a magnet for hikers in the warmer months. Its beautiful forest scenery – lakes, ponds, wildflowers, mountains – provides the backdrop for excellent trails, including one that’s accessible by wheelchair. There are bears in the area, so wear bear bells when hiking. One of the highlights is the hike to Onuma-ike Pond. To get a bird’s-eye view of it, hike up to Mt Urashiga or Mt Akaisha – the helpful tourist office can assist with guided hikes. Currently, mountain biking is prohibited in the park. Take note: you won’t find much in the way of dining options open in the green season, so bring supplies.


WHERE TO SLEEP IN SHIGA KOGEN

Most if not all lodges have onsite dining.

Hotel Shirakaba-sō

In a top-notch location close to the Sun Valley ski area, this is a lovely hotel with a rotemburo and a range of rooms. ¥¥

Chalet Shiga

Popular family-run and foreigner-friendly choice with Japanese- and Western-style rooms, onsen, sauna, on-site bar. Well located for the slopes. ¥¥

Villa Ichinose

Ski-lodge chalet with friendly English-speaking staff and mix of tatami-mat and Western-style rooms plus 24-hour onsen. ¥¥




Getting Around

There are buss between JR Nagano Station and Shiga Kogen (70 minutes) and unless you have your own transport, once you’re here you’ll be skiing or hiking to get around.






GUNMA PREFECTURE
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In the heart of Japan north of Tokyo in the Kanto region, landlocked Gunma Prefecture is surrounded by dramatic forested mountains, raging rivers and volcanoes that create the optimal environment for some of the country’s best onsen. Hot springs bubble out of the ground seemingly everywhere in this nature-lover’s paradise and provide the perfect destination for a relaxing break, soothing the muscles in a steamy soak. Kusatsu is its most famous onsen town, but you’ll find plenty of less touristy options across the area.

If you’re after more action, Gunma certainly delivers. Those same mountains and gushing rivers provide a playground for skiing and snowboarding in the winter, while the warmer months are perfect for white-water rafting, canyoning and hiking. Minakami lies at the centre of its outdoor adventure scene and is a must for those seeking a true wilderness experience.
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ACTIVITIES

1 Bungy Japan

2 Canyons

3 I Love Outdoors Japan

see 3 MTB Japan

4 Takaragawa Onsen

5 Tenjin Lodge

SLEEPING

6 Hōshi Onsen Chōjukan

see 4 Takaragawa Onsen Ōsenkaku

see 5 Tenjin Lodge




TOP TIP

Though Minakami is a year-round destination divided into winter sports and hiking and rafting in the green season, be aware that in November many operators take a break in between seasons.



Outdoor Adventures & Onsen

PLUNGE INTO MINAKAMI’S ADVENTURE SPORTS

No matter what the time of year, there are plenty of spills and thrills to be had in the outdoor adventure paradise that is Minakami (みなかみ町). And, with over 400 onsen in the area, it’s the perfect combo to give those aching muscles some respite afterwards.

White-water rafting activities on the Tone-gawa are on offer in the spring snowmelt between April and June. When summer hits and water levels drop, get the heart pumping on a canyoning trip – the excellent Canyons tour operator has both rafting and canyoning as well as lodge accommodation, riverside glamping and meals. I Love Outdoors Japan also offers canyoning, rafting and canoeing.

For mountain biking, the team at MTB Japan will get you out on the trails, while Tenjin Lodge is highly recommended for guided hiking in the area. If you’re after something challenging, tackle Tanigawa-dake (1977m), but take note: it’s for skilled hikers only and is responsible for quadruple the number of deaths that have occurred on Mt Everest. When hiking anywhere in Gunma, watch out for bears. In the winter, Tenjin Lodge offers off-piste skiing, snowboarding and snowshoeing adventures. If you’re seeking a further adrenaline rush then you can take the 42m bridge jump with Bungy Japan.

Minakami Onsen-kyō in the northern part of the prefecture is a collection of onsen villages. This is the place to come to test out the steaming mineral waters Gunma is famous for. One of the most revered onsen in the country is Takaragawa Onsen (宝川温泉) – here you bathe in large outdoor rock pools in a spectacular setting beside the rushing water of the Tone-gawa. There is one women’s-only pool; the rest are mixed.


WHERE TO STAY IN MINAKAMI

Tenjin Lodge  (天神ロッジ)

Run by friendly hosts with expert adventure-sports knowledge, Tenjin has spacious rooms at the the foot of Tanigawa-dake; some with fantastic river views. ¥¥

Takaragawa Onsen Ōsenkaku  (宝川温泉汪泉閣)

Just slip out of the onsen and into bed at this traditional inn with riverside rooms and dinner banquets. ¥¥¥

Hōshi Onsen Chōjukan  (法師温泉長寿館)

One of Japan’s most elegant ryokan, this is a tranquil and secluded stay with a spectacular wooden bathhouse dating to 1896. ¥¥¥



MINAKAMI EATING & DRINKING

Stone Oven Pizza La Biere

Authentic wood-fired Neapolitan pizza washed down with local craft beers. ¥

Kadoya (角彌)

Join the queue for this popular hegi soba (soba flavoured with seaweed and served on a special plate). ¥¥

Daihachi (大八)

Popular izakaya that brings in the crowds for its river shrimp and assorted yakitori among original dishes. ¥¥

Soak in One of Japan’s Best Onsen Towns

INDULGE IN MINERAL-RICH WATERS

Located in the mountains of Gunma Prefecture, Kusatsu (草津温泉) often tops the list of Japan’s best onsen towns. Its emerald-coloured waters infuse the town with a pungent, sulfurous aroma and are said to cure all manner of ailments. This small, charming town gets extremely busy on weekends and holidays, when visitors in yukata (cotton kimono) and geta (wooden sandals) shuffle their way around town from onsen to onsen. It’s a popular winter destination for skiing and offers something for everyone, beginners to pros.

In the town centre you can’t miss the milky-blue sulphuric source of the hot-spring water flowing like a waterfall, Yubatake (湯畑), which is lit up at night. You can catch a performance of local women stirring the waters to cool them while singing folks songs, a process known as yumomi, at one of the daily (and pretty touristy) 30-minute shows. The ryokan in town fill their baths from this source.

A short walk downhill from here is the Ōtaki-no-yu Onsen (大滝乃湯). Try the awase-yu baths in a beautiful wooden bathhouse – the four baths have varying temperatures. See if you can stand the scalding 4th one! The atmospheric Sai-no-kawara Rotemburo (西の河原露天風呂) is a huge outdoor bath in a forested park setting, a 15-minute walk from Yubatake bus stop. It’s very popular and can get crowded with close to 100 people, so try to visit early in the morning for a bit more peace and privacy. It’s separated into men’s and women’s baths by a bamboo wall.
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WHERE TO EAT & STAY IN KUSATSU

Kusatsu Onsen Boun

Japanese traditional design is at its best at Boun, with moss gardens, rotemburo, waterfalls and rooms with private open-air baths. ¥¥

Hotel Sakurai

Ask for a room on a higher floor for great views at this centrally located high-rise hotel with attentive staff. ¥¥¥

Mikuniya

Prepare to queue at this popular soba spot serving filling bowls of buckwheat noodles with sansai soba (mountain vegetables). ¥




Getting Around

In Minakami the Tanigawa-dake Ropeway whisks hikers up to the peak of Tenjin-dara to hiking trails in the green season and skiing and snowboarding runs in the winter. A bus runs here from Minakami Station and takes 20 minutes.

Though a car will be handy to reach Kusatsu Onsen, once you’re here it’s a nightmare attempting to navigate the tight, winding and crowded streets.






KYOTO
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1200 YEARS OF TRADITION

Kyoto (京都) is old Japan writ large: atmospheric temples, sublime gardens, traditional teahouses and intimate streetscapes where geisha seemingly float.
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To know Kyoto, look in the spaces in between. While the rest of Japan has adopted modernity with abandon, the old ways still cling here in the nation’s cultural capital. For over a millennium, this is where emperors ruled, samurai swashbuckled and genteel geisha entertained. Nowadays, some 2000 Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines evoke that past, alongside noble villas, the shogun’s castle and some of the world’s great gardens. No wonder there are a whopping 17 Unesco World Heritage sites in the city.

Arriving in the futuristic train station and stepping into the city centre teeming with postwar concrete, stone and traffic, you may well wonder where all that history went. But wander down Kyoto’s narrow streets, narrower lanes, hidden-until-you-find-them alleys and out-of-the-way stone footpaths, and you’ll see, hear and even smell the bygone days. Robed monks shuffle between temple buildings, sonorous chants resonate through Zen gardens, the faithful meditate on tatami-mat floors as burning incense wafts through the air, while a bright vermilion Shintō shrine torii (entrance gate) towers nearby.

If you don’t know your matcha from your manga, have never slept on a futon on tatami or tried a public bath with naked strangers, this is the place to immerse yourself (sometimes literally) in the intricacies of Japanese culture. Whether you’re watching powdered tea being whisked to a froth in a traditional tea ceremony, spending the night in a ryokan (traditional Japanese inn), soaking in an onsen, joining a raucous hanami (cherry-blossom viewing) party or discovering the art of Japanese cooking – you’ll come away one step closer to understanding the unique Japanese way of life.

Here, too, many traditional arts and crafts are kept alive by artisans and merchants spanning generations. Wander the streets downtown, through historic Gion and past machiya (traditional merchant houses) in the Nishijin textile district to find ancient speciality shops from tofu sellers, washi (Japanese handmade paper) and tea merchants, to exquisite lacquerware, handcrafted copper chazutsu (tea canisters) and indigo-dyed noren (hanging curtains).

Just keep your eyes on those spaces in between.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DOWNTOWN KYOTO

Lively cultural, commercial and transit hub.

SOUTHERN HIGASHIYAMA

Top temples, museums and geisha.

NORTHERN HIGASHIYAMA

Treasures in the foothills.

NORTH-CENTRAL KYOTO

Former home of the emperors.

NORTHWEST KYOTO

Golden Pavilion and famous rock garden.

ARASHIYAMA & SAGANO

Bamboo grove to monkeys.

SOUTHERN KYOTO

Hike through 10,000 torii (gates).



Find Your Way

Kyoto does not have its own airport (it’s close enough to Osaka’s) but is well connected to Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka and Hiroshima by shinkansen (bullet train), plus express trains to nearby cities. In town you’ll find an excellent system of subways, regional trains, buses and taxis.
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Plan Your Days

Kyoto is surprisingly spread out, so here are some tips to help you make the most of your days here.


[image: jpg]

Maiko, Gion | cowardlion/shutterstock ©


Day 1

Morning

• Begin your Kyoto experience in Southern Higashiyama, at the imposing Chion-in and enchanting garden of Shōren-in before a wander through Yasaka-jinja.

Afternoon

• Enjoy the sweeping views across the city from busy Kiyomizu-dera. Then make your way north, strolling the pretty streets of Sannen-zaka and Ninen-zaka and heading towards Gion for a spot of antique shopping.

Evening

• Sample sashimi and sake with the locals at Gion Yūki. Then take in more of the atmospheric Gion district, looking out for geisha shuffling along the traditional lantern-lit streets, before a drink at Gion Finlandia Bar.




Day 2

Morning

• In Northern Higashiyama, find your bliss with an early visit to Ginkaku-ji, then walk the Path of Philosophy to the splendid temples and garden complexes of Eikan-do and Nanzen-ji.

Afternoon

• Take a break from temples and head to Downtown Kyoto. Snack on the go in busy Nishiki Market, and continue shopping along the Teramachi Arcade and department stores on Shijo-dōri.

Evening

• After dinner of obanzai-ryōri (Kyoto home-style) cuisine at Menami, make your way along atmospheric Ponto-chō. Stop for a drink at Atlantis or head for the Kamo-gawa to hang out riverside.




Day 3

Morning

• Arrive early in Northwest Kyoto to explore the famous rock garden of Ryōan-ji before visiting the Golden Pavilion of Kinkaku-ji, one of Japan’s iconic sights.

Afternoon

• Take a taxi west to the Arashiyama and Sagano district, where plenty of street snacks make for an alfresco lunch. From the landmark Tenryū-ji, stroll through the famed Arashiyama Bamboo Grove and on to lovely Ōkōchi Sansō.

Evening

• Book ahead for kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) in one of the city’s finest, Kitcho Arashiyama. Head back to spend your evening wandering bar-and-nightlife-filled Kiyamachi-dōri.



You’ll Also Want To...

Explore by bike or on foot, spot cherry blossoms or geisha, or visit imperial villa masterpieces, then relax in hot-spring waters.

BE AWED BY CHERRY BLOSSOMS

Late March to early April, sakura (cherry blossom) bestow pale-pink confetti all over Kyoto.
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WATCH A GEISHA PERFORMANCE

Check in to check out this quintessential Japanese experience, with a variety of price ranges and neighbourhoods.
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SLEEP IN A RYOKAN

Check local listings for performances by geiko and maiko, from theatres to hotel lobbies.
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EXPLORE BY BICYCLE

In flat, central Kyoto, bicycles are a popular means of transport for locals. Visitors can rent bicycles all over town.
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SOAK IN A BATH

In public bathhouses dotting side streets, locals soak and socialise with neighbours. Read up on bathing etiquette, then join them!
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FOLLOW IMPERIAL FOOTSTEPS

Reserve ahead to tour the buildings and gardens of Shūgaku-in Rikyū or Katsura Rikyū.
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GET INTO NATURE, KYOTO-STYLE

Lace up for hikes on mountains ringing the city, from Daimonji-yama to Fushimi-Inari.
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DOWNTOWN KYOTO


LIVELY CULTURAL, COMMERCIAL AND TRANSIT HUB

Downtown Kyoto is not as rich with sightseeing as some other parts of town, but there’s still plenty to see around practically any corner and down every narrow street: one-off boutiques, cafes and restaurants, massive department store and streetscapes that feel historic by day and turn breathtaking by night.

View the mighty Nijō-jō (castle) in the northwestern part of the district, and then head back to the city centre, where the main streets of Shijō and Kawaramachi hold some of the best department stores and many eating options. In the area’s main, covered shōtengai (shopping streets), you’ll also find huge selections of shops and restaurants: Sanjō (for restaurants and fashion), Teramachi (souvenirs, art and clothing), Shinkyōgoku (mostly tacky souvenirs for kids) and Nishiki Market (food stalls). And in the maze of smaller streets west of Teramachi, you’ll find a great array of interesting boutiques, cafes and restaurants.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Nijō-jō

SIGHTS

2 Higashi Hongan-ji

3 Kyoto International Manga Museum

4 Kyoto Railway Museum

5 Kyoto Station

6 Ponto-chō

SLEEPING

7 Hiragiya

8 Hotel Granvia Kyoto

9 Lower East 9 Hostel

10 Onyado Nono Kyoto Shichijo

11 Ritz-Carlton Kyoto

12 Tawaraya

13 Yoshikawa

EATING

14 Honke Owariya

15 Kyōgoku Kaneyo

16 Menami

17 Mishima-tei

18 Mouriya Gion

19 Nishiki Market

20 Tokura

DRINKING

21 Okaffe

22 Sake Bar Yoramu

23 Weekenders Coffee

SHOPPING

24Æon Mall Kyoto

25 Aritsugu

26 Daimaru

27 Ippōdō

28 JR Isetan

29 Mina Kyoto

30 Porta Shopping Mall

31 ShinPuhKan

32 Takashimaya

33 Yodobashi Camera

34 Zōhiko




TOP TIP

Finding a good place to eat in Downtown Kyoto can be confusing – there are almost too many places to choose from. For a lot of choice in a small area, hit one of the resutoran-gai (restaurant floors) at department stores like Takashimaya, Daimaru or JR Isetan.
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Nijō-jō: Shogun’s Showplace

KYOTO’S FOUR-CENTURY-OLD FORTRESS

Behind the imposing stone walls and ramparts of Nijō-jō (二条城), which dominates a large part of the northwest city center, one can’t help feel the military might of Japan’s great warlord generals, the Tokugawa shoguns.

This castle was built in 1603 as the official Kyoto residence of the first Tokugawa shogun, Ieyasu, on land that was originally occupied by the 8th-century Imperial Palace (abandoned in 1227).

The ostentatious style of its construction was intended to demonstrate his prestige and signal the demise of the emperor’s power. As a safeguard against treachery, Ieyasu had the interior fitted with ‘nightingale’ floors (that sing and squeak at every move, making it difficult for intruders to move about quietly), as well as concealed chambers where bodyguards could keep watch.

After passing through the grand Kara-mon (gate), you enter Ninomaru Palace, which is divided into five buildings with numerous chambers. The Ōhiroma Yon-no-Ma (Fourth Chamber) has spectacular screen paintings. Don’t miss the excellent Ninomaru Palace Garden, which was designed by the tea master and landscape architect, Kobori Enshū.
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NIJō-Jō INSIDER TIPS

The castle is on the itinerary of every foreign and Japanese tour group, and it can be packed with people. If you’re after peace and quiet, try an early-morning or late-afternoon visit. To get more out of your visit, you can hire an audio guide for ¥500 or go on an English guided tour for ¥2000 (these are held daily at 10.30am and 12.30pm).

The castle is easily reached from its own subway stop, Nijō-jō-mae on the Tōzai Line.





More in Downtown Kyoto



Romantic Ponto-chō

GEISHA QUARTER OF YOUR DREAMS

Few streets in Asia rival narrow, pedestrian-only Ponto-chō (先斗町) for atmosphere. Not much to look at by day, the street comes alive at night, with wonderful lanterns, traditional wooden exteriors, and perhaps a glimpse of a geiko (as the locals call geisha) or maiko (apprentice geisha) making their way between appointments at their teahouses and elite restaurants and bars.

Many of the establishments here are by invitation only, but more and more reasonably priced, accessible places can be found. Even if you have no intention of patronising one of the businesses, it makes a nice stroll in the evening, perhaps combined with a walk in nearby Gion.


GEISHA ETIQUETTE

No doubt spotting geiko or maiko dressed to the hilt on the street in Ponto-chō or Gion is a wondrous experience, and a photo is a much-coveted souvenir of a visit to Japan. However, please keep in mind that these women – some of whom are minors – are trying to get to work.

In Kyoto the sport of geisha-spotting has gotten out of hand, with tourists sometimes blocking the women’s paths in order to get photos. Authorities have taken to posting signs and fining the most egregious violators. Let the maiko and geiko through; they are professionals. If you want to get close to them, support their art and go to see them perform.



Eat Your Way Through Nishiki Market

KYOTO’S LEGENDARY KITCHEN ARCADE

Head to the covered arcade, pedestrian-only alley of Nishiki Market (錦市場) to check out the weird and wonderful foods that go into Kyoto cuisine. It’s said that there were stores here as early as the 14th century, and it’s known for sure that the street was a wholesale fish market during the Edo period (1603–1868). As Japan entered the modern era, Nishiki became a retail market, which it remains today.

Traditionally Nishiki was nicknamed Kyoto no daidokoro (Kyoto’s kitchen), and high-end restaurateurs and the well-to-do did their food shopping here, with an emphasis on locally produced Japanese food items like tsukemono (Japanese pickles), tea, beans, rice, seaweed and fish.

In recent years, however, the market has been evolving into a tourist attraction. Nowadays, mixed in with the traditional stalls you’ll find several shops selling Kyoto-style souvenirs alongside highly photogenic street foods: cute Japanese sweets to wasabi salt, fresh sashimi skewers to takotamago (small octopus head stuffed with a quail egg on a stick).

The market is quite narrow and can get elbow-to-elbow busy, so try visiting early or later in the afternoon. And many shops don’t appreciate visitors taking photos, so it’s a good idea to ask politely before snapping away.

Drop into Aritsugu (有次) here for some of the best Japanese chef’s knives that money can buy.

The market is one block north of (and parallel to) Shijō-dōri, running west off Teramachi covered arcade.


Street Food Etiquette

In Japan ‘street food’ doesn’t mean eating while walking (and good luck finding a rubbish bin!). Instead, eat that delectable skewer, cup or cone in front of where you bought it; the shopkeeper will collect the waste.



DOWNTOWN DINING CLASSICS

Honke Owariya

Downtown shop serving hōrai soba, a stack of five small plates of noodles with toppings. ¥

Menami

Neighbourhood favourite for obanzai-ryōri (Kyoto home-style cooking). Book a counter seat to watch chefs in action. ¥¥

Kyōgoku Kaneyo

Dishing up unagi (eel) in donburi (rice bowls) or à la carte since the Taishō period, behind a wooden facade. ¥¥

Manga Mania

LIBRARY OF JAPANESE COMIC BOOKS

Fittingly located in an former elementary school building, the unusual Kyoto International Manga Museum (京都国際マンガミュージアム) is dedicated to the art and history of these Japanese comics.

English-speaking visitors will probably get the most out of the bilingual permanent exhibit, What is Manga? on the second floor, which shows the development of manga from 12th-century (Heian period) scrolls of frolicking animals and humans, to Edo period woodblock printing, through Japan Punch in 1873, Dragon Ball Z, Sailor Moon and cosplay. You’ll also learn basic manga design principles, from manpu (stock expressions) to speech bubbles, and Japanese katakana script used as onomatopoeic visuals.

But this is just a small section of the museum; the main attraction is the comic books themselves. Of the approximately 300,000 in the museum’s collection, some 50,000 books are on display in the Wall of Manga exhibit, and large sections of the museum are for visitors to borrow and read them on seats with the hushed tones of a library.

Apart from the one international corner called Manga Expo, virtually all the books are in Japanese. Unless you read Japanese or are a superfan, you may appreciate the books for their artistry but otherwise won’t be able to make much sense of the museum.

Children may enjoy the children’s library, the occasional performances of kami-shibai (humorous traditional Japanese sliding-picture shows) and the artificial lawn where they can run free.

On weekends and holidays, the museum holds beginners’ workshops, and you can have your portrait drawn by a manga artist (from ¥2000 per person).
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LUXURY HOTELS, KYOTO-STYLE

Kyoto has historically lagged behind Tokyo and Osaka for top-end hotels, but since the 2010s there have been new luxury options for travellers with sky’s-the-limit budgets.

In Southern Higashiyama, Four Seasons Kyoto offers extravagant, contemporary property around an 800-year-old koi-filled pond and stunning gardens.

The Ritz-Carlton Kyoto is an oasis of luxury by the Kamo-gawa. East-facing rooms have astonishing views of the Higashiyama Mountains.



A CUP OF COFFEE...OR SAKE

Weekenders

Tiny coffee bar at back of a Downtown parking lot. Mostly takeaway and very satisfying.

Okaffe

Downtown and Arashiyama locations, and its own roastery. Also does a mean matcha latte.

Sake Bar Yoramu

Tiny bar run by an expat sake expert, on a quiet city-centre street.

Train Station, Meet Architectural Wonder

KYOTO’S FUTURISTIC CATHEDRAL OF TRANSPORT

Kyoto doesn’t have its own airport, but its main train station is a darn impressive gateway. When Kyoto Station was being renovated in the 1990s to commemorate the city’s 1200th anniversary as the imperial capital, officials had a choice: traditional or modern. They broke all the rules.

Completed in 1997 by architect Hara Hiroshi, Kyoto Station’s main building is a striking edifice of granite in all shades of grey and black, topped with a steel-and-glass canopy above the main concourse; sort of a futuristic cathedral for the transport age.

On the building’s east side is the Hotel Granvia, while the west side is the massive, 13-storey JR Isetan department store, full of restaurants on the upper levels. A series of outdoor escalators takes you most of the way up. On the 11th floor, a glass corridor called Skyway (open 10am to 10pm), runs high above the main concourse, then offers panoramas across town. Or catch some views from the 15th-floor Sky Garden terrace.

About the only problem with the building is that if you’re arriving by shinkansen you have to walk through the concourse to the north side of the station (aka Karasuma Exit) to get there. It’s worth it.


STATION-CLOSE TEMPLE

The massive Higashi Hongan-ji (東本願寺) is the first temple you see as you head north on Karasuma-dōri from Kyoto Station, and the awesome structures and dazzling interiors – and free admission! – make it an obvious visit. The vast Goei-dō (Main Hall) is said to be the second-largest wooden structure in Japan, 38m high, 76m long and 58m wide. Look for the coil of rope made from human hair on display in the passageway to the adjoining refurbished Amida-dō hall, enshrining the Amida Buddha. Following the destruction of the temple in the 1880s, female temple devotees donated their locks to make the ropes that hauled the massive timbers used for reconstruction.



TOP RYOKAN STAYS

Tawaraya

In business for over 300 years, Tawaraya honours tradition yet stays intimate, warm and personal. ¥¥¥

Hiragiya

Celebrity favourite. Traditional buildings feature ‘old Japan’ wabi-sabi, the new wing brings a polished sheen. ¥¥¥

Yoshikawa

Prime location around a stunning garden, offering rooms with wooden tubs and a top-notch tempura restaurant. ¥¥¥

Choo-Choo-Choose this Museum

STEAM ENGINES TO SHINKANSEN

The engaging Kyoto Railway Museum (京都鉄道博物館) is spread over three floors showcasing 53 trains, from vintage steam locomotives in the outside roundhouse shed to commuter trains and the first shinkansen circa 1964. Kids will love the interactive displays and impressive railroad diorama with miniature trains zipping through the intricate landscape. You can also take a 10-minute ride on one of the smoke-spewing choo-choos (adult/child ¥300/100).

Displays walk visitors through the history of Japanese railway innovation and delve into a new level of detail, from railway uniforms to tools.

The museum’s open layout lets you peer down on the displays and trains from the upper levels, as well as see city views – and next-level trainspotting – from the 3rd-floor Skydeck.


Contemporary arts
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I am from Osaka and have lived in Kyoto since university, and now I really like this small but big city where you can find hidden gems wherever you go. Some of my favourite spots for contemporary arts are Haku Kyoto, a gallery whose owner supports a lot of young, local artists. Utsuwa Monotsuki is one of my favourite pottery stores, carrying works from craftsmen from all over Japan, in stunning colours. Even on Instagram, you can sense the owner’s passion. To See is both a cafe and small art gallery, a sophisticated space where there’s always something to remind you of Japanese craftsmanship.



BEST FOR BEEF

Mouriya Gion

On a Gion side street, multistorey Kyoto branch of this longstanding Kobe beef restaurant. ¥¥¥

Mishima-tei

Since 1873, this landmark at Sanjō and Teramachi serves sukiyaki above a butcher shop. ¥¥¥

Tokura

Home-style, contemporary shop for handmade (and very juicy) ‘hamburg steaks’, in the heart of Sanjō-dōri. ¥

Retail Therapy, Kyoto-style

COOL AND CULTURAL SHOPPING

Even if you’re not normally a shopper, chances are you’ll be drawn to Kyoto’s one-of-a-kind retail scene. Whether traditional or contemporary, many of the experiences are more like museums than shops.

There’s great shopping all over Kyoto, but here in the city centre is the heaviest concentration, between Oike-dori to the north and Shijō-dōri to the south, Karasuma-dōri to the west and Kawaramachi-dōri to the east. It’s on these main streets that you’ll find larger retailers.

In between, wander narrow lanes filled with intimate boutiques in machiya (traditional Japanese townhouses), some lovingly restored, others daringly redesigned, selling everything from antiques to ceramics and textiles, Japanese traditional sweets and European pastries, vintage clothing to the latest Japanese and international fashions.

You never quite know what’s coming next, and that’s part of the fun. One of the best ways to see this neighbourhood is to approach a corner and flip a coin to decide left or right. For starters, here are some of the most popular spots.

Teramachi Arcade A busy, covered spot for Japanese and international goods, tableware to sports clothing to woodblock prints and 100-yen shops.

Shin-Kyōgoku Youth and street fashion, anime-inspired goods and games, and street snacks. East of Teramachi.

Kawaramachi Major Japanese retailers and lots of (mostly chain) restaurants, between Oike-dori and Shijo-dōri.

Sanjō-dōri Chic yet approachable high street with an emphasis on crafts and fashion, domestic and international.

Shijō-dōri Wide avenue and centre for large department stores and specialty shops.

Teramachi-dōri above Nijō-dōri Exit the Teramachi arcade, cross the wide Oike-dōri and pass the gothic-inspired Kyoto City Hall to find dozens of boutiques for artisan and antique and craft products, lacquer (Zōhiko), tea (Ippōdõ), woodblock prints, textiles and dolls.

Noteworthy shopping buildings include ShinPuhKan, a 1920s building renovated into a futuristic ‘green mall’ for fashion, cafes and pop-ups. Mina Kyoto features large branches of Uniqlo and GU, plus modern design at Loft and the MoMA Design Store.

Then there are department stores, multistorey extravaganzas from their basement-level gourmet food floors to crafts and restaurants as you near the top. Takashimaya is the city’s grand dame. Daimaru offers fantastic service and brilliant selections, and JR Isetan is 13 storeys of flash at Kyoto Station.

Elsewhere in and around the station, happy hunting grounds for everyday goods include the Porta underground mall, the Yodobashi Camera building to the north and Æon Mall Kyoto to the south.
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KYOTO’S BEST FESTIVALS

Aoi Matsuri

Held on 15 May, the Hollyhock Festival features 600 people in traditional costume parading from the Kyoto Gosho to Shimogamo-jinja.

Gion Matsuri

In mid-July people gather on Shijō-dōri dressed in beautiful yukata (light cotton kimonos) to browse floats and peruse street stalls.

Daimonji Gozan Okuribi

The Obon Festival on 16 August bids farewell to the souls of ancestors with enormous bonfires in the form of Chinese characters, a boat and a torii, on five mountains ringing the city.




Sanjō-Ōhashi

Straddling the Kamo-gawa, this bridge marked one end of the Tōkaidō, the feudal route to Edo depicted in artist Hiroshige’s ukiyo-e (woodblock print) series 53 Stations of the Tōkaidō. The bridge offers lovely views of the river.



STATION AREA STAYS

Hotel Anteroom

Contemporary art-and-design hotel with lobby gallery and artist concept rooms. ¥¥

Hotel Granvia Kyoto

Directly above Kyoto Station. Clean, spacious and elegant rooms, some glimpse shinkansen or Kyoto Tower. ¥¥¥

Lower East 9 Hostel

Quiet spot south of Kyoto Station; design-savvy dorms and twin rooms, cafe-bar and communal areas. ¥




SOUTHERN HIGASHIYAMA


MUST-SEE TEMPLES AND GARDENS

Southern Higashiyama, at the base of Higashiyama (Eastern Mountains, 東山), is Kyoto’s richest area for sightseeing. Thick with temples, shrines, museums and traditional shops, it’s great to explore on foot, with some pedestrian-only walkways plus parks, expansive temple grounds, and landmarks like Sanjūsangen-dō and the Kyoto National Museum. Also here is the Gion entertainment district, home to some of the city’s finest ryokan (traditional Japanese inns), dining and nightspots. This area is most scenic in the evening, which is also when you stand the best chance of spotting geisha.

A well-established sightseeing route starts at Kiyomizu-dera and finishes on Shijō-dōri. It’s best to walk this from south (downhill from Kiyomizu) to north along Sannen-zaka and Ninen-zaka towards Yasaka-jinja and Gion; the stretch of Shijō-dōri here is packed with souvenir stalls and shops selling everything from tea and sweets to kokeshi (wooden Japanese dolls) and chopsticks.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kiyomizu-dera

SIGHTS

2 Chion-in

3 Kawai Kanjirō Memorial Hall

4 Kōdai-ji

5 Kyoto National Museum

6 Ninen-zaka & Sannen-zaka

7 Sanjūsangen-dō

8 Shōren-in

9 Yasaka-jinja

SLEEPING

10 Four Seasons Kyoto

11 JAM Hostel Kyoto Gion

12 Kyoto Granbell Hotel

13 Motonago

EATING

14 Giro Giro Hitoshina

15 Hyōtei

16 Kikunoi

DRINKING

17 Atlantis

18 Beer Komachi

19 Gion Finlandia Bar

20 Gion Yuki

see 11 Jam Sake Bar

21 Touzan Bar




TOP TIP

This is Kyoto’s most popular sightseeing district, so it will be crowded during peak seasons. Walking or taking the train/subway is the way to get here and away, as traffic comes to a standstill and buses are slow and overcrowded.
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Inspirational Views at Kiyomizu-dera

BUDDHIST TEMPLE; THE ‘STAGE OF KYOTO’

A buzzing hive of activity perched on a hill overlooking the basin of Kyoto, Kiyomizu-dera (清水寺) is one of Kyoto’s most popular and most enjoyable temples. It may not be a tranquil refuge, but it represents the favoured expression of faith in Japan.

This temple was first built in 798 and is part of the Hossō school of Buddhism, which originated in Nara. The present buildings are reconstructions dating from 1633.

After you ascend the hill to the temple, up more sets of stairs is the Hondō (Main Hall) known for its 200-sq-mile veranda called the butai (stage). Made of hinoki (cypress), it’s suspended 13m above the hillside below on 18 zelkova wood pillars dating back some 400 years and offers soaring city views.

Behind the Hondō is Jishu-jinja, a Shintō shrine up the steps. Visitors try to ensure success in love by closing their eyes and walking about 18m between a pair of stones – if you miss the stone, your desire for love won’t be fulfilled! You can ask someone to guide you, but if you do, you’ll need someone’s assistance to find your true love.

The hillside path wends its way down to the waterfall Otowa-no-taki, where visitors drink sacred waters believed to bestow health and longevity.

Check the website for the scheduling of special night-time illuminations of the temple held in spring and autumn.
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KIYOMIZU’S TAINAI-MEGURI

Before you enter the Kiyomizu temple precincts, check out the tainai-meguri (¥100 donation; open 9am to 4pm), beneath Zuigu-dō, the pagoda just left (north) of the temple’s main entrance. We won’t spoil the experience by telling you too much, but you are symbolically entering the womb of Daizuigu Bosatsu, a female Bodhisattva who has the power to grant any human wish. When you get to the rock in the darkness, spin it in either direction to make a wish.





Exploring the Geisha District on Foot
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Start on the steps of 1 Yasaka-jinja, at the intersection of Shijō-dōri and Higashiōji-dōri, a 10-minute walk from Gion-Shijō (Keihan line) or Kawaramachi (Hankyū line) stations. Cross to the south side of Shijō-dōri and, just after passing the APA Gion Hotel, turn left for 2 Hanami-kōji, a picturesque street of ryōtei (traditional restaurants). Take a look then walk back north to Shijō-dōri.

Head back to Shijō-dōri and go west for about 20m, then turn right into 3 Kiri-dōshi. You’ll cross Tominagachō-dōri, which is lined with buildings containing hundreds of hostess bars.

Kiri-dōshi crosses another street and then narrows to a tiny alley. You are now about to enter Gion’s most lovely area. Just across 4 Tatsumi-bashi is the 5 Shimbashi district. At the fork in the road you will find the small 6 Tatsumi shrine. Take a left and walk west along the canal, admiring the views across it into some of the best restaurants in Kyoto. You may occasionally spot geisha entertaining guests in some of these elite establishments.

At the end of Shimbashi, take a left onto gaudy 7 Nawate-dōri. Head west on Shijō-dōri, passing 8 Minami-za, Kyoto’s main kabuki theatre. Cross the Kamo-gawa on the north side of 9 Shijō-Ōhashi, and walk to the kōban (police box) on your right. You are now standing at the intersection of Shijō-dōri and 10 Ponto-chō. Heading north brings you into an entirely different world of upmarket restaurants, bars, clubs and cafes.

At the north end of Ponto-chō at Sanjō-dōri, to your right is 11 Sanjō-Ōhashi, but take a left and another left on 12 Kiyamachi-dōri, where you’ll find a much more casual and inexpensive entertainment district.





More in Southern Higashiyama



Get Lit Up at Kōdai-ji

A TREASURE, DAY OR NIGHT

An exquisite temple dating from 1605, Kōdai-ji (高台寺) is worth a visit for its extensive grounds, including gardens designed by the famed landscape architect Kobori Enshū and teahouses designed by the renowned master of the tea ceremony, Sen no Rikyū.

While Kōdai-ji is lovely any time of day, it becomes positively magical during the special nighttime ‘light-up’ illuminations, when the gardens are lit by multicoloured spotlights. If you’re in town during one of the three illumination periods per year (mid-March to early May, 1 to 18 August, and late October to early December), you’ll see Kōdai-ji in its full seasonal glory.

For daytime visitors, your ticket also allows entry to the small Sho Museum across the road, exhibiting works of maki-e (lacquerware with gold leaf), paintings and other furnishings.
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Kōdai-ji | Ariyani Tedjo/Alamy Stock Photo ©


GION’S GUARDIAN SHRINE

Colourful and spacious, Yasaka-jinja (八坂神社) is guardian shrine of the Gion entertainment district, and impossible to miss at the eastern end of Shijō-dōri.

The shrine is especially busy during cherry blossom season and in July when it hosts the Gion Matsuri (festival). Then there’s hatsu-mōde (first shrine visit of the New Year). If you don’t mind a stampede, come here around midnight on New Year’s Eve or on any of the days following, when chances of geisha-spotting are high.

The granite torii (shrine gate) on the south side was erected in 1666 and stands 9.5m high, making it one of the tallest in Japan.



DAZZLING KAISEKI (JAPANESE HAUTE CUISINE)

Hyōtei

Here for over 400 years, near Nanzen-ji. Courses are priced sky-high, or try lunchtime shōkadō bentō boxes. ¥¥¥

Kikunoi

Experimental, creative, Michelin-starred kaiseki, a wonder for the eyes and palate. ¥¥¥

Giro Giro Hitoshina

Reasonably priced, contemporary kaiseki in a boisterous atmosphere around an open kitchen. ¥¥

Icons of Japanese Art

ANCIENT IMPERIAL TREASURES, AND MORE

The Kyoto National Museum (京都国立博物館) was founded in 1895 as an imperial repository for treasures from local temples and shrines. Nowadays it plays host to the highest-level exhibitions in the city, everything from teaware to treasures of the Imperial Palace.

The original, red-brick-built Main Hall (now renamed Meiji Kotokan) is an important cultural property, although it is closed for restoration.

But fret not. For the foreseeable future, exhibits are held in the sleek modern 2014 addition, called Heisei Chishinkan. The building was designed by Taniguchi Yoshio, whose other works include the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the Gallery of Horyū-ji Treasures at the Tokyo National Museum and the DT Suzuki Museum in Kanazawa.


The Tiger Speaks
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Torarin, Official Mascot of the Kyoto National Museum.  Youtube: Torarin

For a truly grrrrreat visit to Kyoto, don’t miss the neighborhood surrounding Kyoto’s oldest museum. Across the street is Sanjūsangen-dō an elongated temple hall with 1000+ life-sized gilded wooden statues that have been there for some 800 years. The face of each image is different! To the east, immerse yourself in the spacious gardens and National Treasure paintings of Chishaku-in Temple. And to the north, experience artistic solace at Kawai Kanjirō’s House, former residence of the famous mingei (folk crafts) potter, and keep an eye out for pottery shops around the neighborhood. Finally, take a sunset stroll along the Kamo-gawa to end a purrrrfect day!



WHERE TO STAY IN GION

Motonago

Ryokan with coveted location, classic decor, English-speaking staff and communal baths. ¥¥

Kyoto Granbell Hotel

Knockout location, standout service and a lot of style, seamlessly blending traditional and modern design. ¥¥

JAM Hostel Kyoto Gion

Simple but clean dorm rooms (and a few private rooms) and a cool sake bar. ¥

The Pure Land Temple

GARDENS AND GRANDEUR AT CHION-IN

Headquarters of the Jōdo (Pure Land) sect, the largest school of Buddhism in Japan, Chion-in (知恩院) is Kyoto’s most popular pilgrimage temple and always a hive of activity. For visitors with a taste for the grand, its soaring buildings, spacious courtyards and gardens are sure to satisfy.

Chion-in was established in 1234 on the site where Hōnen, one of Japan’s most famous Buddhist figures, taught Jōdo Buddhism and eventually fasted to death.

The oldest of the present buildings date to the 17th century. The two-storey San-mon temple gate is the largest in Japan. The immense Miei-dō (Main Hall) contains an image of Hōnen. It’s connected to another hall, the Dai Hōjō, by a ‘nightingale’ floor that squeaks with every step, meant to repel intruders.

After touring the buildings, take in the two gardens – the Hōjō garden designed around a pond (called the chisen kaiyūshiki style), and the Yuzen-en featuring a kare-sansui (dry landscape garden). From the Hōjō garden, flights of steps continue up to a variety of small halls, a Shintō shrine, views across the city, and the temple’s giant bell, cast in 1633 and, at 70 tonnes, Japan’s largest. The bell is rung by the temple’s monks 108 times on New Year’s Eve each year.

Stroll Sannen-zaka & Ninen-zaka

PICTURESQUE STREETS AND TINY SHOPS

The sloping streets connecting Kiyomizu-dera and Kōdai-ji are some of the prettiest in all of Kyoto, full of some 60 shops and cafes, many behind traditional wooden storefronts. Starting at Kiyomizu-dera, head down the hill and take a right at the four-way intersection down stone-paved steps. This is Sannen-zaka (三年坂), where you will find an assortment of shops for tea, sweets, souvenirs and crafts. Halfway down Sannen-zaka, the road curves to the left before turning right down a flight of steps into Ninen-zaka (二年坂). At the end of Ninen-zaka zigzag left (at the vending machines) and you’ll reach the car park for the entrance to Kōdai-ji, on the right up a long flight of stairs.

Stunning Sanjūsangen-dō

HALL OF 1001 BUDDHAS

Sanjūsangen-dō Temple (三十三間堂) is a must-see for its breathtaking 1001 gold-leaf-covered, wooden statues of Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of mercy). In the centre of the hall, the large Senjū-Kannon (1000-armed Kannon), was carved by the celebrated sculptor Tankei in 1254, and it is flanked by 500 human-sized Kannon images on each side, neatly lined in rows. The visual effect is stunning (although photography is strictly forbidden).

The temple’s name refers to the sanjūsan (33) gen (bays) between the pillars of this ancient building; at 120m, it’s Japan’s longest wooden structure. That’s all the more remarkable given that it has survived more than 850 years. The original temple, called Rengeō-in, was built in 1164 at the request of the retired emperor Go-Shirakawa. After it burnt to the ground in 1249, a faithful copy was constructed in 1266.

The Kannon statues are fronted by 28 protector deities, described in English signage throughout.

If you look closely, you might notice that the supposedly 1000-armed statues actually have only 40 arms. Just keep in mind that a nifty Buddhist mathematical formula holds that 40 arms are the equivalent of 1000 because each saves 25 worlds.


ANTIQUE SHOPPING IN GION

North of central Gion lie Shinmonzen-dōri (新門前通) and Furumonzen-dōri (古門前道), running east–west. Wander in either direction along these streets, which are packed with old houses, art galleries and shops specialising in antiques – but don’t expect flea-market prices.



GRAB A DRINK

Gion Yūki

Owned by a sake brewer, this lively izakaya specialises in sashimi, grilled fish and tempura. ¥¥

Touzan Bar

High design at Hyatt Regency Kyoto’s basement bar, alluring backdrop for curated sakes (and cocktails).

Jam Sake Bar

Gion-adjacent bar offering sakes from Kyoto and across Japan, with creative snacks.

Peace & Quiet in a Temple Garden

SUBLIME SHŌREN-IN GARDEN WITH TEAHOUSE

The giant camphor trees growing just outside the walls of Tendai temple Shōren-in (青蓮院) ought to make it hard to miss, but most tourists march right on past, en route to the area’s more famous temples. That’s fortunate for the rest of us, because this intimate little sanctuary contains a superb landscape garden, which you can enjoy while drinking a cup of green tea (¥500; ask at the reception office, not available in summer).

Founded in 1150, Shōren-in, is commonly called Awata Palace after the neighbourhood in which it is located and was originally the residence of the chief abbot of the Tendai school of Buddhism. The present building dates from 1895, and the main hall has fusuma-e (sliding screens with paintings) from the 16th and 17th centuries.
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Shōren-in | HanzoPhoto/shutterstock ©

Potter’s Paradise

A MINGEI (FOLK CRAFTS) CLASSIC

One of Kyoto’s most overlooked little gems, the peaceful Kawai Kanjirō Memorial Hall (河井寛次郎記念館) was the home and workshop of one of Japan’s most influential potters – Kawai Kanjirō (1890–1966) of the mingei (folk art) movement of the 20th century. His 1937 house is built in rustic style and contains examples of his work, his collection of mingei works and ceramics, his workshop and a unique nobori-gama (stepped kiln).

The museum is on a quiet side street southwest of the intersection of Gojō-dōri and Higashiōji-dōri, near where you’ll also find many shops for local ceramics called Kiyomizu-yaki.


MAIKO MAKEOVER

In Kyoto, not everyone you see dressed like a maiko (apprentice geisha) is one. Some visitors have paid for a maiko makeover. At shops around Gion, the basic package of full makeup, wig, formal kimono and on-site photos starts at around ¥11,500. If you’d like to stroll through Gion in your costume (and be stared at like never before), that costs extra.



WHERE TO FIND COOL COCKTAILS & MORE

Gion Finlandia Bar

Stylish, minimalist Gion bar in an old geisha house, for a quiet, civilised drink.

Atlantis

Slick, beautiful-people bar on Ponto-chō. In summer, sit outside on a platform overlooking the Kamo-gawa.

Beer Komachi

Tiny, casual craft-beer bar with a great bar-food menu and a list of sakes.




Northern Higashiyama


PATH OF PHILOSOPHY AND BEYOND

At the northern end of the Higashiyama Mountains, this area is packed with first-rate attractions and soothing greenery. Although it’s fairly large, it can be explored on foot, over many car-free walkways, making it one of Kyoto’s best neighbourhoods for relaxed sightseeing.

The district can be divided into two main sections: the strip of temples located along the base of the mountains, most of which are accessible from the Path of Philosophy from Nanzen-ji in the south to Ginkaku-ji in the north; and the museums and shrine district known as Okazaki-kōen, which occupies a wide swathe of the area between the mountains and the Kamo-gawa river. Other highlights include Hōnen-in, a quiet temple overlooked by the crowds, and the superb Eikan-dō temple with city views.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ginkaku-ji

2 Nanzen-ji

SIGHTS

3 Eikan-dō

4 Heian-jingū

5 Hōnen-in

6 Kyoto City Kyocera Museum of Art

7 Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design

8 National Museum of Modern Art

9 Okazaki-jinja

10 Okazaki-kōen

11 Takenaka Inari-sha

12 Yoshida-jinja

SLEEPING

13 Westin Miyako Kyoto

EATING

14 Goya

15 Kyoto Modern Terrace

16 Okutan

17 Omen

18 Usagi no Ippo

ENTERTAINMENT

19 ROHM Theatre Kyoto

20 Zac Baran

SHOPPING

21 Kyoto Handicraft Center

22 Robert Yellin  Yakimono Gallery




TOP TIP

Northern Higashiyama is a fairly large area. While the subway runs along Sanjō-dōri on the district’s south side, there’s no convenient rail service as you head further north. Kyoto City bus 5 traverses the district, but it’s often crowded and can be slow. A bicycle may come in handy.



Mysteries of the Silver Pavilion

EVOCATIVE BUDDHIST TEMPLE GARDEN

With its sumptuous garden and elegant structures, Ginkaku-ji (銀閣寺, Silver Pavilion) is one of Kyoto’s premier temples.

Paths lead through gardens of meticulously raked white sand sculptures (symbolising a mountain and a lake), tall pines, mosses and a pond around the two-storey ‘Silver Pavilion’. Continue uphill for panoramic garden and city views.

Shogun Ashikaga Yoshimasa commissioned Ginkaku-ji in 1482 as a villa retreat from the turmoil of civil war, his answer to Kinkaku-ji (the Golden Pavilion). Although Ginkaku-ji was never actually covered with silver, the name stuck, and it was converted to a temple after his death.
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Leaping Tiger Garden, Nanzen-ji | Chiharu/shutterstock ©

Zen & the Art of Leaping Tigers

RINZAI SCHOOL HEADQUARTERS AT NANZEN-JI

One of the most rewarding temples in Kyoto, Nanzen-ji (南禅寺) is the headquarters for the Rinzai school of Zen and features expansive grounds and numerous sub-temples. Originally a retirement villa for Emperor Kameyama (1249–1305), it was dedicated as a Zen temple in 1291. Civil war in the 15th century destroyed most of the temple; the present buildings date from the 17th century. Near the entrance stands the massive San-mon gate, which has a great view over the city from the 2nd storey. Continue around the Hattō (Dharma Hall, closed to the public) to the Hōjō (head priest’s quarters), best known for the classic Zen-style Leaping Tiger Garden; the large stones are meant to evoke tigers crossing raked gravel ‘water’. Tigers are also depicted on gold-leaf fusuma-e (sliding door paintings) inside.
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Following the Path of Philosophy
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Start at 1 Keage Station on the Tōzai subway line, walk downhill, cross the pedestrian overpass, head back uphill and go through the tunnel under the old funicular tracks. This leads to a narrow street that winds towards 2 Konchi-in sub-temple.

Just past Konchi-in, take a right on the main road and walk up through the gate into 3 Nanzen-ji. Continue east, up the slope, and you’ll soon see the brick Sōsui aqueduct on your right; cross under this, take a quick left and walk up the hill towards the mountains. You’ll come first to the lovely 4 Kōtoku-an sub-temple (also called Saishō-in). Beyond this, the trail enters the woods. Follow it up to the secluded 5 Nanzen-ji Oku-no-in, a tiny shrine built around a waterfall.

Return the way you came and exit the north side of Nanzen-ji, following the road through a gate. You’ll soon come to 6 Eikan-dō. If you’re hungry, take a short detour north to 7 Hinode Udon, a fine noodle restaurant. Otherwise, head up the hill to the 8 Path of Philosophy (Tetsugaku-no-Michi, 哲学の道), which is the pedestrian path that heads north along the canal.

It’s then a straight shot up the lovely, tree-lined canal for about 800m until you reach a small sign in English and Japanese pointing up the hill to the temple 9 Hōnen-in. Follow the sign, take a left at the top of the hill, walk past a small park and you’ll see Hōnen-in’s picturesque thatched gate. After checking out the temple (free), exit via the thatched gate and take a quick right downhill.

From here, follow the narrow side streets north to 10 Ginkaku-ji, the famed Silver Pavilion.





More in Northern Higashiyama



Bursts of Autumn Colours in Eikan-dō

THE SIDEWARD-FACING BUDDHA LIVES HERE

Eikan-dō (永観堂) is a serenely spiritual place most of the year – and perhaps Kyoto’s most (deservedly) crowded destination for autumn foliage. Whenever you go, it’s hard not to be drawn in by its varied architecture, gardens and works of art.

Not to mention its history. When founded in 855 by the monk Shinshō, a disciple of the great priest Kobo Daishi Kūkai, it was called Zenrin-ji (‘temple in a calm grove’). The name Eikan-dō was added in the 11th century to honour the charismatic head priest Eikan, who is said to have come across a statue of the Amida Buddha, which turned its head to talk with him. That famous statue, called the Mikaeri Amida Buddha, continues to glance to the side, and can be seen in Eikan-dō’s Amida-dō (Amida Buddha Hall).

From Amida-dō, head north to the end of the curving covered garyūrō (walkway), said to resemble the undulating of a dragon. Change into the sandals provided, then climb the steep steps up the mountainside to the Tahō-tō pagoda for a fine view across the city.

For most of November, when the autumn leaves are at their best, the admission fee increases from ¥600 to ¥1000 during the day, and the temple stays open to 9pm for the nighttime illumination (¥600).
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Kyoto Style, Day & night
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Matt Schultz, Kyoto tour leader and musician.

Chiso is a cultural treasure. Founded in 1555, it’s one of the only remaining places that makes kimonos from start to finish: design and dyeing to marketing. Their breathtaking private gallery shows seasonal selections of antique and modern kimonos. I also love the new, stylish rooftop bar UE in Gion, overlooking the Kamo-gawa and offering a wide range of drinks, from beers to cocktails (closed in winter). And for a great time clubbing, Chambers calls itself an ‘international music and entertainment hot spot’ with shows by domestic and international artists, and all genres of DJ events. It opens at 10pm until late at night.



CRAFTS FOR ALL BUDGETS

Robert Yellin Yakimono Gallery

American-born Yellin has endless zest for contemporary Japanese ceramics.

Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design

Excellent museum gift shop for handmade yet good-value crafts by local artisans.

Kyoto Handicraft Center

Been-there-forever, multistorey emporium for both local and mass-produced crafts, T-shirts, yukata and home goods.

Shūgaku-in Rikyū: The Emperors’ Retreat

LAVISH IMPERIAL VILLA AND GARDENS

One of the highlights of northeast Kyoto, Shūgaku-in Rikyū (修学院離宮) was designed as a lavish summer retreat for the imperial family. Its sprawling gardens, with their views over the city, are worth the trouble it takes to visit.

The villa grounds are divided into three enormous garden areas on a hillside – lower, middle and upper. Each has superb tea-ceremony houses: the upper, Kami-no-chaya, and lower, Shimo-no-chaya, were completed in 1659, and the middle teahouse, Naka-no-chaya, was completed in 1682.The gardens’ reputation rests on their ponds, pathways and impressive use of shakkei (borrowed scenery) in the form of the surrounding hills. The view from Kami-no-chaya is particularly impressive.

Construction of the villa began in the 1650s by Emperor Go-Mizunō, following his abdication. Work was continued by his daughter Akeno-miya after his death in 1680.

The grounds are accessible only by one-hour tours in Japanese, with English audio guides provided free of charge. You must be over 18 years to enter and bring your passport. Book tickets in advance at the Imperial Household Agency office or online.
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Kyoto City Kyocera Museum of Art | Trevor Mogg/Alamy Stock Photo ©


IMPERIAL VILLA RESERVATIONS

To tour the imperial villas Shūgaku-in Rikyū or Katsura Rikyū, request permission to enter from the Kunaichō (Imperial Household Agency). For peace of mind, reserve as far in advance as possible (check website for guidelines), especially during peak times like autumn foliage season. Applications are accepted on the Kunaichō website (www.kunaicho.go.jp) or by visiting the Imperial Household Agency office inside the Imperial Palace Park. You must be over 18 years to enter each property, and overseas guests are required to carry passports; arrive 20 minutes before tour time.

For afternoon tours, a limited number of same-day tickets are available on a first-come, first-served basis at the properties themselves, from 11am.



RESTAURANTS FOR LOCAL COLOUR

Omen

Thick white noodles served in broth with assorted prepared vegetables. Near Ginkaku-ji. ¥

Okutan

In a garden by Nanzen-ji, centuries-old Okutan does tasty yudōfu (boiled tofu with veggie sides). ¥¥

Usagi no Ippo

Adorable, 100-year-old machiya near Heian-jingū, serving casual obanzai (home-style) lunches. ¥

Experience 1200 Years of Kyoto History

STATELY SHRINE AND LUSH GARDENS

One of Kyoto’s most popular sights, Heian-jingū (平安神宮, Heian Shrine) was built in 1895 to commemorate the 1100th anniversary of the founding of the city. The shrine buildings are colourful replicas, reduced to a two-thirds scale, of the Imperial Court Palace of the Heian period (794–1185). Two emperors of that period are enshrined here. About 500m in front of the shrine is a massive steel torii (gate) which, although it looks far away, is actually considered the main entrance to the shrine.

Entry to the main shrine is free, but it’s worth paying the admission to the vast, 33,000-sq-metre garden (adult/child ¥600/300; open 8.30am to 4.30pm) behind the buildings. The garden’s four sections each represent an era of Kyoto history, using seasonal plants and water features. It’s particularly lovely during the cherry-blossom season, and at various times of year highlights include wisteria, lilies, irises and beni-shidare-zakura (red weeping cherry blossoms).

City Art Museum & Garden

JAPANESE AND INTERNATIONAL WORKS

Don’t let the name of the Kyoto-based tech giant confuse you; the Kyoto City Kyocera Museum of Art (京都市京セラ美術館) is all about art, not commerce. Beginning as Kyoto’s main municipal art museum in 1933, it hosts several major exhibitions a year from its collection of some 3600 works of Nihonga (Japanese painting) and calligraphy, as well as travelling shows. Check what’s on before setting out; some shows may be free of charge.

The building reopened in 2020 after an extensive renovation and safety retrofit of the original Crown Imperial-style structure. The multi-award-winning remodel by Jun Aoki & Associates and Tezzo Nishizawa Architects respects the original features and updates them; a glass ‘ribbon’ along the front gives way to a soaring atrium and the massive, new Higashiyama Cube gallery space. The remodel also preserves the garden in the back. Surrounding a pond, it’s a great place to relax and have a picnic.


OKAZAKI PARK RAMBLE

Okazaki-kōen (Okazaki Park, 岡崎公園) is an expanse of parks and canals that lies between Niōmon-dōri and Heian-jingū. It’s worth visiting in any weather, but if you find yourself in Kyoto on a rainy day, there’s enough indoor sightseeing here to keep you occupied.

Two of Kyoto’s landmark museums can be found here – the National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto and Kyoto City Kyocera Museum of Art – plus the Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design with its excellent gift shop. Cafes and restaurants in the ROHM Theatre Kyoto complex are a popular place to take a break.



BEYOND THE USUAL DINING

Falafel Garden

Casual Israeli spot near Demachiyanagi Station: pita sandwiches and a small garden for sunny days. ¥

Goya

Try Okinawan cuisine like champurū (bitter melon stir-fry) at this plant-filled restaurant near Ginkaku-ji. ¥¥

Kyoto Modern Terrace

Yōshoku (Japanese-influenced Western cuisine) plus Okazaki Park views. At the mid-century-modern Rohm Theatre. ¥¥

Explore 20th-Century Art

CURATED EXHIBITS, LANDMARK BUILDING

The National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto (京都国立近代美術館, MoMAK) is renowned for its outstanding permanent collection of Japanese and international paintings, photography, ceramics, woodwork, bamboo crafts, textiles and more, plus thoughtfully curated special exhibits. Check the website for what’s on, and make use of the free English-language audio guide app.

Fittingly, MoMAK’s current building (1983) is by one of the greats of 20th-century Japanese architecture, Pritzker Prize-winner Maki Fumihiko, with an interior of white marble, steel and glass. The coffee shop here overlooks a picturesque canal, and from the upper floors there’s a bang-on view of the Heian-jingū torii.

Exhibits of 74 Crafts & Counting

MUSEUM OF TRADITIONAL KYOTO CRAFTS

In the basement level of the futuristic Miyako Messe (Kyoto International Exhibition Hall), the Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design (京都伝統産業ミュージアム) offers well-curated exhibits of 74 (count ’em!) traditional arts and crafts associated with the city for over a millennium – woodworking to kimono dyeing, bamboo basketry to lacquerware, ceramics to tatami weaving, dolls, toys, tops and candies – with helpful information panels in English. On weekends and holidays, artisans are often on hand conducting demonstrations; check the website for details. Admission is free, and the gift shop is several cuts above standard tourist shops.


TEMPLE OR SHRINE?

Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines were historically intertwined, until they were separated by government decree in 1868. But centuries of coexistence means the two often resemble each other architecturally. The easiest way to tell them apart is to check the gate. The main entrance of a shrine is a torii (gate) – usually two upright pillars joined at the top by two horizontal crossbars. Torii are often painted bright vermilion. In contrast, the mon (main entrance gate) of a temple is constructed of several pillars or casements, joined at the top by a multitiered roof. Mon often contain guardian figures, usually Niō (deva kings).



NIGHT OUT IN NORTHERN HIGASHIYAMA

Zac Baran

Longstanding boîte for jazz tunes, good drinks and light meals like spaghetti.

Temples & Shrines

Catch unforgettable seasonal illuminations at temples and shrines such as Eikan-dō.

Metro

Part disco, part live-music house and occasional art exhibitions. Different theme nightly.

A Temple & Refuge

SERENITY BEYOND THE THATCHED-ROOF GATE

Hōnen-in (法然院) is the secluded, deep-in-the-woods temple you were looking for when you came to Kyoto. If you need to escape the crowds visiting nearby Ginkaku-ji, come to this serene refuge. Founded in 1680 to honour the priest Hōnen, progenitor of Buddhism’s Jōdo (Pure Land) sect, it features a farmhouse-style, thatched-roof gate, rectangular sand mounds carefully raked with artful designs, a pond set in the woods and a tranquil Buddhist statuary set into the hillside.

The temple’s main halls are usually closed to the public, but on the premises is a small gallery where frequent exhibitions featuring local and international artists are held.

Hōnen-in is a 12-minute walk from Ginkaku-ji, on a side street above the Path of Philosophy (Tetsugaku-no-Michi); look for the wooden signposts pointing the way.
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Hall of the Poet-Hermits

SEA OF AZALEAS AT SHISEN-DŌ

A highlight of far northern Higashiyama, Shisen-dō (詩仙堂, Hall of the Poet-Hermits) was built in 1641 as the retirement villa of scholar of Chinese classics and landscape architect Ishikawa Jōzan. It has been a Buddhist temple since the 1740s.

Shisen-dō is noted for its display of poems, plus portraits by famed Edo-period painter Kanō Tanyu (of the 36 ‘immortal’ ancient Chinese poets) in the eaves of the Shisen-no-ma room.The white-sand kare-sansui (dry landscape) garden is lined with azaleas, said to represent islands in the sea, and which bloom luscious pink in spring. Sit on the tatami and take a moment to meditate. Then don sandals to walk through the garden, which slopes gently downhill along a stream; in season, you’ll encounter wisteria, Japanese maples and more. That ‘thwack’ you occasionally hear is from the shishi-odoshi, or sōzu, a device designed to scare away wild boar and deer. It’s made from a stalk of cut bamboo balanced on a hinge; water slowly trickles into the bamboo, fills it up, and it swings down to empty, striking a stone as it returns to its original position.


KYOTO ONSEN LODGINGS

Unlikely as it may seem in the big city, some hotels and ryokan around Kyoto offer tennen onsen (natural hot spring) waters in common bathing areas.

Westin Miyako Kyoto

A renovation in 2020 brought onsen baths to this longstanding hotel in Northern Higashiyama. Bonus: strolling paths and panoramic views from north-side rooms. ¥¥¥

Onyado Nono Kyoto Shichijo

Open since 2021, a modern, busy, station-close 300-room ryokan (see map), where multipool common baths (and free snacks) make up for the tiny accommodation. ¥¥



HIDDEN SHRINES OF NORTHERN HIGASHIYAMA

Yoshida-jinja

The largest shrine on Yoshida-yama, the small mountain just east of Kyoto University.

Takenaka Inari-sha

A tiny shrine atop Yoshida-yama, Takenaka Inari-sha is popular with walkers.

Okazaki-jinja

The rabbit is the spirit animal here and visitors pray for fertility and safe childbirth.




NORTH-CENTRAL KYOTO


GREENERY AND WORLD HERITAGE SHRINES

The area around the Imperial Palace Park is where locals escape when they need a bit of greenery in the city centre. Early morning joggers head to the park, families spend hours strolling through wooded shrines and the Kyoto Botanical Gardens, and people go about their daily routine in their machiya (traditional Japanese townhouses) in the textile district of Nishijin. This area might not have Kyoto’s most impressive sights, but it’s worth a stop, particularly if you too need some green space, have kids in tow or a keen interest in the Japanese Imperial court or the way of tea.

The expansive grounds of the Imperial Palace Park dominate the area. The greenery continues amid the forested settings of the Kamo shrines (Kamigamo-jinja and Shimogamo-jinja). Northwest of the palace sits Daitoku-ji – a self-contained world of Zen temples, lovely gardens and stone-paved lanes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Daitoku-ji

2 Shimogamo-jinja

SIGHTS

3 Kyoto Botanical Gardens

4 Kyoto Imperial Palace

5 Kyoto Imperial Palace Park

6 Nishijin

7 Nishijin Textile Centre

8 Sentō Imperial Palace

ACTIVITIES

9 Funaoka Onsen

SLEEPING

10 Noku Kyoto

11 Ryokan Rakucho

EATING & DRINKING

12 Kanei

13 Kumonocha

SHOPPING

14 Aizen Kōbō

INFORMATION

15 Imperial Household Agency




TOP TIP

Many sights are accessible by the Karasuma subway line, which runs up the west side of the Imperial Palace Park before turning east. For others, take the Keihan Line to Demachiyanagi Station, and/or rent bikes for your exploration; the terrain is mostly flat, and there’s a lovely path along the Kamo-gawa.
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Kyoto Imperial Palace Park | Ivan Savini/Getty Images ©

Stately Daitoku-ji

GARDENS AND TEA CEREMONY

Anyone with the slightest fondness for Japanese gardens or tea ceremony won’t want to miss Daitoku-ji (大徳寺), a large Zen temple complex dotted with atmospheric sub-temples with superb, carefully raked kare-sansui (dry landscape) gardens.

Founded in 1319, Daitoku-ji was destroyed in the fires of the Onin Wars, and rebuilt in the 16th century. It became known as a centre of tea ceremony and for its associations with powerful warlords. It is now headquarters for the Rinzai Daitoku-ji school of Zen Buddhism.

The main temple is usually closed to the public, but several of the sub-temples open regularly.
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Daitoku-ji | Daniela Constantinescu/shutterstock ©

Protector Shrines of Kyoto

UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITES

Two of Japan’s oldest Shintō shrines, Kamigamo-jinja (上賀茂神社) and Shimogamo-jinja (下鴨神社), were founded in the late 7th and early 8th centuries, predating Kyoto itself. When Kyoto became the capital in 794, the Emperor Kanmu is said to have prayed here for the safety of the country, and these have been considered guardian shrines of the city ever since.

Closer to town, Shimogamo-jinja is situated down a shady path through the lovely 120,000-sq-metre woods, Tadasu-no-mori. Here, legend has it, lies cannot be concealed. Nearby, visitors can purchase mizu-mikuji (water fortunes), which can be read only after immersion into nearby water.

More intimate, Kamigamo-jinja is about 3km north along the Kamo-gawa. Its present buildings (more than 40 in all), are exact reproductions of the originals, dating from the 17th to 19th centuries, including the impressive haiden (hall). Look for the tatezuna (sand cones), representing a sacred mountain, topped with a single pine needle representing a whole tree.



More in North-Central Kyoto



Discover the Old Imperial Palace

PALACE AND GROUNDS

That large, green space you see on maps of Kyoto is the Kyoto Imperial Palace Park, home to the Kyoto Imperial Palace (京都御所, Kyoto Gosho) and Sentō Imperial Palace (仙洞御所, Sentō Gosho). It’s enclosed by stone walls that seem to go on forever, 700m by 1300m, and inside it’s lined with walkways planted with a huge variety of flowering trees. The open fields are perfect for picnics, strolls and just about any sport you can think of, and the pond at the park’s southern end contains gorgeous carp.

The park is most beautiful in the plum- and cherry-blossom seasons (late February and late March, respectively). The plum arbour is located about midway along the park on the west side. There are several large shidare-zakura (‘weeping’ cherry trees) at the north end, making it a great cherry-blossom destination.

Despite its historic significance (it was the emperors’ residence until the the capital moved to Tokyo in 1868), the palaces themselves don’t rate highly in comparison with other attractions in Kyoto. At Kyoto Gosho, visitors can wander around the marked route in the grounds where English signs explain the history of the buildings. Free English guided tours run at 10am and 2pm.

At Sentō Gosho, originally built in 1630 as the residence of retired emperors, admission is by one-hour tour booked through the Imperial Household Agency. The structures, repeatedly destroyed by fire, are not particularly grand, but the gardens, laid out in 1630 by renowned landscape designer Kobori Enshū, are excellent. Note that you must be over 18 years old and bring your passport.

The park is bordered by Teramachi-dōri and Karasuma-dōri (to the east and west) and Imadegawa-dōri and Marutamachi-dōri (to the north and south).
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Weaving display, Nishijin | amana images inc./Alamy Stock Photo ©


KYOTO’S MACHIYA ARCHITECTURE

Machiya are wooden row houses that functioned as both homes and workplaces for Kyoto’s merchant class, especially during the Edo period. The front of the house was for the shop, while rooms behind formed the family’s living quarters. The long, narrow design made sense because taxation was according to street frontage.

Although well suited to Kyoto’s humid summers, a traditional machiya had a lifespan of about 50 years. In the decades after WWII, many families replaced their machiya with more durable, multistorey concrete buildings, but the pendulum swung back in the 1990s, when locals realised they were losing something dear. Nowadays, many Kyoto shops and restaurants (and, still, some private homes) are in former machiya.



SLEEPS WORTH THE STAY

Ace Hotel Kyoto

Cool rooms, rocking restaurants and bar, and fashionable shopping, all designed by starchitect Kuma Kengo. ¥¥¥

Noku Kyoto

Stylish, six-storey boutique hotel with minimalist elegance, near Imperial Palace Park. ¥¥

Ryokan Rakucho

An out-of-the-way ryokan with eight rooms and a nice little garden. ¥¥

Kyoto’s Textile Capital

WHERE KIMONO CULTURE LIVES

The Nishijin (西陣) neighbourhood is Kyoto’s traditional textile centre, the source of all those dazzling kimono fabrics and obi (kimono sashes) that you see paraded about town.

The area is famous for Nishijin-ori (Nishijin weaving), and the Nishijin Textile Centre, featuring displays of fabrics and kimonos, as well as weaving demonstrations and 10-minute kimono fashion shows several times daily (plus, of course, a gift shop with some reasonably priced items). Unfortunately, it’s often overrun by large tour groups.

Nearby are quite a few machiya, so Nishijin can be a good place to wander, particularly around Jōfukuji-dōri. The traditional indigo-dye workshop and shop Aizen Kōbō has been dyeing handwoven textiles for three generations (call ahead to make sure it’s open).


SENTō SOAK

The old sentō (public bath), Funaoka Onsen (船岡温泉), is Kyoto’s best. It features an outdoor bath, a sauna, a cypress-wood tub, an electric bath, a herbal bath and a few more for good measure.

Check out the ranma (carved wooden panels) in the changing room. Carved during Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, the panels offer insight into the mindset of that era. (Note the panels do contain some violent imagery, which may disturb some visitors.)

To get here, head west about 400m on Kuramaguchi-dōri from the Kuramaguchi and Horikawa intersection. It’s on the left, not far past Lawson con-venience store. Look for the large rocks.



Garden Stroll

HANAMI AND BEYOND

The Kyoto Botanical Gardens (京都府立植物園) occupy 24 hectares and feature over 12,000 plants, flowers and trees. Stroll through the rose, cherry and herb gardens, see the rows of camphor trees and the large tropical greenhouse, have a picnic, or do all three. It’s also the perfect location for a hanami (blossom-viewing) party, and the blossoms here tend to hold on a little longer than those elsewhere in the city.

The garden is a quick walk from Kitayama Station on the subway Karasuma Line, or about 10 minutes from the Kitaōji Station.

REFUELLING STOPS

Cafe Bibliotic Hello!

Comfy, atmospheric cafe located in a converted machiya, attracting a mix of locals and tourists.

Kumonocha

Popular for social-media photographs: fluffy ‘cloud cakes’ fresh-steamed in muslin, with jam and drinks.

Kanei

Handmade soba for connoisseurs. Order cold zaru soba or kake soba (hot in broth). ¥




NORTHWEST KYOTO


BASK IN THE GOLDEN PAVILION

Northwest Kyoto contains two of Kyoto’s most important temples: Kinkaku-ji, also known as the Golden Pavilion, and Ryōan-ji, home of Japan’s most famous Zen garden.

Even if they’re both often overrun with tourists, not stopping by these two sights would be like not glimpsing the Eiffel Tower while in Paris. It’s hard not to be dazzled by Kinkaku-ji’s gold-plated main hall perched over a pond, the single most impressive sight in all of Kyoto. Nearby Ryōan-ji has mystified centuries of visitors, meditating on meaning of the 15 rocks in the Zen garden.

Other noteworthy sights include the enclosed world of the Myōshin-ji Zen monastery and the atmospheric Kitano Tenman-gū Shintō shrine with its impressive flea market, Kyoto’s largest, held on the 25th of each month.

Arashiyama and Sagano are also on the west side of the city, so it’s easy to visit to the sights here then head to those districts.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kinkaku-ji

2 Kitano Tenman-gū

SIGHTS

3 Kamishichiken

4 Myōshin-ji

5 Ninna-ji

6 Ryōan-ji

7 Shunkō-in

8 Taizō-in

9 Tōei Kyoto Studio Park

SLEEPING

10 Guest House Hana Nishijin

see 7 Shunkō-in

11 Utano Youth Hostel

EATING

12 Gontaro

13 Ramen Kazu

14 Toyouke-jaya

ENTERTAINMENT

see 3 Kamishichiken Kaburenjō Theatre

SHOPPING

see 2 Tenjin-san Market




TOP TIP

The sights here are quite spread out, and most are best accessed by city bus. Myōshin-ji, Ryōan-ji and nearby attractions are also served by the Japan Rail (JR) line and by the private Randen Kitano line.



Go Gaga for the Golden Pavilion

POPULAR GOLD-LEAF-COVERED TEMPLE

Kyoto’s famed Golden Pavilion, Kinkaku-ji (金閣寺) is one of Japan’s best-known sights. The main hall, covered in brilliant gold leaf, shining above its reflecting pond and topped with a bronze phoenix, is truly spectacular.

The original building, from 1397, was a retirement villa for shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, whose son converted it into a Buddhist temple. In 1950 a young monk consummated his obsession with the temple by burning it to the ground. The monk’s story was fictionalised in Mishima Yukio’s The Temple of the Golden Pavilion. In 1955 a full reconstruction was completed that followed the original design, but the gold-foil covering was extended to the lower floors.

Paths lead around the pond and through a garden featuring the Ryūmon-taki waterfall and Rigyo-seki stone. Nearby, people throw coins and make wishes on a small gathering of stone Jizō figures.

The temple can be packed any day of the year. It’s best to go early in the day or just before closing, ideally on a weekday.
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Phoenix, Kinkaku-ji | cowardlion/shutterstock ©

Shrine to Education

STAY FOR THE VIBRANT FLEA MARKET

Lively and atmospheric, Kitano Tenman-gū (北野天満宮) Shintō shrine was established in 947 to honour Sugawara no Michizane (845–903). This noted statesperson and scholar fell out of favour with the emperor and died in exile in Kyūshū. Soon, plagues and death ravaged Kyoto and the imperial family, and locals, fearing that Sugawara had returned from beyond in vengeance, erected this shrine.

In early March the shrine bursts with blossoms of plum trees, symbol of Sugawara. On the 25th of each month, the shrine fills with the Tenjin-san Market, one of Kyoto’s busiest flea markets.
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Kitano Tenman-gū | CHEVY WAN/shutterstock ©



More in NORTHWEST KYOTO



Inscrutable Ryōan-ji

IMPENETRABLE BY DESIGN

Founded in 1450 and one of Japan’s best-known sights, Ryōan-ji (龍安寺) temple is renowned for its Zen rock garden. A mystery wrapped in an enigma, this austere garden features 15 carefully placed stones, apparently adrift in a sea of raked sand, enclosed by an earthen wall. No matter your vantage point, it’s impossible to view all 15 stones at once. What does it mean? Hard to say. The designer, who remains unknown to this day, provided no explanation, and there even has been some speculation the garden is a product not of the 15th century but the much later Edo period. This very inscrutability is why it’s been called the essence of Zen. As a hira-niwa (flat garden void of hills or ponds), its stunning simplicity, in harmony with the principles of Zen meditation, gives a chance for each person to find how it speaks to them – and find their own true selves.

There is no doubt that Ryōan-ji is mesmerising and attractive, but it can be hard to enjoy amid the crowds. An early-morning visit on a weekday is probably your best hope of seeing the garden under contemplative conditions. Either way, take time to appreciate the rest of the grounds, which form the approach to the building and are quite grand and often rushed past. It’s centred around a large, mirror-like pond, which transforms into its own masterpiece when autumn colours work their magic.

Marvel at Myōshin-ji

ENTER THE BUDDHIST WORLD

Myōshin-ji (妙心寺) is a separate world within Kyoto, a walled-off complex of temples and sub-temples that invites lazy strolling. Dating from 1342, Myōshin-ji belongs to the Rinzai school of Zen. There are 47 sub-temples, but only a few are open to the public.

From the north gate, follow the broad stone avenue flanked by rows of temples to the southern part of the complex. The eponymous Myōshin-ji temple is roughly in the middle of the complex. Your entry fee entitles you to a tour of several of the buildings of the temple. The ceiling of the Hattō (Lecture Hall) here features Kanō Tanyū’s unnerving painting Unryūzu (Dragon glaring in eight directions). Your guide will invite you to stand directly beneath the dragon; doing so makes it appear that it’s spiralling up or down.

Near the southwestern corner of the Myōshin-ji grounds, the peaceful sub-temple Taizō-in contains one of the city’s more interesting gardens, including a kare-sansui depicting a waterfall and islands, and a tatami-mat tearoom where you can enjoy a cup of matcha (¥500).
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Kamishichiken Kaburenjō Theatre | Paolo Patrizi/Alamy Stock Photo ©


SAVING KYOTO

While Japanese cities including Tokyo, Osaka and, of course, Hiroshima were largely flattened by WWII-era bombings, Kyoto was spared. That good fortune has been credited to US scholar Langdon Warner (1881–1955), who sat on a committee that endeavoured to save artistic and historical treasures in war-torn regions. He is said to have made a desperate plea to US military authorities to spare the cities of Kyoto, Nara, Kamakura and Kanazawa; the military complied, and these cities remain among Japan’s greatest repositories of prewar buildings. A less generous theory suggests that it was a well-planned public relations stunt scripted by US intelligence officials to gain the trust of a nation.



SIMPLE STAYS IN NORTHWEST KYOTO

Shunkō-in

Temple lodging in Myōshin-ji, with wi-fi, free bicycle hire and an English-speaking main priest. ¥

Guest House Hana Nishijin

Three Japanese-style rooms near Kamishichiken, with shared kitchen and bathing facilities. ¥

Utano Youth Hostel

Large, modern and convenient for the sights of Northwest Kyoto, featuring dinners and cultural events. ¥

Kamishichiken, Kyoto’s Other Geisha District

QUIET REFINEMENT

Just east of Kitano Tenman-gū, Kamishichiken (上七軒) is Kyoto’s oldest geisha district and, given its out-of-the-way location, much quieter than sister districts Gion and Ponto-chō. The original wooden teahouses are said to have been built in the 1580s by the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi, using timber salvaged from a great fire at the shrine. Today Kamishichiken’s main street has an intimate, uncrowded elegance.

The best way to encounter Kamishichiken’s couple dozen geiko and maiko is at the Kamishichiken Kaburenjō Theatre, where Kitano Odori geisha dance performances take place each April. In July and August the theatre hosts an nighttime beer garden, where geiko and maiko help serve drinks, chat and pass out ‘flower business cards’.


MEDITATION & RETREAT

A sub-temple of Myōshin-ji, Shunkō-in is run by a monk who has studied abroad and made it his mission to introduce foreigners to his temple and Zen Buddhism. Programs are in English, from classes combining tea ceremony and meditation (¥15,500) to overnight retreats in the temple lodging. Check the website for schedules and reservations.



OTHER TEMPLES WORTH VISITING

Ninna-ji

Escape the crowds (except during cherry blossom season) at this 9th-century temple around a five-storey pagoda.

Jingo-ji

It’s worth the climb to this mountaintop temple to fling bad karma away in the form of light clay discs.

Kōzan-ji

Amid a grove of towering cedars, view the ink-brush scroll painting of lively animals said to be the precursor of manga.

Lights! Camera! Action! Ninjas!

KYOTO’S MOVIE THEME PARK

In the Uzumasa neighbourhood, Tōei Kyoto Studio Park (東映太秦映画村) is where Tōei, one of Japan’s major film studios, welcomes the public to its theme park.

The park is built around the studio’s backlot, filled with handsome recreations of Edo-period streetscapes, sets for jidaigeki (period dramas). Some legendary films were shot here, and if you time it right you too may be able to watch a current production in progress (though most of the actual moviemaking takes place in nearby soundstages, which are closed to the public). Otherwise, the park is meant for tourists, with interactive attractions like the Ninja Mystery House, the laser maze Escape the Castle, the Cursed Doll haunted house, a climb-in Evangelion, and carnival-style games, such as archery and shuriken (ninja star) throwing. Most of these require an extra fee (¥400–600).

Explanations in English are limited, but staff can provide the basics. There are also performances like the Crash! Ninja Show, all in Japanese, but the action speaks for itself. A dress-up studio (extra charge) puts you in period costume to roam around for selfies. If you have a Japanese speaker along or are a major Japanese cinema aficionado, you will have an easier time of things here, and kids will probably be entertained by the activities, but non-Japanese-speaking adults may be a little lost.
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Kōbō-san Market | Sann von Mai/shutterstock ©


KYOTO FLEA MARKETS

If you’re in town for one of Kyoto’s monthly flea markets, don’t miss these sprawling, energetic affairs. At Tenjin-san Market at Kitano Tenman-gū (25th of each month) you’ll find loads of ceramics, secondhand kimono, antiques and food stalls. Kōbō-san Market (Tō-ji Temple, 21st of each month) features used kimono, pottery, bric-a-brac, plants, tools and general ‘Japanalia’. Chion-ji Tezukuri-ichi (15th of each month), near Kyoto University, features handmade goods – clothing to foods – and Kyoto’s alternative community out in force.



CHEAP EATS IN NORTHWEST KYOTO

Gontaro

Traditional and relaxed noodle house near Kinkaku-ji. Try tempura prawn with soba or kitsune udon (with fried tofu). ¥

Ramen Kazu

This diner-style ramen shop near Kinkaku-ji does Kyoto-style ramen in a thick broth, plus vegan ramen. ¥

Toyouke-jaya

Queue for tofu lunch sets/rice bowls topped with yuba (tofu skin), by Kitano Tenman-gū. ¥




ARASHIYAMA & SAGANO


MAJESTIC TEMPLES, MOUNTAINS AND MONKEYS

By the wide Katsura-gawa and at the base of Kyoto’s western mountains, the adjoining neighbourhoods of Arashiyama and Sagano are the city’s second-most popular sightseeing districts after Southern Higashiyama. Foreign and domestic tourists flock here to see Tenryū-ji, a temple with a stunning mountain backdrop, and the famous Arashiyama Bamboo Grove. There are also several small temples scattered around and a not-to-be-missed hilltop villa with gardens – Ōkōchi Sansō – making it a great place to escape the city and simply wander.

The main route through Arashiyama and Sagano usually starts near Togetsu-kyō, the bridge over the Katsura-gawa. From here, the main street leads to Tenryū-ji, which then empties into the bamboo grove. It’s best not to rush here, as this is the perfect place to take it slow – wandering around the temples, strolling along the river or hiring a bicycle – so a full day is preferable.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Arashiyama Bamboo Grove

2 Tenryū-ji

SIGHTS

3 Arashiyama Monkey Park Iwatayama

4Ōkōchi Sansō

5 Rakushisha

SLEEPING

6 Hoshinoya Kyoto

7 Kitcho Arashiyama

8 Suiran

EATING

9 Sagano-yu

10 Shigetsu

11 Yudōfu Sagano




TOP TIP

The main drag of Arashiyama and Sagano is always busy with shops and stalls selling snacks and souvenirs. If that’s not your thing, escape into nature by heading west into the hills (via Tenryū-ji or straight through the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove) or taking in the scene from Togetsu-kyō.
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Japanese macaques, Arashiyama | David Y Hyun/shutterstock ©

Picture-Postcard Bamboo Forest

ARASHIYAMA’S FAMOUS BAMBOO GROVE

Be transfixed by Japan’s most famous bamboo grove (竹林). Thick, green stalks seem to continue endlessly in every direction, and there’s an ethereal quality to the light. It’s one of Japan’s most photographed spots, although you might be disappointed with the results. Pictures just can’t capture the magic of the place, and you’ll have to frame it carefully to crop out the legions of other visitors.

Enter the grove off Arashiyama’s main road (near Snoopy Cafe) or from the back entrance of Tenryū-ji. It’s most atmospheric on the 200m stretch between Tenryū-ji and Ōkōchi Sansō villa.
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Arashiyama bamboo grove | Abderazak Tissoukai/500px ©

Temple of the Heavenly Dragon

ATTRACTIVE 14TH-CENTURY ZEN GARDEN

Dating from 1339, Tenryū-ji (天龍寺) is a major temple of the Rinzai school of Zen, with one of the most attractive gardens in all of Kyoto. Most of the current buildings date from around 1900, but the garden was designed by Tenryū-ji’s first abbot, Zen master Musō Soseki. The large, central koi pond forms the shape of the kanji (Chinese character) for heart, and Musō had some of Japan’s best shakkei (borrowed scenery), the Arashiyama mountains, as a backdrop.

For an extra charge, enter the Hojō (abbot’s quarters) to contemplate the garden from the veranda. Rocks across the pond represent a waterfall, which, it is said, if the koi can climb it will turn into a dragon, symbol of enlightenment – look for the imposing 19th-century fusuma-e (sliding door painting) of a fearsome yet happy dragon behind you.

Tenryū-ji is understandably mobbed during spring cherry-blossom and autumn-foliage seasons, but it pays to visit early in the morning or on a weekday any time of year.



More in Arashiyama & Sagano



Film Star’s Fabulous Retreat

HILLSIDE GARDEN AND INSPIRATIONAL VIEWS

Ōkōchi Sansō (大河内山荘) is the lavish estate of actor Ōkōchi Denjirō (1898–1962), famous for his samurai films. From a small clearing, a narrow, irregular, figure-eight walking path leadss up and down the hillside, a hike of about 20 minutes, past Ōkōchi’s home, teahouse and religious sites, all with plantings designed to appeal, no matter the season. The gardens have the added benefit of brilliant views eastwards across the city, and mountains to the west.

Admission includes a ticket for matcha and sweet, as well as a small gallery of Ōkōchi’s classic films.
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GETTING TO ARASHIYAMA

Getting here from Downtown Kyoto will take close to an hour by bus, and about half an hour if you go by train or taxi. By JR, get off at Saga-Arashiyama Station north of the main village, and Hankyū Railway’s Arashiyama Station is about eight minutes south of Togetsu-kyō (change trains at Katsura). But the cutest way here is by one-car Randen tram from Shijō-Ōmiya to Arashiyama Station, centre of the action.



ATMOSPHERIC ARASHIYAMA RESTAURANTS

Shigetsu

Shōjin-ryōri (Buddhist vegan set meals) in the precincts of Tenryū-ji. Beautiful garden views included. ¥

Yudōfu Sagano

Casual spot for yudōfu (tofu hot pot), near Tenryū-ji, behind the garden of Buddhist statues. ¥¥

Sagano-yu

Lunch on pastas, curries and sweets at this cafe in a former public bathhouse complete with historic fittings.

The Marvelous Moss Temple

HEART-SHAPED GARDEN FROM 1339

Saihō-ji (西芳寺) is famed for its lush moss garden, hence the temple’s nickname, Koke-dera (Moss Temple). The heart-shaped, 35,000-sq-metre garden, laid out in 1339 by the famed monk Musō Kokushi, features more than 120 varieties of moss, nestled under trees surrounding a tranquil pond.

The experience begins in the Hondō (main hall) where monks chant while guests at individual tables copy a sutra in Japanese characters, using tracing paper and an ink brush (non-Japanese speakers are not required to copy the sutra, but you should write your name, address and a prayer). After offering the sutra at the altar, your reward is entering the garden, said to represent the Buddhist paradise on earth. The whole visit usually takes around one hour.

Saihō-ji was an early adopter of environmental principles. As large crowds of visitors were harming both the moss and the neighbourhood, since the late 1970s visitations have been limited to 300 per day, in two shifts, through a complicated post-only admission process; then once you arrive, admission is ¥3000 (cash only). Applications open two months in advance (saihoji-kokedera.com). It helps to have a Japanese address for the reply by mail.
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BASHō & THE FALLEN PERSIMMONS

The Edo period’s greatest haiku poet, Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694) visited this neighbourhood as the guest of his disciple, Mukai Kyōrai. One night, a great storm downed all of the persimmons of Mukai’s trees, and his home was nicknamed Rakushisha (Hut of the Fallen Persimmons), evoking life’s ephemeral nature. Over three centuries later, rustic, quiet Rakushisha still stands in on the edge of a field; the humble grounds contain some simple stone monuments (though not much in English).

In 1691, Bashō published Saga Nikki (Saga Diary). It includes this classic haiku, penned after another stormy, sleepless night, translated as:

Long summer rains

Poetry cards peeled off

Traces on the wall.



BEST ARASHIYAMA STREET SNACKS

Yaki-imo Brûlée at Burikitotan

Baked half sweet potato topped with caramelised custard. Burikitotan is 100m from Togetsu-kyō’s south side. ¥

Four-flavour Dango at Terakoya Honpo

Skewered rice dumplings, with flavoured bean-paste toppings. In Akogareya centre. ¥

Yuba Cheese at Yosiya

Deep-fried skewer of surimi (fish paste) with cheese wrapped in yuba (tofu skin). On Hon-dōri. ¥

Home of the Snow Monkeys

WHERE HUMANS ARE THE GUESTS

Wild Japanese macaque monkeys (aka snow monkeys) are native to these mountains, and at Arashiyama Monkey Park Iwatayama (嵐山モンキーパークいわたやま) you can encounter them at a close distance and enjoy watching about 120 of the playful creatures frolic about. Refreshingly, it is the animals who are free to roam while the humans who feed them are caged in a wooden hut; ¥50 buys a small bag of monkey-approved snacks. One wishes the management would have buried the water lines around the property, but it’s hard to quibble when there’s such adorableness all round.

Enter the park near the south side of Togetsu-kyō, through the orange torii of the small shrine Ichitani Munakata-jinja. Just be warned: it’s about 20 minutes to climb to an elevation of 160m above sea level to get to the monkeys. If it’s a hot day, you’re going to be drenched.

Train to Stunning Scenery

LUSH, GREEN, RIVERSIDE RAVINE

As corny as the name sounds, the journey on the so-called ‘romantic train’ of the Sagano Scenic Railway (トロッコ, Torokko in Japanese) is actually quite inspirational. Departing the touristy Torokko Station, the retro-style train ascends through tunnels and trestles along the lush, green, mountainous banks of the Hōzu-gawa. On this 7km, 25-minute journey, Kyoto’s busy downtown is quickly forgotten as you view the natural scenery through giant windows, with stunning views from any seat (there’s also one open-sided car per train).

The train terminates in Kameoka, from where it’s possible to pair a one-way trip (¥880) with a cruise back down the Hōzu-gawa to Arashiyama. Otherwise, there’s not a lot to see in Kameoka, so many visitors just do a round trip (¥1760) on the same train with a very brief layover. Whichever option your choose, get tickets as early as possible during autumn foliage season; the scenic rail line closes for the season from late December through February.

Saga Torokko Station is next to JR Saga-Arashiyama Station. An additional stop (Arashiyama) is near the Arashiyama Bamboo Forest.


HōZU-GAWA RIVER CRUISE

Rafting the Hōzu-gawa is a great way to enjoy the beauty of Kyoto’s western mountains from a different perspective. Pilots use long bamboo poles to steer flat-bottomed boats down the river from Kameoka through steep, forested mountain canyons, en route to Arashiyama. The 16km ride lasts around two hours through occasional sections of choppy water – a scenic jaunt with minimal danger. The scenery is especially breathtaking during cherry-blossom season in April and maple-foliage season in autumn. The number of daily departures varies seasonally. Visit www.hozugawakudari.jp for schedules and reservations.



Western Kyoto’s Imperial Villa

JAPANESE CRAFTWORK AT ITS FINEST

Katsura Rikyū Imperial Villa (桂離宮) is widely considered to be the pinnacle of Japanese traditional architecture and garden design. Set amid an otherwise drab neighbourhood, it is an island of incredible beauty. Built in 1624 for the emperor’s brother, every conceivable detail of the villa – teahouses, a large pond with islets and a surrounding garden – has been given meticulous attention. Admission is by guided tour (adult ¥1000) – in English, or in Japanese with a free English audio guide – booked through the Imperial Household Agency. Advance reservations are strongly suggested.

The villa is a 15-minute walk from Katsura Station, on the Hankyū line. A taxi from the station to the villa will cost around ¥700. Alternatively, Kyoto bus 33 stops at Katsura Rikyū-mae stop, a five-minute walk from the villa.


Moon-Crossing Bridge

Arashiyama’s landmark Togetsu-kyō (渡月橋) is said to have been named by the Emperor Kameyama after a moonlit boat ride on the Katsura-gawa. The bridge has appeared in centuries of Japanese art, including woodblock prints by Hokusai.



DELUXE ARASHIYAMA ACCOMMODATION

Hoshinoya Kyoto

Modern, secluded take on a classic ryokan, reached by boat up the river from Arashiyama. ¥¥¥

Suiran

Chic, elegant hotel in a prized riverside spot, with contemporary Japanese fusion decor. ¥¥¥

Kitcho Arashiyama

Book ahead for one of Japan’s best for kaiseki restaurants, served in private rooms overlooking gardens. ¥¥¥




SOUTHERN KYOTO


STUNNING TEMPLES AND 10,000 TORII

The neighbourhoods south of Kyoto Station and Higashiyama may seem off the beaten path, but there’s a lot going on in this sprawling part of town.

Venture southeast of the city centre, and you’ll come to one of the city’s most impressive and popular attractions, the Shintō shrine complex Fushimi-Inari-taisha, with its kilometres of hypnotic arcades of torii (Shintō shrine gates), perfect for hiking and irresistible for selfies. The adjoining Fushimi neighbourhood is also Kyoto’s historic sake-brewing district. It’s a little over 1km to Tōfuku-ji, the beautiful temple complex straddling a valley where maple leaves work their magic each autumn. Further afield in the Uji neighbourhood is stately Byōdō-in; its Phoenix Hall is such an important landmark that it graces Japan’s currency.

Although Southern Kyoto is a little off the beaten path, it’s an easy train ride from Kyoto Station on the JR lines or on the Keihan Railway from Higashiyama.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fushimi-Inari-taisha

SIGHTS

2 Gekkeikan Sake Ōkura Museum

3 Kizakura Kappa Country

4 Tōfuku-ji

5 Tō-ji

EATING

6 Kyoto Brewing Company Taproom

7 Torisei

8 Vegans Cafe & Restaurant

DRINKING

9 Vermillion Espresso Bar

10 Yamamoto Honke

SHOPPING

see 5 Kōbō-san Market




TOP TIP

Fushimi-Inari-taisha is one of the most popular shrines in Kyoto, so visit early or late in the day for fewer crowds. During the first few days of January, the shrine receives thousands of believers doing their hatsu-mōde (first shrine visit of the New Year) prayer for good fortune.



Hike of 10,000 Torii

A SPRAWLING SHINTŌ SHRINE SPECTACLE

With seemingly endless arcades of vermilion torii (shrine gates) on a thickly wooded mountain path, the Fushimi-Inari-taisha (伏見稲荷大社) shrine complex is a world unto itself – and one of Kyoto’s most impressive and memorable sights. The 4km looping pathway is called Sen-bon-torii (1000 torii), but that’s actually a misnomer – it’s more like 10,000! – punctuated with hundreds of sub-shrines and fox statues. The fox is considered the messenger of Inari, the god of rice, and the stone foxes, too, are often called Inari. The key often seen in the fox’s mouth is for the rice granary. Fushimi Inari dates from the 8th century, when the ruling Hata family dedicated it to the gods of rice and sake. Later deities were added in order for people to pray for prosperity in business. Nowadays, the shrine is one of Japan’s most popular; a head shrine for some 40,000 Inari shrines nationwide.

This is a pleasant (if often crowded) day hike, or a less crowded but somewhat eerie stroll in the late afternoon and early evening, when the graveyards and miniature shrines en route take on a mysterious air.
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Fushimi-Inari-taisha | Emma Shaw/Lonely Planet ©


FUSHIMI-INARI VISITING TIPS

A good time to visit is in the first few days of January to see thousands of believers visit this shrine as their hatsu-mōde (first shrine visit of the New Year) to pray for good fortune.

Come on 8 April to witness the Sangyō-sai festival, when offerings are made and dances performed to ensure prosperity for national industry.

Vermillion Espresso Bar is the perfect place to take a rest after exploring the shrine complex. It serves excellent coffee and cakes.





More in Southern Kyoto



Bridge to Heaven

MYSTICAL GARDENS AND MAPLE VALLEY

Home to a spectacular garden built into a valley spanned by the graceful ‘Bridge to Heaven’, the sprawling temple Tōfuku-ji (東福寺) is well worth the effort to get here. Founded in 1236, Tōfuku-ji was intended to compare with the prestigious temples Tōdai-ji and Kōfuku-ji in Nara. Thus, its name combines characters from the names of these temples. Today, Tōfuku-ji belongs to the Rinzai sect of Zen Buddhism and contains 24 sub-temples.

The Tōfuku-ji complex contains several buildings that have survived since the Muromachi period (1333–1573), including the 22m-tall San-mon, the oldest Zen main gate in Japan (1425) and numerous outbuildings, such as the Zen-dō (Meditation Hall), and the ancient tōsu (lavatory). To view other buildings, you’ll need a ticket, but what price would you pay to cross the Tsūten-kyō (Bridge to Heaven)? It spans a valley filled with maples, making it a prime viewing spot for autumn foliage. Across the bridge, climb a flight of covered stairs up to the Kaisan-dō (mausoleum of the founding abbot), fronted by a kare-sansui and an Edo-period garden with lush plants and a pond. Paths near Tsūten-kyō descend into the maple valley.

The Hōjō (Abbot’s Hall) was reconstructed in 1890, and its gardens were laid out in 1938, which gives them a more contemporary feel. The northern garden in particular has stones and moss neatly, if enigmatically, arranged in a chequerboard pattern. From a viewing platform at the back of the gardens you can observe the Tsūten-kyō and valley below.

Tōfuku-ji is one of Kyoto’s most famous autumn-foliage spots, and it is invariably packed during the peak of colours in November; arrive early or you may be in a long queue. Otherwise, it’s often very quiet.

Tōfuku-ji is linked to Fushimi Inari-Taisha by the Keihan and JR train lines.
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Byōdō-in | Nonchanon/shutterstock ©


SAKE COUNTRY IN FUSHIMI

Fushimi, home to 37 sake breweries, is one of Japan’s most famous sake-producing regions. Its location on the Uji-gawa made it perfect for sake production, with easy access to the raw materials (rice) and boats for export downriver to Osaka. Here, Gekkeian, the world’s leading producer of sake, operates the Gekkeikan Sake Ōkura Museum.

The vast complex Kizakura Kappa Country houses both sake and beer breweries (closed to the public), courtyard gardens, a small gallery dedicated to the mythical (and sneaky) creature Kappa and a restaurant-bar.

Or lunch on tasty yakitori (chicken grilled on skewers) at Torisei, washed down with sake. It’s run by the owner of the Yamamoto Honke sake brewery.



QUICK EATS IN SOUTHERN KYOTO

Vegans Cafe & Restaurant

Light-filled lunch cafe in Fushimi, serving everything from soy-milk miso ramen to tofu pizza. ¥

Kyoto Brewing Company Taproom

Mostly weekend outdoor venue with house craft brews and food trucks. ¥

Torisei

Yakitori (chicken skewers) in the Fushimi sake district, run by owners of nearby sake brewery. ¥¥

Hall of the Phoenix

ARCHITECTURAL TREASURE FROM THE 11TH CENTURY

It’s a bit of a trek from central Kyoto to the suburb of Uji, but Byōdō-in (平等院) is home to one of the loveliest Buddhist structures in Japan. The main Hōō-dō (Phoenix Hall) is so revered that it’s depicted on the back of the Japanese ¥10 coin. Overlooking a serene reflecting pond, this refurbished hall is a stunning sight.

Built in 1053, Hōō-dō is one of the few extant examples of Heian-period architecture. Its shape resembles a phoenix (revered by the Japanese as a protector of Buddha), and there are two bronze phoenixes perched opposite each other on the roof. Inside is the famous statue of Amida Buddha and 52 bosatsu (Bodhisattvas) dating from the 11th century and attributed to the priest-sculptor Jōchō. Guided 15-minute tours (¥300) inside the hall are in Japanese, but a helpful English leaflet is provided.

The modern Hoshokan Museum (opened 2001) contains priceless artefacts, including the original temple bell, door paintings and phoenix roof adornments, along with a collection of Unchū Kuyō Bosatsu Buddhist statues.

Allow about an hour for your visit.


Tō-JI: NOT JUST A FLEA MARKET

The Buddhist temple Tō-ji (東寺) gets most of its visitors for the Kōbō-san market fair, held here on the 21st of each month, and a smaller market on the first Sunday of each month. But it’s an appealing complex of halls anytime.

Originally built in 743 by imperial decree and rebuilt several times after being destroyed by fire, it’s dominated by the fantastic Gojū-no-tō (five-storey pagoda), rebuilt in 1643 at 57m.

The Kōdō (Lecture Hall) dates from the 1600s and contains 21 images representing a Mikkyō (esoteric Buddhist) mandala. The Kondō (Main Hall), rebuilt in 1606, combines Chinese, Indian and Japanese architectural styles and contains statues depicting the Yakushi (Healing Buddha) trinity.



MORE DAY HIKES AROUND KYOTO

Daimonji-yama

Climb the mountain path behind Ginkaku-ji for sweeping views over the city.

Kurama & Kibune

Two valleys linked by a trail over a mountain ridge, 30 minutes north of Kyoto.

Hiei-zan

Sacred mountain and home to the World Heritage Enryaku-ji temple complex.




KANSAI

[image: jpg]

CULTURE, HISTORY AND FUN

Mind-blowing cities, mystical mountains and ancient treasures. Kansai is Japan distilled.
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Ise-jingū, Ise-Shima | cowardlion/Shutterstock ©

Whether you’re a Nippon newbie or a seasoned traveller, Kansai (関西) deserves to be high up on your hitlist. Two of its cities were once Japan’s capital – sublime Kyoto and Nara – while electric Osaka and Kōbe embody the infectious work-hard, play-hard energy of a region more free and easy than Tokyo to the east.

Away from the urban whirl, Kansai shifts seamlessly into a lower gear. Down in the Kii Peninsula, the mountain pilgrimage sites of Kumano Kodō and Kōya-san, and the country’s most sacred Shintō shrine of Ise-jingū, reveal Japan at its most profoundly spiritual.

Measured in sheer quantity of temples, shrines and priceless antiquities, no other region holds a candle to Kansai. In Nara, even the deer are sacred, and just as big a draw as Daibutsu, the city’s famously proportioned Buddha statue. Nor will you want to miss Japan’s finest castle at Himeji, a delicious dichotomy of visual beauty and military guile.

For roving foodies, Kansai is a heady delight, whether that’s grazing on Osaka’s beloved soul food treats like tako-yaki and okonomiyaki, or savouring the world’s finest beef, marbled to melt-in-the-mouth perfection in Kōbe.

And if you want to go deeper, just veer off the tourist trail to lose yourself in rural backwaters and along kilometres of rugged coast, far from the Kansai crowds.
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Kōbe beef | Louis-Laurent Grandadam/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

OSAKA

City that never stops eating.

KŌBE

Hillside port metropolis.

NARA

Ancient capital before Kyoto.

KŌYA-SAN

Buddhist mountain sanctuary.

KUMANO KODŌ

Unesco-listed pilgrimage trails.

ISE-SHIMA

Japan’s most sacred shrine.

LAKE BIWA

History-rich lakeside towns.

KINOSAKI ONSEN

Hot springs and relaxation.



Find Your Way

Kansai stretches from Lake Biwa across the Osaka plain to Japan’s greatest castle at Himeji. Largely urbanised along its central corridor, the region takes on a more rural and rugged vibe in the north and south.
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Plan Your Time

Many travellers stop in Kansai as part of a wider rail itinerary across Japan. Kyoto is the biggest draw (for Kyoto-specific itineraries), followed by Osaka, Nara and Kōbe.
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Oku-no-in, Kōya-San | LaChouettePhoto/Getty Images ©


Just Passing Through

• After Kyoto, head to Nara on a day trip, ticking off the must-see spots via the Wonders of Nara By Foot walking tour.

• A day or two in Osaka is just enough time to storm the castle, lose yourself in the shopping hub of Osaka Station City and go on a snack safari through the neon lights of Dōtombori.

• Call in at the port city of Kōbe to explore the hillside enclave of Kitano-chō with its treaty-port-era mansions (and feast on the world’s best beef) before a final stop at Himeji, home to Himeji-jō, Japan’s most spectacular castle.




Time to Explore

• Spend longer in Osaka and you’ll have more time to explore quirky neighbourhoods like Shin-Sekai, an appealingly retro entertainment district, and countercultural Amerika-Mura, with its vinyl record shops and tiny music bars.

• One of the best excursions out of the city is riding the Nankai Railway to Kōya-san in the Kii mountains. Visit Japan’s most spiritual cemetery in Oku-no-in and pay tribute to Kōya-san’s founder, Kōbō Daishi, before bedding down in a serene shukubō (temple lodging).

• With enough time, a day or two of hot springs and ryokan-style pampering at Kinosaki Onsen is the perfect Kansai send-off.




Two Weeks or More

• Set out on a multi-day hike along the Nakahechi Route of the Kumano Kodō, staying in rural villages along the way and making a pilgrimage to the Kumano Sanzan (p351; three great shrines of Kumano), one of which is perched on a mountain facing Nachi-no-taki, Japan’s tallest waterfall.

• Archaeology fans can dig for even older treasures around the Nara plain in places like Asuka, with its ancient kofun (burial tombs) of Ishibutai and Takamatsuzuka.

• Japan’s most important shrine, Ise-jingū, is a highlight worth travelling out to Mie Prefecture for. After Kinosaki Onsen, budget a couple more days for the lyrical beauty of Amanohashidate and the far-flung Tango Peninsula.



Seasonal Highlights

Kansai holds year-round appeal with lots to see and do no matter the season. May or September offer arguably the best balance of fine weather and (slightly) fewer tourists.

JANUARY

Nara’s temples and shrines come together for Yamayaki, a festival where an entire grassy mountain is set ablaze.
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FEBRUARY

The chill of winter is the best time to savour the steamy hot springs of Kinosaki Onsen.
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APRIL

Cherry trees bloom in Yoshino, and around the castles of Himeji and Osaka.
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JULY

Processions of mikoshi (portable shrines) fill the streets in Osaka for Tenjin Matsuri, one of Japan’s three biggest festivals.
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AUGUST

Osaka’s Summer Sonic music festival draws a star-studded line-up of international and Japanese bands.
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OCTOBER

Visitors flock to Nara Park and other beauty spots to see the autumn maple leaves ablaze.
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DECEMBER

For 10 days, Kōbe hosts a light festival in memory of those who died in the Great Hanshin Earthquake.
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OSAKA
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Historically the merchant city of Japan, Osaka (大阪) today is the engine room of a vast metropolitan area second only in size to Greater Tokyo. When it comes to bright lights, buzz and big-city energy, Osaka’s got the goods, though ‘must-see’ sights are few – probably why many travellers allocate the city only a couple of days. That’s a shame because Osaka’s unique character makes it such a fun place to hang out in. Like the giant animatronic foodstuffs of Dōtombori, Osakans are famously brash, playful (many of Japan’s comedians are from here) and less hung up on etiquette than other Japanese. Osaka’s unofficial slogan is kuidaore (eat yourself to ruin), which as home to some of the country’s best-loved snacks sounds a worthy challenge.

Other reasons to linger are the many cheap business hotels and excellent transport connections, making Osaka an economical base for Kansai explorations.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Osaka-jō

SIGHTS

2 Abeno Harukas

3 Glico Running Man

4 Janjan Yokochō

5 Misono Building

6 Museum of Oriental Ceramics

7 Nakanoshima Museum of Art

8 Nakanoshima Park

9 Nakaza Cuidaore Building

10 National Museum of Art, Osaka

11 Nishinomaru Garden

12 Osaka City Central Public Hall

see 19 Osaka City Museum of Fine Arts

13 Osaka Museum of History

14 Osaka Prefectural Nakanoshima Library

15 Peace on Earth

16 Rose Gardens

17 Shitennō-ji

18 Statue of Liberty

19 Tennōji Park

20 Triangle Park

21 Tsūtenkaku

ACTIVITIES

22 Daruma Honten

23 Spa World

SLEEPING

24 Flag

25 Hostel Mitsuwaya

26 Just Sleep

27 Leben

28 Pax Hostel

29 U-en

EATING

30 Beer Belly Tenma

31 Chibo

32 Endo Sushi

33 Fukutaro

34 Fukutaro

35 Ganso Kushikatsu Daruma Honten

36 Imai Honten

37 Kim Anna Kimichi

38 Kinryū Ramen

39 Kōgaryū

see 39 Kogaryu Takoyaki

see 3 Kukuru

40 Most Deserted Ramen Bar in the World

41 Ohatsutenjin-dōri

42 Shin Umeda Skokudogai

43 Sushiyoshi

44 Takoyaki Umaiya

45 Tori no su Izakaya

46 Toyo Izakaya

47 Wakabaya

48 Wanaka Dotonbori

see 48 Wanaka Honten

49 Yao Kamaboko

50 Yoshino Sushi

51 Yukari Tensan

DRINKING

52 Bar Nayuta

53 Brooklyn Roasting Company

54 Circus

55 Doyama-chō

56 Frenz Frenzy

57 Kitahama Retro

58 LiLo Coffee Roasters

59 Mel Coffee Roasters

60 Pink Elephant

ENTERTAINMENT

61 Hokage

62 Namba Bears

63 National Bunraku Theatre

64 ROR Comedy Club

SHOPPING

65 Big Step

66 Daimaru Umeda

67 Dōguya-suji

68 Hankyū Men’s

69 Hankyū Umeda Department Store

70 Hep Five

71 Karahori-Suji

72 Kuromon Ichiba

73 Newtone Records

74 Rare Groove Osaka

75 Shinsaibashi-Suji

76 Tenjinbashi-Suji

77 Time Bomb Records




TOP TIP

Downtown Osaka is divided into Kita (Japanese for ‘north’) and Minami (south). Business-like Kita centres on JR Osaka and Umeda Stations and is a maze of offices, malls and department stores, while Minami is more known for Osaka’s vibrant street life in neighbourhoods like Namba, Shinsaibashi and Dōtombori.
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Dōtombori | Avigator Fortuner/Shutterstock ©



Dōtombori to Amerika-Mura Walk

[image: map]

This walk starts and finishes at Shinsaibashi Station, takes around 2½ hours and is best done at dusk, when the area lights up. Start with a stroll down jam-packed 1 Shinsaibashi-suji, a famous covered shōtengai (market street). Cross 2 Ebisu-bashi, a bridge over Dōtombori’s canal and the area’s most famous photo spot (look out for the 3 Glico Running Man sign). Keep going and make a left at 4 Kani Dōraku Honten, a seafood restaurant easily spotted by its giant animatronic crab, another local landmark. Walk east along the main Dōtombori strip past ever more outlandish food signage and tako-yaki (grilled octopus dumpling) vendors. On your right look for 5 Kuidaore Tarō, the retro clown mascot of Osaka’s eating culture. Go right down the Sennichi-mae arcade, then turn right again at the narrow alley with the wooden signboard for Hōzen-ji Yokochō (法善寺横丁), and you’re transported into an older, quieter Osaka. Keep going to 6 Hōzen-ji, a tiny temple that’s home to a moss-covered deity favoured by those in the ‘water trade’ – a euphemism for the sexually charged night world. Double back out of the temple and return to the Dōtombori strip. If you’re hungry, join the fast-moving queues at 7 Chibo for six floors of okonomiyaki (savoury pancakes) then cross Aiai-bashi and head left (west) along the Tombori River Walk. If you’re game, have a spin on the retro 8 Ferris wheel on the Don Quijote store (it runs until 11pm). Otherwise, keep strolling along the canal, cross Shinsaibashi-suji and then turn right into Amerika-Mura. Make your way to 9 Triangle Park, a magnet for the alternative crowd, before bar-hopping your way back to Shinsaibashi Station.



Osaka’s Not-So-Old Castle

STORM THE GATES OF HISTORY

Stepping into the landscaped precincts of Osaka-jō, you can’t fail to be awed by the massive scale and precision of the ishigaki stone walls that make up the moats, gates and battlements of Japan’s most visited castle. The beefiest stone slab is 11m wide, and many are inscribed with the crests of the 64 daimyō (feudal lords) tasked with the castle’s construction back in 1620.

Jarring, then, that the white castle tenshu (main keep) is not a relic but a 1931 replica – lightning vaporised the former wood-and-plaster edifice centuries before. Inside you’ll find a thoroughly modern museum focusing on the life and times of Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536–98), the warlord who unified Japan and constructed the first castle here in 1583. The best part is the observation deck, where you get a vivid sense of the castle’s lordly standing over the Osaka plain.

Save time to wander the castle grounds, starting at Nishinomaru Garden with its cherry trees, castle views and two yagura (defensive turrets), which you can enter to see actual period interiors. The best way to view (and photograph) the castle, though, is aboard the Gozabune Boat, which cruises the inner moat every half-hour. From the water the stone walls rise up 34m – it’s like sailing through a canyon. Head to the Osakajo Gozabune Pier before entering the keep to book your slot.

You can add context to your castle explorations by checking out the Osaka Museum of History close by, which tells the city’s story from before the castle was built (a fortified temple of warrior priests once stood in its place) to the early 20th century, though the exhibits are starting to show their age (no pun intended).
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OSAKA AMAZING PASS

If you plan to spend at least a couple of days sightseeing in Osaka, this money-saving tourist card is a no-brainer. Available for one day (¥2800) or two days (¥3600), the Osaka Amazing Pass grants you unlimited travel on city subways, buses and trains (excluding transfer from Kansai Airport) and free entry into over 40 attractions, including Osaka Castle, Umeda Sky Building, Tempōzan and Hep Five Ferris wheels, plus a range of boat cruises. Best of all, flashing the pass often lets you skip the queues. Buy it at Kansai Airport, city subway stations and tourist information centres (osp.osaka-info.jp).



WHERE TO EAT TAKO-YAKI IN OSAKA

Wanaka Honten

This tako-yaki chain started out as a sweet shop and now has around 10 outlets across town. ¥

Kogaryu Takoyaki

Choose from a range of creative toppings at this tako-yaki spot in Amerika-Mura. ¥

Takoyaki Umaiya

Family-owned since the 1950s, this tako-yaki joint was the first to make the Michelin guide. ¥

Sights & Snacks of Dōtombori

GIANT CRABS AND CREEPY CLOWNS

No trip to Osaka is complete without a stroll through carnivalesque Dōtombori (道頓堀), which packs out from sunset as visitors scramble to snap the illuminated billboards glittering off the waters of the 400-year-old bori (canal) that gives the area its name.

Historically an entertainment district known for its theatres, these days the visual spectacle comes courtesy of the many fabulous food signs – giant octopuses, crabs, pufferfish, dragons – that adorn competing restaurants along Dōtombori street, which runs parallel to the canal. Here you’ll see chefs dextrously flicking rows of golf-ball shaped tako-yaki, Osaka’s most famous snack. First popularised in the 1930s, it comprises an egg-rich batter griddle-cooked around a small piece of octopus, with optional toppings of tako-yaki sauce (like Worcestershire sauce), bonito flakes, dried seaweed and mayo. Many locals simply top it with salt (known as shio-yaki). Two of the most famous vendors are Kukuru and Wanaka Dotonbori, but note that tako-yaki isn’t necessarily tastier in Dōtombori than elsewhere, despite the queues.

Several other icons of Dōtombori have come to define Osaka. Glico Running Man is a billboard landmark best viewed from Ebisu-bashi (a bridge crossing the canal). First put up in 1935, the sign advertises Osaka-based candymaker Glico (of Pocky sticks fame); the current (sixth) version switched out neon for LEDs in 2014. Kuidaore Tarō, a drum-bashing, slightly disconcerting clown, has been a mascot for Osaka’s culture of kuidaore since the 1950s (from the phrase ‘Kyoto kidaore, Osaka kuidore’, meaning Kyoto-ites bankrupt themselves buying kimono while Osakans do it with food). Find him at the entrance to the Nakaza Cuidaore Building, fronting a huge Kuidaore Tarō souvenir shop.


MASTERS OF PUPPETS

Once hugely popular in Osaka, Bunraku is a performance art using near-life-sized puppets to tell dramatic tales of love, duty and politics. Bunraku’s most famous playwright, Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653–1724), wrote plays about Osaka’s merchants and the denizens of the pleasure quarters, and naturally theatres sprang up around Dōtombori to stage them. The National Bunraku Theatre, a few blocks east of Dōtombori, flies the flag for this Unesco-endorsed artform. Shows can last up to four hours, but you can buy single-act tickets on the day, and in summer the theatre stages tourist-friendly ‘Bunraku for beginners’ shows. English audio guides are available.



WHERE TO EAT OKONOMIYAKI IN OSAKA

Fukutaro

Dine at hotplate counters at this local chain with branches in Namba and near Osaka Station. ¥

Chibo

Grab a canal-view seat and try the house special Dōtombori yaki, with pork, beef, squid, shrimp and cheese. ¥¥

Yukari Tensan

This jazzy spot in the Ohatsutenjin-dōri arcade serves up okonomiyaki in stylish surrounds. ¥¥

Hanging Out in Amerika-Mura

VINTAGE JEANS AND VINYL RECORDS

Osaka’s answer to Harajuku (Tokyo’s centre of youth culture and fashion), the area known as Amerika-Mura (アメリカ村, literally ‘America Town’) is home to stores selling vintage denim, sneakers, baseball caps and vinyl records, along with quirky bars, clubs and music dives catering to every subculture going. So-called because this former warehouse zone started selling imported US fashions in the late 1960s and ’70s, ‘Ame-Mura’ today covers the area west of Shinsaibashi Station all the way south to the Dōtombori canal.

Triangle Park (little more than a patch of concrete) is where the cool kids coalesce, and most evenings you’ll see a parade of beautifully maintained sports cars, lowriders and motorcycles pass through. Many people grab a konbini (convenience store) beer and hang out on benches with the skater kids, street performers and pop-up sellers (Halloween at the park is a spectacle not to be missed). For a bite, Kōgaryū facing the park is one of the city’s best tako-yaki joints. One block east is Ame-Mura’s Peace on Earth mural painted in the 1980s, another local landmark. On the way you’ll pass Big Step, a mall that houses a popular pinball arcade, Silver Ball Planet, on the 3rd floor. For recommended bars and vinyl record shops in the area. If you’re looking for the mini Statue of Liberty, it tops the New America Plaza building one block north of the park.


OSAKA’S TASTIEST AREAS

[image: jpg]

Sam Crofts is the founder of Cycle Osaka (cycleosaka.com).

Kyobashi

Gritty and local, Kyobashi is known for Toyo Izakaya, made popular by the Netflix series Street Food. I like to go for kushikatsu (deep-fried pork and vegetables on skewers) and beer at Tori no su Izakaya.

Tsuruhashi (Korea Town)

Tsuruhashi is all about rickety stalls, fun-loving shop owners and mountains of kimchi (pickled vegies). Go early to snag a table at Kim Anna Kimichi for their chijimi spicy pancakes.

Fukushima

Attracting the after-work crowd, Fukushima is home to some of Osaka’s best food and vibes. Pull up a stool at Wakabaya for Japanese coal-fired BBQ, then head south through the backstreets for a drink or two.



WHERE TO PARTY IN AMERIKA-MURA

Bar Nayuta

Once you’ve found the hidden entrance, take a stool and let the bartenders wow you with bespoke cocktails.

Pink Elephant

One of many subterranean dive bars, this eclectic spot extends a warm welcome to travellers.

Circus

The heart of Osaka’s underground electronic scene, this compact club is open Friday and Saturday. Bring ID.

Umeda Urban Safari

LOSE YOURSELF IN THE LABYRINTH

The original Osaka Station was a neat little brick building built in 1874 on farmland in Umeda (梅田, meaning ‘Plum Field’). A century and a half on, the Umeda-JR Osaka Station zone is a confounding vertical matrix of commerce and commuters centred on the aptly named Osaka Station City. The huge station itself, covered by a spectacular sloping glass roof, is a good place to start out on an adventure into Osaka’s fast-beating business heart.

The train station-department store concept is ubiquitous in Japan, but the synergy started in Osaka at the Hankyū Umeda Department Store, back in 1929. Come for ladies’ haute couture, artisan homewares and a mouth-watering basement food court. Next door, Hankyū Men’s is unique in being Japan’s largest male-oriented department store, while Hep Five nearby is a mall catering to cut-price youth trends sold in tiny individual stores, with the added attraction of a giant red Ferris wheel jutting out of the roof. Each of its 52 cabins has a Bluetooth speaker, so you can soundtrack your flight over the Umeda skyline.

Sating the daily tides of commuters are literally thousands of eateries: next to Higashi-Umeda metro station you’ll find Ohatsutenjin-dōri, a lively street of cheap local eats that gets its name from the shrine hiding in plain sight at its southern end. If it’s the real Osaka you’re looking for, Shin Umeda Shokudogai, just west of Umeda Station, is a covered warren of hyperlocal (and smoke-filled) standing bars, tiny izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) and kushikatsu (fried skewer) joints – a little Japanese would come in handy. Nearby Doyama-chō is a bar, karaoke and massage area also home to western Japan’s largest gay district.
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QUEER OSAKA

Osaka is home to Japan’s second-largest gay community. It’s centred on Dōyama-chō (堂山町), a neighbourhood just east of JR Osaka Station. Gay and lesbian bars here are typically tiny with an atmosphere carefully cultivated by the ‘master’ or ‘mama’ running the show. Most, though not all, are welcoming of foreign travellers; Utopia Asia (utopia-asia.com/japnosak.htm) has a list of friendly places on its Osaka page. Frenz Frenzy is popular with the foreign community – both men and women – and is a good place to start a night out.

Osaka’s pride festival, Rainbow Festa (rainbowfesta.org), takes place in October.



WHERE TO GET (GOOD) COFFEE IN OSAKA

Brooklyn Roasting Company

Stick with the classics or indulge in an iced organic matcha latte. Laptop-friendly with a lovely riverside terrace.

LiLo Coffee Roasters

Choose from a selection of single-origin beans roasted in-house. Clued-up, English-speaking staff.

Mel Coffee Roasters

There’s just enough room to stand in this tiny roastery serving some of Osaka’s best hand-poured coffee.

Showa Vibes at Shin-Sekai

A RIOT OF RETRO FUN

Japan’s love for nostalgia surely explains the booming popularity of Shin-Sekai (新世界, ‘New World’), a gaudy entertainment district of narrow streets, shooting galleries, pachinko parlours and souvenirs, all trapped in a late Showa-era (1926–89) timewarp. The action centres on the 103m-high Tsūtenkaku (Tower Reaching Heaven), a retro-futuristic mass of silver steel with an observation deck. What you see is actually the second tower, built in 1956 by Tachū Naitō, designer of the iconic Tokyo Tower. Prior to that, the 1912 original was a wacky hybrid of the Eiffel Tower piggybacking the Arc de Triomphe at the heart of a short-lived theme park. At 64m high it was the second-tallest structure in Asia at the time and the pride of Osaka.

From Dobutsuen Mae metro, Janjan Yokochō is a covered alley that takes you directly in to Shin-Sekai, passing throwback restaurants, vintage arcades and one or two mid-century gaming parlours where locals play shōgi (Japanese chess) at wooden tables. In the building above is Spa World, a seven-storey bathing complex offering a kind of hot-springs world tour – think Roman baths, Finnish saunas, Japanese cypress wood onsen and so on, together with communal swimming pools and water slides (tattoos are strictly forbidden).

Food-wise, Shin-Sekai is famous as the birthplace of kushikatsu, a blue-collar treat where skewers of meat, seafood or vegetables are crumbed, deep-fried and served with a tangy dipping sauce (best enjoyed with a cold beer or two). Daruma Honten, a kushikatsu chain, started out in Shin-Sekai back in 1929. The original (tiny) branch is a delicious spot for a bite – it’s in a small side alley and has an English menu. Spot the angry chef looking out the window.
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OSAKA’S BEST TOURS

If you’re short on time, an organised tour can be a great way to see more of the city and sidestep Osaka’s main tourist trail.

Cycle Osaka

Long-running outfit offering two-wheeled tours that go off the beaten track to explore lesser-known neighbourhoods. Fees include bicycle and helmet rental, water and food (cycleosaka.com).

Osaka Food Tours

Offers a range of foodie-focused walking tours that mix history, traditional Osaka food (and alcohol), and plenty of local trivia (osakafoodtours.com).

Taste Osaka

Hit the backstreets for a booze-fuelled tour of Osaka’s nightlife, or explore Umeda’s underground arcades on an afternoon eating tour (tasteosaka.com).



WHERE TO STAY FOR CHEAP IN OSAKA

Hostel Mitsuwaya

Sunny, Scandi-style hostel with wooden bunk dorms, shared kitchen and roof terrace. ¥

U-en

An elegant, restored century-old townhouse. Japanese-style rooms, dorms or capsules. ¥

Pax Hostel

Close to the neon buzz of Shin-Sekai, this chilled-out hostel is in an old wooden rice-store building. ¥

Gems of South Osaka

CLIMB OSAKA’S TALLEST BUILDING

At 300m, Abeno Harukas was Japan’s tallest skyscraper until Tokyo’s Azabudai Hills topped out in 2023. The observatory on the 16th floor is free, but you have to pay for the top-level Harukas 300 observation deck, offering incredible views of the Kansai region through windows that run several storeys high. You can also visit the helipad for an extra fee. The César Pelli–designed skyscraper is home to the Osaka Marriott Miyako Hotel on its upper levels, an art museum and the gigantic 16-floor Kintetsu department store.

It’s worth tacking on a visit here after exploring Shen-Sekai – you can stroll through Tennoji Park en route, making a stop at the Osaka City Museum of Fine Arts (due to reopen after renovations in 2025). After you’ve hit the heights, a fun excursion is to continue south to Sumiyoshi-taisha, Osaka’s most evocative shrine. Dedicated to Shintō deities of the sea and sea travel, it’s a relaxing haven surrounded by trees and reached via a steep red taiko-bashi (drum bridge), so named for how its reflection completes a circular drum shape. The striking thatch-roofed buildings reveal Japan’s oldest form of shrine architecture – note the forked roof finials called chigi, a motif predating the arrival of Buddhism in the 6th century.

A great way to travel between Abeno Harukas and Sumiyoshi-taisha is aboard one of Osaka’s only tramlines. Built in 1900, the Uemachi line tram starts at Tennoji-Ekimae beside Abeno Harukas and trundles all the way to the shrine on a mixture of road and rail. The route, passing throwback residential streets and commercial quarters, is like peeking into the city’s private backyard. Slow travel at its best.


OSAKA’S OLDEST BUDDHIST TEMPLE

Shitennō-ji in south Osaka is one of Japan’s oldest Buddhist temples. It was founded in 593 by Prince Shōtoku, an intellectual and devout Buddhist of the Asuka period who worked to promote the religion more widely throughout Japan. Rebuilt over the years, the oldest part of the site is a stone torii (Shintō shrine gate) dating back to 1294. While you can freely explore most of the temple grounds, admission is required to enter the main hall and climb the five-storey pagoda. Honbō-teien strolling garden here is also worth a look.

On the 21st of each month, a flea market sets up outside the temple, selling antiques and knick-knacks including porcelain and old kimonos.



WHERE TO BUY VINYL RECORDS IN OSAKA

Time Bomb Records

Stocks an excellent collection of vinyl from ’60s pop and ’70s punk to alternative, soul and psychedelic.

Newtone Records

Newtone trades in electronic music genres like techno, house and ambient.

Rare Groove Osaka

A connoisseur’s treasure trove of Japanese pop, ambient, world music, jazz and rare groove.

Fishy Fun at Osaka Bay

BIG WHEEL VERSUS WHALE SHARK

Remind yourself that Osaka is actually a port city by leaving the urban jungle behind and heading west to Osaka Bay (大阪湾), a chunk of Japan’s almost 2000 sq km of umetatechi (land reclaimed from the sea). The Chūō subway line goes to Osaka-kō Station, where a host of family-friendly attractions await, chief of which is the excellent Osaka Aquarium Kaiyukan, home to a mighty whale shark in its huge central tank. A walkway winds between floors revealing various other marine species from the Pacific Rim region – penguins, butterflyfish, seals, otters and unearthly jellyfish. After 5pm the aquarium switches to ‘night mode’, prompting changes to the lighting and music.

Overlooking the aquarium, the Tempōzan Giant Ferris Wheel also puts on a lightshow after dark, and at 112m-high offers far-reaching bay views – several cabins have a glass bottom. Little ones will love the Legoland Discovery Centre with its play zones, 4D cinema and interactive model of Osaka made from 1½ million bricks (note that adults can’t go without a child in tow). It forms part of Tempōzan Marketplace, also home to a retro 1960s-styled basement food court selling Osaka specialities like tako-yaki, okonomiyaki and ika-yaki (chopped squid pancake).

Next to the aquarium you can set sail on a 45-minute cruise around the bay onboard the Santa Maria, supposedly a replica of Columbus’ famous sailing ship. From the same pier, the Captain’s Line ferry shuttles across the water to Universal Studios Japan.


OTAKU OSAKA: DEN DEN TOWN

From the Japanese word for electricity (denki), Den Den Town is Osaka’s electronics district and go-to neighbourhood for all things ‘otaku’ – computers, pop culture, video games, manga and anime. Often touted as Osaka’s answer to Akihabara in Tokyo, it’s much more lowkey but still exudes a retro-cool appeal. Den Den Town comprises much of the Nipponbashi shopping district, starting southeast of Nankai Namba Station and continuing down to Ebisu-chō Station.

Another Otaku hot wwspot is the Daimaru Umeda department store at Osaka Station. Head up to floor 13 for the Pokémon Centre (expect long queues) and Nintendo Osaka, both offering branded merch, games and toys.



WHERE TO ROCK OUT IN OSAKA

Namba Bears

Punk, rock and indie bands top the bill at this three-decades-old venue. BYOB.

Hokage

Jam to noise, hardcore, metal and anything else sonically abrasive at this underground, multi-floor dive.

Fandango

In the south of the city, this much-loved institution favours Japanese punk rock and experimental noise bands.

A Day at Universal Studios Japan

WHERE HARRY MEETS MARIO

One of Japan’s best theme parks, ‘USJ’ got a huge boost in 2021 with the opening of Super Nintendo World, a Mario-themed wonderland of snapping piranha plants and magical mushrooms. Superfans will want to shell out extra on a ‘Power-Up Band’ that interacts with the environment – you can bash blocks to collect coins and make that iconic ‘boing’ sound, and get extra power-ups for Mario Kart: Koopa’s Challenge, a ride which, for all its augmented-reality wizardry, fails to set the heart racing.

If it’s thrills you’re after, Harry Potter and the Forbidden Journey, set in a spectacular replica of Hogwarts Castle, is a stomach-churning broomstick chase with Harry and co. Don’t bother wasting queuing hours on the Hippogriff coaster as the ride is woefully short. The Jurassic Park zone is a must for its extremely splashy log flume and the frankly terrifying coaster, the Flying Dinosaur, while classics like Jaws and the live Water World show still impress.

For younger kids there are gentler areas themed on Snoopy and Sesame Street, and the rollicking No Limit! Parade (2pm daily), which stars Pokémon, Mario, the Minions and tonnes of ticker tape (you’ll be humming the song for days).

The only drawbacks are that the rides are all in Japanese (though a few, such as Minions Mayhem, have subtitles), and queues can be hours long. Realistically, to enjoy your day, you’ll need to shell out for at least one ‘Express Pass’ set per person on top of the park entrance fee, as well as a timed entry ticket to Super Nintendo World. It won’t be cheap. Check the website for details.
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Osaka’s best quirky experiences

Momofuku Andō Instant Ramen Museum

The highlight at this wacky homage to the 1958 invention of instant noodles is the chance to create your own Cup Noodles pot to take away.

Spa World

This huge, seven-storey onsen (hot-spring) theme park is a kitsch world tour of baths decorated in the styles of various countries.

Misono Building

The once grand Misono Building has fallen into a kind of decadent decay and is now a Bladerunner-esque hive of tiny bars.

ROR Comedy Club

This Seinfeld-styled basement club often has Japanese comics performing hilarious routines (in English), along with American and British stand-ups.



WHERE TO STAY FOR CENTRAL, MIDRANGE COMFORT IN OSAKA

Flag

Hip design hotel with minimalist rooms, a book-filled lounge and Western-style breakfast. ¥¥

Leben

Chic, Muji-style interiors and excellent service. On a quiet street close to the action. ¥¥

Just Sleep

Playful take on a business hotel with designer touches and a generous breakfast. ¥¥

Namba Food Ramble

STROLL, SHOP, EAT, REPEAT

During its merchant heyday, Osaka was the central cog in Japan’s lucrative rice trade, earning it the nickname ‘the nation’s kitchen’. Today that feels equally applicable to Osaka’s giddy obsession with food, especially so in the Namba (難波) area of town – specifically the streets east and southeast of Osaka Namba Station. Here you’ll find a rich filling of markets and restaurants with a more earthy, authentic vibe than Dōtombori to the north.

An Osaka landmark for over a century, Kuromon Ichiba is a 600m-long covered arcade of market vendors specialising mostly in seafood – giant tiger prawns, oysters, spiky uni (sea urchin), fugu (pufferfish) and spider crab legs, much of it portioned up and ready to be cooked and eaten on the spot. Most of the signs are now in English, a reflection of the recent growth in tourist foot traffic. You’ll find a more local foodie experience at the nearby Dōguya-suji arcade, which hawks just about anything related to the preparation, consumption and selling of Osaka’s principal passion. Pick up excellent knives, lacquer miso soup bowls, bamboo steamers, equipment for sushi preparation – even specialist tako-yaki griddles to bring a taste of Osaka back to your home town.

Namba is also a great place to try another of the city’s iconic soul-food dishes, okonomiyaki. A savoury pancake made with flour, grated yam, dashi (fish stock) and cabbage, it’s typically topped with pork belly, shrimp, squid, green onions, sauce and mayo. Fukutaro (2 Chome-3-17 Sennichimae) is a classic okonomiyaki joint where you sit around a teppan (steel hot plate) slicing off wedges of your order with tiny trowels called kote. Get your name on the list outside before it opens at 11.30am.
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MORE OSAKAN FOOD TO TRY

Once you’ve eaten your fill of tako-yaki and okonomiyaki, give these local dishes a whirl.

Kushikatsu

Skewers of meat, seafood and veggies are coated in a flour, egg and panko crumb. Delicately deep-fried, they’re served with a tangy dipping sauce.

Doteyaki

Usually dished up in small bowls, doteyaki is a delicious stew of beef tendon slow-cooked until tender in miso, sweet sake and sugar.

Kitsune udon

Originating in Osaka, thick udon noodles are served in a dashi broth and topped with strips of age (deep-fried tofu).

Oshizushi

Unlike nigiri sushi, Osaka’s oshizushi is made not by hand but compressed using a mould to create a neat, tightly packed sushi stack. It’s often done with pickled mackerel.



WHERE TO EAT SUPERIOR SUSHI IN OSAKA

Endo Sushi

Start your day right with a sushi breakfast at this century-old stalwart in Osaka’s fish market. ¥¥

Yoshino Sushi

In business since 1841, Yoshino specialises in Osaka-style ‘pressed sushi’ neatly formed using wooden moulds. ¥¥

Sushiyoshi

The contemporary sushi here has earned two Michelin stars for its creative flavour combinations. ¥¥¥

Time Out on Naka-no-shima

GARDENS, GALLERIES AND RIVER VIEWS

The spindly, 3km-long sandbar island of Naka-no-shima (中之島), sandwiched between a pair of rivers, is where Kita (north) meets Minami (south). Offering cultural institutions, heritage buildings and open space, it makes for a breezy reprieve from Osaka’s more claustrophobic streetscapes.

The artistically inclined can choose from two neighbouring art museums. The National Museum of Art, Osaka was built for Expo ’70 by architect César Pelli, and showcases 20th-century artists in a quirky underground space. The formidable black cube next door is Nakanoshima Museum of Art, which opened in 2022 after years of false starts. Inside the enormous atrium, escalators soar skywards to exhibition chambers often featuring works by Saeki Yuzo (1898–1928), a modernist painter born in Osaka.

A stroll east takes you to the Museum of Oriental Ceramics, home to one of the world’s top collections of Chinese and Korean porcelain. En route you’ll pass Osaka Prefectural Nakanoshima Library and Osaka City Central Public Hall, two rare surviving civic buildings built in the Western neoclassical style of the early 1900s. The island eventually narrows to a point like the prow of a ship after passing through charming Rose Gardens and Nakanoshima Park, where locals lounge and picnic on the lawns.

You won’t find much to eat or drink on the island itself; better to cross south to the opposite bank of the Tosabori-gawa, where a row of venues offer fine river views. Brooklyn Roasting Company pours killer brews and has a riverside terrace, while Kitahama Retro does a roaring trade in dainty afternoon tea, served up in a slender antique building that now stands alone among modern constructions.


OSAKA’S BEST SHOPPING ARCADES

Osaka is famous for its shōtengai (covered, pedestrianised market streets). Here are three to check out.

Tenjinbashi-Suji

Japan’s longest shōtengai spans an incredible 2.6km over six city blocks. Of its 600 or so shops, many are small independent businesses like game parlours, coffee roasteries and repair shops.

Karahori-Suji

Vendors selling pickles and roasted sweet potatoes. On side streets, cafes and boutiques have moved into old wooden buildings.

Shinsaibashi-Suji

Established in the Edo period, this shōtengai is now a buzzing temple to modern retail.



WHERE TO EAT NOODLES IN OSAKA

Imai Honten

Try Osaka’s famous kitsune udon (noodles in soup with fried tofu) at this revered specialist in Dōtombori. ¥

Kinryū Ramen

Beneath a huge fibreglass dragon, this Dōtombori spot makes its own noodles in-house. ¥

Most Deserted Ramen Bar in the World

City types and foodies queue up for superior spicy ramen at this office-block restaurant. ¥

Monorail to Expo ’70

PROGRESS AND HARMONY FOR HUMANKIND

All eyes will be on Osaka in 2025 when it hosts the World Exposition on a slice of reclaimed land in Osaka Bay. If you miss that, though, why not get a taste of when Osaka hosted Expo the first time around?

Expo ’70 Commemorative Park, 50 minutes from central Osaka by metro and monorail, was where the 1970 World Fair was held – the first such event in Japan and a huge moment for Osaka. Flower gardens and forest have reclaimed the site where a fantastical ‘city of the future’ briefly blossomed, save for the Tower of the Sun, the expo’s 70m-tall centrepiece created by Japanese artist Tarō Okamoto. Much derided and debated at the time, the avant-garde design has a trio of faces meant to represent past, present and future. More exotic totems are on show at the superb National Museum of Ethnology inside the park, which showcases the world’s cultures via a diverse and revealing collection of artefacts – everything from Yap island ‘rai stones’ to a papier-mâché rendering of Mexico’s Day of the Dead, and even a gleaming Filipino jeepney. The Japanese section is particularly impressive, with colourful exhibits on Okinawan history and Japan’s indigenous Ainu culture. Be sure to get the multimedia audio guide, which after a bit of fiddling really brings the place to life.

Since you’ve come all this way, tack on a visit to the Open-Air Museum of Old Japanese Farmhouses showcasing actual homesteads in various native styles transplanted from other parts of Japan. Not too distant is the Asahi Beer Museum, with high-tech exhibits, tastings and a factory tour.
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OSAKA’S AFTER-WORK PARTY DISTRICT

If the idea of smoke-filled izakaya pubs and tiny eateries strung together along ramshackle alleyways sounds appealing, get yourself to Tenma (天満). Heading north from Tenma Station, you’ll soon fall down the rabbit hole along lanes barely wide enough for a motorbike. Lose yourself among the after-work throng and take your pick from retro-cool venues selling okonomiyaki, kushikatsu and barbecued meats. Yao Kamaboko specialises in dishes made from surimi (fish paste) – the owner speaks a bit of English and has a taste for heavy-metal music. For a drink, head to Beer Belly Tenma, a craft-beer pub showcasing Osaka’s own Minoh brewery.




Getting Around

Trains and subways should get you everywhere you need to go in Osaka, unless you stay out past midnight when you’ll need to rely on taxis (a red indicator light means the taxi is available). Google Maps has up-to-the-minute travel schedules, even suggesting the best carriages to ride in and subway exits to take.

If you’re staying for a few days, it’s worth getting an ICOCA Card to save the hassle of buying individual tickets for each journey. You can get one, and charge it using cash, from subway ticket machines.






KōBE
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Long heralded as one of Japan’s most attractive cities, Kōbe (神戸) sits pretty between the green peaks of the Rokkō Mountains and the sea. It was one of the first places in Japan to open up to the outside world in the mid-19th century, and part of the city’s appeal today lies in discovering historic traces of this cosmopolitan legacy, such as in the enclave of Kitano-chō with its quirky colonial-era mansions.

Kōbe is easily visited as a day trip from Osaka or Kyoto, or as a stopover en route to points west, but stay put for a couple of days and you’ll have time to savour the hillside beauty spots, explore the waterfront and tap into the tragic tale of the Great Hanshin Earthquake that rocked the city in 1995. Kōbe is also game for a fun night out, with a diverse culinary scene going beyond Japan’s most-prized beef.
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SIGHTS

1 Ben’s House

2 English House

3 Former US Consulate Building

4 Kōbe City Museum

5 Moegi House

6 Nunobiki Herb Garden

7 Uroko House

8 Weathercock House

9 Yamate 8-Banjan

SLEEPING

10 Kōbe Motomachi Tokyu REI Hotel

11 Oriental Hotel

12 Peanuts Hotel

EATING

13 Daichi

14 Kōbe Gyūdon Hiroshige

15 Kōbe Plaisir

16 Sai-Dining

17 Tor Road Steak Aoyama

DRINKING

18 Kazan Room

19 New München Kōbe Taishikan

20 Sakeyashiro

INFORMATION

21 Ijinkan Uroko Visitor Center

TRANSPORT

22 Kōbe Nunobiki Ropeway




TOP TIP

Kōbe has three main areas. To the north is Kitano-chō with its mansions and harbour views. In the centre are the shopping and dining areas of Sannomiya and Motomachi, plus Chinatown. To the south is the newer, glitzier waterfront.
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Mansion-Hopping in the Hills

KŌBE’S TREATY PORT PAST

When Kōbe opened up as a treaty port in 1868, European and American traders came to live in an area of land near the water known as the Kōbe foreign settlement. Today, barely any traces remain of the schools, warehouses and churches they built, but up in the hillside district of Kitano-chō (北野町), where many of the foreigners had villas, a dozen or so grand old residences have survived intact.

Two of the best-preserved ijinkan (literally ‘foreigners’ houses’) you can visit are the red-brick Weathercock House, built in 1909 for a German trader, and the jade-green Moegi House, built in 1903 for the former US consul. Much of the interiors, fireplaces and furnishings are original – note the lengths that the expats went to in order to maintain their native lifestyles, even going so far as to employ architects and designers from their own countries.

During the three decades of the foreign settlement (a product of so-called gunboat diplomacy), its inhabitants were exempt from Japanese laws, while the Japanese themselves were forbidden from living inside. But these points are largely overlooked at Kitano-chō’s heritage sites in favour of a whimsical, romantic appraisal of East–West relations. In the English House visitors don deerstalker hats and cosplay as Sherlock Holmes, while the eccentric Ben’s House has a pair of stuffed polar bears collected by its former owner, a British aristocrat. Further up the hill, slate-clad Uroko House and the Tudor-styled Yamate 8-Banjan have gorgeous views down to the port. Combination tickets to various residences can be purchased from the Ijinkan Uroko Visitor Center up the hill past the Starbucks, itself housed in an old ijinkan, circa 1907.
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Moegi House | fukez84/Shutterstock ©


THE GREAT HANSHIN EARTHQUAKE

At 5.46am on 17 January 1995 the Great Hanshin Earthquake struck. The epicentre of the quake was just 20km away from Kōbe and the tremors lasted 20 seconds – enough to topple expressways, road and rail bridges and destroy nearly 400,000 buildings. Over 6000 people died and more than 30,000 were injured in Japan’s strongest quake since the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923, which devastated Tokyo.

You can learn more about the quake, its aftermath, recovery and legacy at the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake Memorial Disaster Reduction and Human Renovation Institution. Dioramas and videos recreate the terrible scale of the disaster, and show how the earthquake proved to be a wake-up call for Japanese disaster prevention.



WHERE TO STAY IN KōBE

Oriental Hotel

Heritage hotel rebuilt after the 1995 earthquake in a design-led, boutique style. Exceptional service. ¥¥¥

Peanuts Hotel

An entire hotel lovingly themed on Snoopy, Charlie Brown and the Peanuts gang? Only in Japan. ¥¥

Kōbe Motomachi Tokyu REI Hotel

A great location and spacious rooms put it well ahead of rival business hotels. ¥¥

Step Out into Nature

RARE HERBS AND WATERFALLS

In Kōbe you can step right off the shinkansen and on to hiking paths that whisk you up to some surprisingly tranquil beauty spots. Nunobiki Falls (布引の滝), accessed by a steep 400m path from Shin-Kōbe Station, has been the subject of art, poetry and worship for centuries, and was regularly enjoyed by the residents of the Kōbe foreign settlement. The longest section of falls is 43m high and cascades through a gorge into a picture-perfect pool hemmed in by forest. The name ‘Nunobiki’ refers to a draped white cloth for the way the water billows luxuriously down the hillside.

A more leisurely route to the falls can be had by riding the Kōbe Nunobiki Ropeway (runs until 8.15pm in summer); the base station is a five-minute walk east of Kitano-chō. Take in the outstanding views of Kōbe and the waterfall as the cable car glides upwards to the Nunobiki Herb Garden, an attraction popular with Japanese families for its neatly pruned flowerbeds and Kōbe views. At the top, hikers can sneak away through a boar-proof gate and pick up the marked trailhead to the summit of Mt Maya (one to two hours). Everyone else meanders down the hillside admiring the flora, visiting the glasshouse and eating ice cream. When you reach the midway station of the Ropeway, there are signs to the hiking trail (mostly on an old road) that leads downhill to Nunobiki Falls in about 10 minutes.
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Kōbe Nunobiki Ropeway | Gaid Kornsilapa/Shutterstock ©


MARBLED TO PERFECTION

Kōbe is famous for its top-class beef, considered by connoisseurs to be the world’s finest. What makes it special is the high level of marbling – essentially strands of intramuscular fat which gives the meat the patina of marble. During cooking all that fat melts into the meat, adding flavour and tenderness.

Contrary to popular belief, Kōbe cows are not massaged or played classical music, but the meat must fulfil strict criteria and come from a Tajima breed of Japanese black cow, born, raised and slaughtered in Kōbe’s home prefecture, Hyōgo. When ordering, splurge on the cut rather than the size, as the fat content makes Kōbe beef very filling.



WHERE TO DRINK IN KōBE

New München Kōbe Taishikan

Grand, Bavarian-style beer hall serving Sapporo beers and a selection of fried snacks.

Kazan Room

This American-run tiki bar is the real deal, mixing rum-soaked drinks in a kitsch, palm-strewn space.

Sakeyashiro

Hyōgo Prefecture is famous for sake, and this standing bar has a huge selection including many from local brewers.

Downtown Kōbe & the Waterfront

LIFE AFTER THE QUAKE

Flowing south from Sannomiya Station, downtown Kōbe is a compact, walkable grid of office blocks, hotels and covered shopping arcades. Part of this area comprised the Kōbe foreign settlement, but only one building survives from the years before 1899 when it returned to Japanese control. The Former US Consulate Building (15 Naniwamachi) was built in 1880 and is tucked away behind the excellent Kōbe City Museum, itself a striking, Greek-Revival-style building from 1935. Pop inside for the slick (and free) exhibition on the history of Kōbe, featuring interactive scale models of the foreign settlement.

Also trading at Kōbe port were the Chinese who established Nankin-machi, Kōbe’s Chinatown (Nankin means Nanjing, machi simply means town). Centred on China Sq with its decorative pavilion, it’s a fun spot to stroll and snack on nikuman (steamed buns) and chimaki (sticky rice wrapped in bamboo leaves).

Reaching the waterfront, you’ll see Meriken Park, a harbourside plaza with fountains and attractions like the Kōbe Maritime Museum, which is crammed with highly detailed models of old ships. Over by the water’s edge, the Port of Kōbe Earthquake Memorial Park commemorates the 6434 lives lost in the Great Hanshin Earthquake. The memorial preserves a section of twisted dock left as it was after that devastating day.

Look out for the bright red Kōbe Port Tower with its pipe lattice structure, built in 1963 and 108m tall. When renovations are complete, you’ll be able to climb to the observation deck for panoramic views. Further west, Kōbe Harbor Land is a shopping and dining complex with a giant Ferris wheel attached.


BEST PLACES TO EAT KōBE BEEF

Tor Road Steak Aoyama

Intimate, family-run teppanyaki beef restaurant with just eight seats. ¥¥¥

Kōbe Plaisir

A great place to try Kōbe beef prepared in a variety of styles. ¥¥¥

Kōbe Gyūdon Hiroshige

Prime Kōbe beef is thinly sliced and served over rice at this snug restaurant. ¥¥

Sai-Dining

Stylish basement restaurant where Kōbe steaks are cooked in front of diners. ¥¥¥

Daichi

A reliable spot for Kōbe beef served teppanyaki style, with a range of differently priced cuts. ¥¥¥




Getting Around

While Kōbe is small enough to get around on foot, you can save time by riding the City Loop Bus, which stops at Kitano-chō, the Kōbe Nunobiki Ropeway, Chinatown, the waterfront and the main train stations. Hop on and off or buy a day pass. Look for the vintage-style green buses.






Beyond Kōbe
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Ride the rails to Japan’s greatest castle at Himeji, or zipline into Godzilla’s gaping jaws on the island of Awajishima.


Kōbe is just half an hour by shinkansen from the easy-going city of Himeji (姫路市), famous for a magnificent castle that grabs your eye long before the train has rolled into the station. Sometimes called the ‘White Heron Castle’ for the way its graceful form resembles a bird taking flight, Himeji-jō is one of Japan’s most popular tourist sights and an easy stopover on rail trips across the country.

A more recent engineering marvel, the Akashi Kaikyō Bridge is the world’s second-longest suspension bridge and connects Kōbe to Awajishima, the largest island in the Seto Inland Sea. The big attraction here is an amusement park themed to some of Japan’s best-loved manga and fantasy franchises.
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Akashi Kaikyō Bridge | Sean Pavone/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Visit the tourist information centre in Himeji Station and chances are you’ll meet local volunteer guides offering their services for free.



King of the Castles

BREACH THE DEFENCES AT HIMEJI-JŌ

The soaring, 45m-tall white castle of Himeji-jō (姫路城) is a glorious sight, particularly in spring when a thousand cherry trees erupt in the castle grounds. A star of the silver screen, the iconic castle appeared in Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954) and Ran (1985), and even portrayed a ninja training school in the James Bond film You Only Live Twice. A castle has stood on the site since 1333, but the current edition dates to 1609, constructed by the son-in-law of Tokugawa Ieyasu, Japan’s shogun (military and political ruler) at the time.

While other castles may have played a more pivotal role in history, Himeji-jō is the finest surviving example from Japan’s castle-building boom of the late 16th and early 17th century. That’s because it largely stayed out of trouble, avoiding conflict through the ages – the city of Himeji was bombed to bits during WWII, but the castle escaped intact (supposedly a bomb hit the roof but didn’t go off). It’s also testament to the superb quality of the castle’s construction, helping it withstand natural disasters like the Great Hanshin Earthquake in 1995. Not to mention periods of extensive restoration, such as during the 1960s when a third of the castle’s timber skeleton was replaced, and a six-year period up to 2015 when the walls were re-plastered, roofs restored and earthquake-proofing installed.

It takes about 1½ hours to follow the arrow-marked route around the castle. On the way you’ll encounter many of the fiendish defensive features that bely the castle’s ornamental appearance: nearly 1000 gun and arrow notches; the disorienting, maze-like approach to the main keep with its narrow kill corridors and hidden openings from which defenders could spring surprise ambushes.

The castle is a 10-minute walk from Himeji Station. After visiting, check out Kōkō-en next door, a modern recreation of an Edo-era samurai residence with a lovely strolling garden.
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SAKE, SAKE, EVERYWHERE

Thanks to its high-quality water, rice and favourable climate, Hyōgo Prefecture, to which Kōbe belongs, is famous for sake. Nada District, several kilometres east of central Kōbe, has a history of sake production going back to the 14th century. Several of its famous breweries offer tours and tastings. Hakutsuru, a major producer founded in 1743, has a self-guided tour through its old wooden brewery (the current, modern brewery is behind it), which reveals a fascinating look at traditional sake-making methods, finishing with a tasting session. Kōbe Shushinkan is another brewery offering tours and tastings.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN HIMEJI

Hanamoto Coffee

Retro yet refined, this cafe has been pouring Himeji’s best coffee since 1975. Also does breakfast. ¥

Takata-no-Baba

Right by the castle, this shop/restaurant has tasty lunch sets and pavement seating with castle views. ¥

Rikimaru

Reliable local conveyer-belt sushi chain with a huge selection. Order using the multilingual tablets. ¥¥

Awajishima Anime Excursion

GIGANTOR VERSUS GODZILLA

Around half an hour from Kōbe, a huge suspension bridge tethers Kansai to Awajishima (淡路島), an island in the Seto Inland Sea. You can get a good look at this feat of engineering by visiting the Maikō Marine Promenade (take the JR Kōbe line to Maikō Station), where a glass-floor observation platform extends out over the water. But if you’re a fan of the franchises Naruto, Dragon Quest, Crayon Shin-chan or Godzilla, you’ll want to cross the bridge and check out Awajishima Anime Park (Nijigen no Mori). Don’t go expecting roller-coasters (it’s more like activity playgrounds), but there are thrills to be had ziplining into the jaws of a ‘life-size’ Godzilla at Godzilla Interception Operation. An attached museum has props from the movies and large-scale dioramas.

Closer to Kōbe, there’s another treat for manga fans – a giant statue of Gigantor, aka Tetsujin 28, clocking in at 18m high and weighing 50 tonnes. The title character from a 1956 manga series partly set in Kōbe, the mecha robot was unveiled in 2009 on the 80th birthday of its creator, Mitsuteru Yokoyama. You can find him in a nondescript plaza just outside Shin-Nagata Station.


HIMEJI-Jō SCAVENGER HUNT

On your explorations of Himeji Castle, keep an eye out for these quirky details:

Tiger-headed fish

Called a Shachihoko, it was put on castles as a charm to protect against fire.

Ambush rooms

On the 3rd floor of the keep, small hidden doors conceal rooms from which samurai could ambush attackers.

Very old tree

There are two main supporting columns inside the castle; only one is original, the 25m-tall trunk of a single cypress tree.

Fan-shaped wall

A design feature of some of Himeji’s walls that’s both elegant and tricky for attackers to climb.

Coffin stone

At least one of the huge stones in the castle wall is a coffin taken from an ancient burial mound.




Getting Around

To get to Awajishima Anime Park, pick up a highway bus from outside Maikō Station to Awaji Interchange across the bridge, then change to the free park shuttle.

Himeji is a stop on the Sanyō shinkansen, with connections to Shin-Kōbe (25 minutes), Shin-Osaka (35 minutes) and Kyoto (55 minutes).






NARA
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Before Kyoto there was Nara (奈良), Japan’s first permanent capital and one of the country’s most rewarding destinations. Many travellers come here on a day trip from Osaka or Kyoto, which is just enough time to breeze through the main attractions. Top billing goes to the awesome Daibutsu (Great Buddha), resplendent inside one of the world’s largest wooden halls, though for many it’s Nara’s free-roaming deer that leave the deepest impression.

Nara was named Japan’s first permanent capital in 710, ending a tradition whereby the imperial court relocated each time an emperor died. The Nara period was hugely influential, absorbing influences from China and laying the foundations of Japanese culture, but it lasted just 75 years. The rapid ascendance of Nara’s Buddhist establishment spooked the imperial government, and so the capital was moved to Kyoto, which in turn spared Nara from the destructive wars of later centuries.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Daibutsu

2 Kōfuku-ji

SIGHTS

3 Chūkondō

4 Five-Storey Pagoda

5 Gangō-ji

6 Isui-en

7 Kasuga-taisha

8 Kōfuku-ji National Treasure Museum

9 Nara Buddhist Sculpture Hall

10 Nara National Museum

11 Nara-kōen

12 Naramachi Kōshi-no-Ie

13 Roku-en

14 Three-Storey Pagoda

15 Tōdai-ji

16 Tōdai-ji Museum

see 2 Tōkondō

17 Yoshiki-en

SLEEPING

18 APA Hotel Kintetsunara-Ekimae

19 Deer Park Inn

20 Guesthouse Tamura

21 Nara Hotel

22 Noborioji Hotel

23 Yuzan Guesthouse

EATING

24 Hirasō

25 Mizuya Chaya

26 Sigenoi Nara

DRINKING

see 6 Sanshūtei Tea House

SHOPPING

27 Ikeda Gankōdō

28 Nipponichi

29 Yu Nakagawa Honten

INFORMATION

30 Nara City Tourist Information Center

31 Nara Visitor Center & Inn




TOP TIP

The central sights of Nara are walkable, clustered together in and around Nara Park (Nara-kōen). Of the two main train stations (JR Nara and Kintetsu-Nara), Kintetsu-Nara is closest to the sights, though both are within walking distance.
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WONDERS OF NARA BY FOOT
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Allow the best part of a day for this 6km walk taking in the main sights of Nara. From Kintetsu Nara Station, head east (you’ll spot the sacred deer almost immediately), cross via the underpass to the northeast corner of the road then continue on to 1 Isui-en. Savour the poetic beauty of this strolling garden then navigate the quiet streets north of Isui-en to Tōdai-ji. Divert to 2 Nandai-mon to check out the fierce Niō (guardian) statues, then join the throngs marching to 3 Daibutsu-den to pay homage to Daibutsu (Great Buddha), holding court for more than 1250 years. Exit to the east of Daibutsu-den and head up the hill to 4 Nigatsu-dō for views across Nara plain. Have a peek at the adjacent 5 Hokke-dō, the oldest building in the Tōdai-ji temple complex, then take the path running south, passing the grassy slopes of Wakakusa-yama and down a set of steps towards forest. Here you can stop for tea and sweets at 6 Mizuya-chaya before continuing on to 7 Kasuga-taisha, Nara’s principal shrine, a vermilion beacon of colour garnished with lanterns. Leave the shrine via its south gate and continue uphill to the subshrine of 8 Wakamiya-jinja, passing several small shrines on the way. Retrace your steps towards Kasuga-taisha and take the path that leads down towards the centre of town. You’ll pass first through 9 Ni-no-Torii, a large Shintō shrine gate. Continue down the broad, wooded arcade to 10 Ichi-no-Torii, another shrine gate. Cross the street and you’ll soon see Kōfuku-ji’s 11 Five-Storey Pagoda. Finish with a wander around the temple’s grounds, then walk back to Kintetsu Nara Station.



Meet Nara’s Sacred Deer

BOWING FOR BISCUITS

Nara-kōen (奈良公園), a park at the foot of Wakakusa-yama, contains within its verdant folds many of Nara’s top sights. These include Nara’s 1200 or so silka deer, who, despite the rarefied grandeur of the realm they inhabit, are (whisper it) the main attraction for most travellers. In fact, the deer themselves are designated a natural treasure, and boy do they know it. Unerringly tame, some have learned to bow in return for shika-sembei, the deer crackers sold from vendors (a mix of wheat flour and rice bran), while others – the pushier treasures – tug and nibble at your clothes. Deer–tourist relations are mostly harmonious, but accidents happen – avoid teasing the deer when feeding, and if you want to be left alone, hold your hands up to show they are empty.

Though you’ll see them on the street almost as soon as you exit Kintetsu-Nara Station, the free-roaming deer are sacred to Kasuga-taisha, a shrine in the east of the park. One of the deities enshrined there is said to have ridden to Nara upon a sacred white deer, and ever since the deer of Nara have been protected as helpers of the gods. Though perhaps not divine, they are special – scientists have discovered Nara Park’s deer possess a unique genotype not seen in other herds, reflecting their thousand-plus years of protection.

Throughout June (11am to 2pm daily) you can coo over the newborn fawns at Roku-en, a complex near the shrine where the Nara Deer Preservation Foundation is based. For three days in early October, the males have their antlers sawn off in a ceremony called Shika-no-Tsunokiri. Held since 1671, it’s to prevent rutting bucks from causing injury to people and each other.
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GUIDED TOURS OF NARA

Nara Walk

Sign up for a three-hour morning tour around the main sights of Nara-kōen, run by professional English-speaking guides. Check the website for excursions to some of Nara’s less-visited temples and sights. (narawalk.com)

Nara Student Guides

This volunteer guide organisation has been showing international visitors around Nara since 1964. Tours are free and can last a full day. Book online at least three days in advance. (narastudentguide.org)

EGG Nara YMCA

Free tours of Nara led by ‘English Goodwill Guides’. If you didn’t book ahead, you might still see their volunteers soliciting outside Nara’s two main stations. (egg-nara.org)



WHERE TO STAY IN NARA

Deer Park Inn

Welcoming little hostel with a unique location inside Nara Park itself. ¥

Nara Hotel

Albert Einstein and Audrey Hepburn are among past guests at this sumptuous 1909 grand dame. ¥¥¥

Guesthouse Tamura

Neat dorms and doubles housed in a traditional Japanese home in Nara’s Naramachi District. ¥

Noborioji Hotel

Charming staff and spacious, beautifully appointed rooms overlooking deer-filled Nara-kōen. ¥¥¥

Yuzan Guesthouse

Bike hire and breakfast are offered at this friendly, central spot with four-bed dorms. ¥

APA Hotel Kintetsunara-Ekimae

Reliable business chain hotel with a superb location on Nara Park’s edge. ¥¥

Behold the Big Buddha

WHEN SIZE WAS EVERYTHING

Exploring Nara is like travelling back to a time before ‘small is beautiful’ was the prevailing ethos in Japan. Nara (then called Heijō-kyō) was modelled after Chang’an, the capital of Tang-dynasty China and likely the world’s biggest city in the 8th century. China’s emphasis on grandeur, power and monumentality found its way into Japan’s cultural and artistic expressions most spectacularly at Tōdai-ji (東大寺), a Buddhist temple complex home to one of the largest bronze statues in the world. Daibutsu (Great Buddha) sits just over 16m high and consists of 437 tonnes of bronze and 130kg of gold. Unveiled by Emperor Shōmu in 752 exactly 200 years after Buddhism first came to Japan, it was the biggest Buddhist statue anywhere, and it needed a suitably impressive building to house it. Daibutsu-den (Hall of the Great Buddha) is one of the world’s largest all-wood buildings, even though the current structure (circa 1709) is two-thirds the size of the original, which was gutted by fire in the 12th century.

The approach to Daibutsu-den is similarly epic, passing through Nandai-mon, the biggest temple gate in Japan. A pair of fierce, 8m-tall Niō stand sentinel, carved in the 13th century by Unkei, a famous sculptor from the Kamakura period (1185–1333). Yet more imposing temple statuary is on display inside the adjacent Tōdai-ji Museum.

Tōdai-ji, along with Nara’s other central sights, occupies what was just one corner of the old capital – the imperial palace was 4km due west. Little more than foundations and open fields today, the Heijō Palace Site Historical Park sees few visitors, but it does give a sense of Heijō-kyō’s impressive scale.


NARA’S BEST FESTIVALS

Yamayaki

On the fourth Saturday in January, the grassy slopes of Wakakusa-yama are set alight (Yamayaki means ‘mountain burning’), and the whole town glows red. A fireworks display follows.

Shuni-e Ceremony

From 1 to 14 March, the monks of Tōdai-ji parade huge, flaming torches around the balcony of Nigatsu-dō for 10 nights straight, raining embers on spectators to purify them.

Mantōrō

On 3 February and again in August, Kasuga-taisha lights each and every one of its 3000 stone and bronze lanterns, a mesmerising spectacle.

Takigi Nō

On the third Friday and Saturday in May, open-air performances of nō (stylised dance-drama peformed on a bare stage) are staged in Kōfuku-ji by the light of bonfires (takigi).
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Treasure Hunting at Kōfuku-ji

HEAD TO HEAD WITH BUDDHA

Another of the ‘Seven Great Temples of Nara’ and the closest to the train stations, Kōfuku-ji (興福寺) was built in 710 at the behest of the Fujiwara clan, one of the most powerful noble families in ancient Japan. Meaning ‘the Temple that generates blessings’, Kōfuku-ji expanded over the centuries thanks in part to the continued patronage of its founders, though much was later lost to fire, war and anti-Buddhist persecutions. Of the buildings that remain, the Five-Storey Pagoda is Japan’s second tallest behind the one at Tō-ji Temple in Kyoto. It has burned down a total of five times since it was first erected in 730; the current iteration (circa 1426) is undergoing renovations until 2031. The smaller Three-Storey Pagoda dates to 1181 and is considered an outstanding example of Buddhist architecture from the Heian period (794–1185).

Emperor Shōmu, in order to pray for his sick aunt, ordered the Tōkondō (Eastern Golden Hall) built in 726. Appropriately, its main icon is a statue of Yakushi Nyorai, the Buddha of medicine. During building repairs in 1937, the head of the original Buddha (whose body was lost to fire in the 15th century) was discovered concealed inside the throne of the newer one. You can see it, a little worse for wear, on display at the Kōfuku-ji National Treasure Museum next door, along with the vividly expressive ‘Twelve Heavenly Generals’, fashioned from thin boards of cypress and considered masterpieces of Japanese wood relief carving.

Looking a bit incongruous is the Chūkondō (Central Golden Hall). Originally the oldest and most important of Kōfuku-ji’s three Golden Halls, it burned down for the seventh time in 1717, and was only rebuilt in 2018.


THE AFFAIR THAT KILLED A CAPITAL

Japan’s ‘permanent’ capital lasted only 75 years before a scandalous affair led to Nara’s demotion. In 761, a Buddhist priest named Dōkyō won the affections of the former empress Kōken, gaining power and influence. A coup ensued, restoring Kōken to the throne and promoting Dōkyō to the highest political and religious positions in the land. But that wasn’t enough for Dōkyō, who fabricated omens that foretold his succession to emperor. His overreach angered the powerful Fujiwara clan, and when the empress died in 770, Dōkyō was banished. The affair caused widespread unrest, and the imperial court, fearing the growing power of Nara’s Buddhist establishment, decided to move the capital away from Nara.



WHERE TO EAT IN NARA

Mizuya Chaya

Grab a snack at this lovely thatched-roof teahouse in a glade close to Kasuga-taisha. ¥

Hirasō

Try local dishes like kakinoha-zushi (sushi in persimmon leaf) and chagayu (rice porridge with green tea). ¥¥

Sigenoi Nara

Superior udon noodles in a side street close to JR Nara Station. ¥

Deep Dive into History

NARA’S MARVELLOUS MUSEUM

If Nara’s temples and shrines have given you a taste for antiquities, level-up your knowledge at the Nara National Museum. Easy to spot with its Doric columns and French Renaissance styling, it’s just about the only Western-style building inside Nara-kōen. The first exhibition was held here in 1895.

Of chief interest is the Nara Buddhist Sculpture Hall. It displays the museum’s unrivalled collection of butsu-zō (statues of Buddhas and bodhisattvas), which would once have been worshipped inside temples around Japan. With around a hundred on display at any one time, many are designated national treasures and some are simply monumental, like the pair of Kongorishiki (temple guardians) on loan from Kinpusen-ji Temple in Yoshino. Of all the museum’s statues, these are the only ones you’re permitted to photograph.
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Go for a Garden Stroll

TEA AND TRANQUILLITY

Just west of Tōdai-ji, the strolling gardens of Isui-en (依水園) and Yoshiki-en (吉城園) are a serene counterpoint to Nara’s bustling temples. The finest is Isui-en, a traditional strolling garden from two distinct eras. The ‘rear’ garden dates to the early 20th century and is a masterclass of scale and beauty. Note the technique of shakkei (borrowed scenery) that incorporates Nara’s mountains into the design, along with the use of miniature dwarf pines to evoke much larger trees. The smaller ‘front’ garden is older, built in the 1670s by a merchant who dealt in the fabric used for official samurai attire. You can admire it over tea and cake from the historic Sanshūtei Tea House by the garden entrance.

Next door is Yoshiki-en, which, while not quite as enchanting, is free to enter and has an intriguing garden carpeted by thick green moss.


NARA TOURIST INFORMATION

With so much to see in Nara, it’s worth calling in to one of the city’s excellent tourist information offices on arrival. Nara City Tourist Information Center, in a historic former station building (circa 1934) just outside JR Nation Station, has a library’s worth of maps and pamphlets, tour and bike-hire info, luggage storage and a branch of Starbucks. A smaller tourist information branch is at Kintetsu-Nara Station (near exit 3), while the Nara Visitor Center & Inn, south of Sarusawa-ike, also puts on cultural experiences like tea ceremonies and origami workshops.



WHERE TO FIND SOUVENIRS IN NARA

Ikeda Gankōdō

This sixth-generation fan maker crafts paddle-style fans made with silk and handmade paper.

Yu Nakagawa Honten

Nara’s famed 300-year-old linen producer creates beautiful bags, pouches and scarves.

Nipponichi

Good-quality tea towels, homewares and totes emblazoned with cute deer and Nara motifs.

Nara’s Spiritual Sanctuary

PRIMEVAL NATURE AT KASUGA-TAISHA

Shaded by wisteria trees that come into bloom just after cherry-blossom season, Kasuga-taisha (春日大社) is Nara’s most important shrine and a natural sanctuary on the edge of protected primeval forest. Established in 768 to watch over the new capital, it was also the family shrine of the powerful Fujiwara clan who built Kōfuku-ji. The shrine was ritually rebuilt every 20 years, according to Shintō tradition, until the late 19th century. An avenue of stone lanterns marks the approach up through Nara-kōen, while hundreds of bronze lanterns dangle from the bright vermilion halls – these are lit twice a year for the Mantōrō, in early February and mid-August. One of the four kami (gods) enshrined here was said to have travelled from Kashima-jingu in Ibaraki Prefecture to protect Nara, riding a white deer. Thus, Nara’s deer have been protected ever since as messengers of the gods. Every morning at 9am you can observe a chōhai (morning prayer service), held in the Naoraiden (Ceremony Hall).

Within the shrine’s precincts you can also find trails into Kasugayama Primeval Forest that lead to waterfalls and caves carved with Buddha niches. A protected sanctuary since the 9th century, the forest was only made accessible to the public in 1956. If you’re interested in hiking there, you should enquire at the tourist information centre by JR Nara Station.
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NARAMACHI MERCHANT QUARTER

Save some time to stroll around Naramachi (奈良町), Nara’s traditional merchant quarter. South of Sarusawa-Ike (the pond beside Kōfuku-ji) you’ll find an appealing grid of narrow streets and many well-preserved machiya (shop-houses) and kura (storehouses). Stop in at Naramachi Kōshi-no-Ie, an old merchant’s house, where you can check out the period interiors. There’s also a temple, sleepy Gangō-ji, which claims the oldest tiled roof in Japan and has a miniature model of a pagoda that is a national treasure. Nara Walk (narawalk.com) does an afternoon ‘old town stroll’ through the neighbourhood, including tasting the sake the area is known for.




Getting Around

Although Nara’s main sights are walkable, hiring a bike gives you more time to explore the narrow streets of Naramachi. Nara Rent-A-Cycle is just north of Kintetsu-Nara Station; you can reserve bikes in advance online (nara-rent-a-cycle.com).

Two circular bus routes cover the Nara-kōen area: bus 1 (anticlockwise) and bus 2 (clockwise).






Beyond Nara


[image: jpg]

Sprinkled with temples, terraced fields and ancient tombs, rural Nara offers an easy escape from the Kansai tourist trail.


Before Nara rose to greatness, the forerunners of Japan’s ruling Yamato dynasty had their capital at Asuka in the southern reaches of the fertile Nara basin. A sleepy village of farms and rice fields today, echoes of a nobler past can be found in the huge kofun (burial mounds) marking the hillsides. Nara Prefecture is replete with significant temples and shrines, some in isolated mountain settings and others swallowed up by suburbs.

Further south, the mountain hamlet of Yoshino has plenty of historic and cultural clout, but is best known as Japan’s most famous cherry-blossom-viewing spot, where every April thousands of trees bloom in strata up the mountainside, creating a kaleidoscopic gradient of colour.
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TOP TIP

Hiring a car in Nara is a good idea if you plan to go temple-hopping through the prefecture.



Suburban Temple Safari

GET SPIRITUAL IN GREATER NARA

If you can drag yourself away from those adorable deer, Nara’s outskirts are home to yet more big-league temples. Hōryū-ji (法隆寺) was founded in 607 and has stayed true to its original blueprint, an image of how Nara might have looked some 1300 years ago shortly after Buddhism’s arrival via Korea and China. It’s a temple of two halves: Sai-in (West Temple) comprises the main garan (building cluster) dominated by the Kondō (main hall), believed to be one of the world’s oldest wooden buildings, and the adjacent Five-Storey Pagoda, supported by a central pillar made from a Japanese cypress tree felled in 594. Set into niches around the pagoda’s base are clay dioramas depicting scenes of Buddha, one of which shows him mourned by disciples as he enters Nirvana. Moving across to Tō-in (East Temple) takes you past the modern Great Treasure Hall, housing antiquities like an exquisite Kudara Kannon statue, to the octagonal Yumedono (Hall of Dreams), built in 739 as a place to pray for Prince Shōtoku, the temple’s founder. Contained within is the Guze Kannon, a ‘secret Buddha’ statue only put on display for a few weeks each year.

Closer to Nara are two temples a stone’s throw from each other: Tōshōdai-ji and Yakushi-ji. The former is of greater interest, established in 759 by Ganjin, a Chinese Buddhist monk who went to extraordinary lengths to help spread the religion in Japan. The beautifully proportioned Kondō is said to be one of the few temple buildings to survive from the 8th-century Nara period in its original form. Yakushi-ji is partly composed of recent reconstructions and so lacks the same atmosphere.
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RAMBLE THROUGH RURAL NARA

Following the trace of an ancient road, the Yamanobe-no-michi Trail (山辺の道) is a 13km, four-hour romp through rice paddies and orchards, taking in temples, shrines and the 1300-year-old tombs of ancient emperors. The hike starts outside Tenri Station (pick up a trail map at CoFuFun, the wacky plaza opposite), and finishes at JR Miwa Station, where you can get a train back to Nara. Of all the shrines and temples on the route, it’s the final one, Ōmiwa-jinja, that’s most impressive. It’s believed to be one of Japan’s oldest Shintō shrines and is the official protector of sake breweries.




WHERE TO EAT AROUND ASUKA

Yumeichi-chaya

Next to Ishibutai Kofun, this eatery above a food shop serves home-cooking-style dishes using local produce. ¥

Curryon

Japanese curry dishes made with local organic veg. It’s inside a cultural centre close to Asuka-dera. ¥¥

Matsuyama Cafe

Healthy fare and upcycled furniture in a traditional wooden house by Asuka Station. ¥¥

Get Archaeological in Asuka

TOMBS OF LOST KINGS

With its rice paddies and rolling hills, Asuka (飛鳥) is a picturesque pocket of rural Japan and an easy day trip from Nara by train (one hour). It’s strange to imagine that it was once a centre of courtly intrigue, but Asuka was top dog long before Nara and has the archaeological evidence to prove it. A fun way to visit its sights, a few kilometres apart, is by bike (stop in at Asuka Rent-a-Cycle opposite the station); there’s also a sightseeing bus that departs from the station.

Of chief interest are some of Japan’s best-preserved kofun (burial tombs), built for emperors and powerful nobles between the 3rd and 7th centuries. Plonked on a hillside plateau, Ishibutai Kofun is Japan’s largest megalithic structure, looted centuries earlier and no longer covered by its earthwork mound, which means you can go inside. Around 2km west is Takamatsuzuka Kofun, discovered by a local farmer in the 1960s, excavated and then re-sealed for preservation. Down the hill from the grassy mound, a museum reproduces the remarkably vivid frescos found on the inner walls of the tomb.

Asuka also boasts the very first Buddhist temple in Japan, founded on the spot where Asuka-dera Temple (circa 1826) now stands. Here, amid orchards and vegetable beds, you’ll find Japan’s oldest existing Buddhist statue, the Asuka Daibutsu (Great Buddha), a 15-tonne, seated bronze image of Shakyamuni dating to 609.

To dig deeper into the ancient history of the Nara plain, visit the Archaeological Institute of Kashihara (free with a passport). It’s a short walk from Unebi Goryō-mae Station.


THE ŌMINE OKUGAKE TRAIL

One of Japan’s more gruelling and remote trails, this 90km route through the Ōmine mountain range connects Yoshino with the Kumano Kodō at Hongū. Following ridgelines at elevations between 1000m and 2000m for most of the way, it takes five to seven days to complete. You’ll need to bring food with you, as well as a water-filtration system. Unstaffed rest houses line the well-marked trail, but wild camping is necessary along certain stretches. The hike is heavily associated with yamabushi, who used the Ōmine mountains as a training ground for their ascetic practices.




For Treasure Hunters

Such is the pedigree of Hōryū-ji, one of the oldest temples in Japan and a repository for some of the finest examples of early Buddhist sculpture, that there’s an entire gallery of Hōryū-ji treasures at the Tokyo National Museum.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN YOSHINO

Yamatoan

Throwback shop selling soba noodles cooked in water from a sacred spring. ¥

Nakai Shunpudo

Try kudzu (arrowroot gelatin) sweets made fresh and served in a bright, contemporary space. ¥

Tofu Chaya Hayashi

This shop specialises in soy-based dishes like goma-dōfu – tofu made with ground sesame seeds. ¥¥

Yoshino’s Cherry Blossoms

MOUNTAINS PAINTED PINK

Throughout April, the quiet mountain town of Yoshino (吉野) transforms into Japan’s most famous cherry-blossom-viewing festival, as hordes of sakura-spotters crowd the ridge to marvel at the hito-me-sen-bon (1000 trees at a glance) spectacle for which Yoshino is renowned. Around 30,000 cherry trees paint the valley slopes a pale pink each spring, some descended from seedlings brought to Yoshino by pilgrims over the centuries. On the edge of the mystical Kii mountain range, Yoshino has long been revered by followers of Shugendō, a syncretic religion that combines elements of Buddhism, Shintoism and mountain worship.

Yoshino is an easy day trip from Nara by train (one hour), and is also doable from Osaka (1½ hours) and Kyoto (1¾ hours). If you’re planning on staying the night during cherry-blossom season, book your accommodation well in advance. At other times sleepy Yoshino is not a must-see, though Kimpusen-ji, considered the most important temple of the Shugendō faith, has the second-largest wooden hall in Japan behind Nara’s Daibutsu-den. Early risers can observe otsutome (morning worship), featuring taikō drumming and the sounding of the horagai (giant conch). Also worth a look is Yoshimizu-jinja, a 1300-year-old shrine with an imperial pedigree. Yoshino’s other main pursuit is to eat and drink in restaurants built along the ridge, most offering fine mountain views. Local specialities include kaki-no-ha-sushi (fish pressed into flavoured rice and wrapped in persimmon leaf) and gelatinous sweets made from the ground roots of kudzu (aka arrowroot).


YOSHINO’S MOUNTAIN WORSHIPPERS

Translating to ‘one who bows down in the mountains’, yamabushi (山伏) are ascetic practitioners of Shugendō, a syncretic religion that worships nature and mountains. Yamabushi emerged in the 7th century as a response to the arrival of Buddhism in Japan and its merging with indigenous beliefs. These ascetics embarked on arduous mountain pilgrimages to undertake rigorous spiritual training, believing it would bring enlightenment and divine powers. The sacred mountains of Yoshino and the Kii Peninsula have long served as a training ground for yamabushi practitioners; in the early days of the Kumano Kodō pilgrimages yamabushi served as guides. Today there are estimated to be around 6000 yamabushi in Japan.



WHERE TO STAY IN YOSHINO

Yoshino Cedar House

Run as a local cooperative, this riverside house is built entirely from Yoshino’s famous cedar. Book through Airbnb. ¥¥

Chikurin-in Gumpō-en

An old Shugendō temple, this place also operates as a ryokan. Some rooms have private rotemburo. ¥¥

Boschetto Guest House

Backpackers are welcomed at this family-run guesthouse among Yoshino’s lumber mills. ¥

Temple-Hopping in Rural Nara

WORSHIP THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED

The thickly forested hills that rise up over the Nara basin are home to some distinguished temples and shrines, well off the beaten track and all the more special for it. Hase-dera (長谷寺), an 8th-century Buddhist temple 15km northeast of Asuka, is notable for its 399-step noborirō (covered corridor), the ascent of which is itself a religious rite and act of self-purification. The main hall, perched on the steep mountainside, enshrines a wooden statue of Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of mercy) carved in 1538. The views are especially inspiring when accompanied by temple drums and the chanting of sutras.

Murō-ji (室生寺), arranged up a steep river valley 20km further east, became known as the ‘women’s Kōya-san’ because, unlike Kansai’s more famous centre of Shingon Buddhism, it didn’t exclude women from its holy precincts. The temple was founded in the 9th century and its main object of worship is a statue of Shakya Noyorai (the Buddha of enlightenment), a designated National Treasure. Above the main hall is a Five-Storey Pagoda with the distinction of being Japan’s smallest. A further 400 stone steps climb up to Oku-no-in, the temple’s innermost sanctum.

With enough time, add on a visit to the remote mountain shrine of Tanzan-jinja, which started out as a mausoleum for Fujiwara Kamatari (614–69), the head of the powerful Fujiwara clan that built Kōfuku-ji in Nara and went on to rule court politics for the next 500 years. The unusual 13-Storey Pagoda was first built in 678 by Fujiwara’s son and was last reconstructed in 1532.
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NARA’S TERRIFYING BRIDGE

In the deep south of Nara Prefecture, a rickety footbridge spans a gorge 54m above the Totsukawa River. Barely wide enough for two people to pass, the 300m-long Tanize Suspension Bridge (谷瀬の吊り橋) was built in 1954 with donations from local villagers. A small fee is charged to tourists who cross it, though be warned: it’s not for the faint of heart. With creaking planks underfoot and what looks like chicken wire holding it together, you wonder if the bridge might collapse at any second, a concern not eased by the way it shakes and sways as wind howls through the valley.




Getting Around

To visit some of Nara’s more remote temples, you’re best off hiring a car, though the small city of Sakurai (桜井), half an hour south of Nara by train, works as a useful hub to catch infrequent buses and trains out to the sights.






KōYA-SAN
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The monastery town of Kōya-san (高野山) is a living, breathing centre of Buddhist faith and one of contemporary Japan’s most spiritual destinations. The town still worships its 9th-century founder, the monk Kukai (posthumously known as Kōbō Daishi), believed to be in a state of eternal meditation in his forest tomb. Of Kōya-san’s 3000 residents, 800 are monks or novices of the Shingon school of Esoteric Buddhism, on top of an estimated 10 million followers in Japan.

Historically a pilgrimage destination, Kōya-san is easily reached by train from Osaka, and while you can whisk through its main temples and cemetery on a day trip, you’ll miss the chance to stay in a shukubō (temple lodging) run by Buddhist monks. Surrounded by eight peaks like the petals of a lotus flower, Kōya-san’s serene mountain setting is several degrees cooler than down in Kansai’s cities, so pack accordingly.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Gobyō

2 Oku-no-in

SIGHTS

3 Banryutei

4 Daimon

5 Fudozaka-guchi Nyonin-dō

6 Gobyō-bashi

7 Ichi-no-hashi

8 Kongōbu-ji

9 Konpon Daitō

10 Miedo

11 Shōjōshin-in

12 Tōrō-dō

SLEEPING

13 Ekō-in

14 Fukuchi-in

15 Koyasan Guest House Kokuu

16 Koyasan Guest House Tommy

see 11 Shōjōshin-in

17 Sōji-in

18 Suzumeno Kakurenbo

EATING

19 Bon On Shya Cafe

20 Hanabishi

21 Kadohama

22 Kōmi Coffee

23 Tonkatsu-tei

DRINKING

see 16 Tommy Nana Cafe




TOP TIP

The Nankai Railway connects Osaka’s Nankai-Namba Station to Kōya-san (1½ hours). The Kōya-san World Heritage Ticket covers return train fare (with limited-express travel outbound from Osaka), buses on Kōya-san for two days and discounted admission to some sites. Purchase at any major Nankai train station.
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Grand Temples of Garan

KŌYA-SAN’S ORIGIN STORY

The story of Kōya-san begins with Kukai, a devout young Buddhist who sets out on an imperial mission to China where he is initiated into Esoteric Buddhism. Before his passage back to Japan, as the legend goes, he tosses his sankosho (a three-pronged ritual object) into the heavens and vows to search for it upon his return. Wandering the forests of the Kii Peninsula, he meets a hunter (actually a mountain god), whose dogs lead him to the sankosho, landed at the spot where Danjō Garan (壇上伽藍; the sacred precinct) now stands.

The more prosaic version is that after returning from China Kukai gained influence with Japan’s imperial court and was granted land to establish Kōya-san in 816, far from worldly distractions. Either way, Garan was Kōya-san’s original centre of teaching, though the present buildings are later reconstructions. The bright-red Konpon Daitō (Great Pagoda), at 50m tall, is considered the central point of the lotus-flower mandala formed by Kōya-san’s eight mountains. The original was said to have pillars painted by Kōbō Daishi (Kukai) himself, though the current building dates to 1937. Look for the Miedo (Great Portrait Hall), a humble wooden building that enshrines an image of Kōbō Daishi only displayed once a year on 21 March, the day in 835 that he entered ‘eternal meditation’ (note the fire-safety system that shoots a wall of protective water around the building). In front of the Miedo is a fenced-in pine tree said to be where the sankosho embedded itself – it’s considered good luck to pick up a three-pronged pine needle from the ground.

A bit further west, the hulking Daimon (main gate) marks the endpoint of the historic pilgrimage trails approaching Kōya-san.
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PRAY TO THE FLAMES

In Kōya-san’s temples, chances are you’ll witness a fiery Buddhist ritual said to be introduced to Japan by Kōbō Daishi himself. Goma Taki is a mesmerising spectacle that lasts around 1½ hours and involves the highly ritualised building and lighting of a fire, accompanied by sutra-chanting and drums. At Shōjōshin-in temple, by the entrance to Oku-no-in, resident monks perform Goma Taki every day at 1pm, open to all. You can watch for free or participate by writing a prayer on a wooden goma stick and tossing it into the flames (¥1000), which eventually climb several feet into the air – spot all the little burn holes on the priest’s robes.




88 Sacred Temples of Shikoku

Kōbō Daishi’s birthplace of Shikoku is a sacred site and home to the country’s most famous pilgrimage.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN KōYA-SAN

Bon On Shya Cafe

Run by an international couple, this chill, wood-beamed spot serves tasty organic cakes and vegetarian set meals. ¥¥

Kadohama

Dark-wood building known for lunch sets that feature goma-dōfu prepared several ways. ¥¥

Komi Coffee

A cosy and convenient pit stop for curries, sandwiches and apple pie near the entrance to Oku-no-in. ¥¥

Tommy Nana Cafe

Grab a croissant sandwich filled with pastrami, smoked chicken and salad at this neighbourhood spot. ¥

Tonkatsu-tei

If you don’t plan on following a monk’s diet, tuck in at this tonkatsu (deep-fried pork cutlet) shop. ¥

Hanabishi

Dine on set meals of shōjin-ryōri vegetarian cuisine along with tasty bentō (boxed meals). ¥

Artistry of Kongōbu-ji

HQ OF THE SHINGON SECT

Whereas the Garan temples are largely ceremonial, Kongōbu-ji is the nerve centre of the Shingon school of Buddhism, serving as head temple, administrative centre and residence for Kōya-san’s abbot. Padding through its hushed, tatami-lined halls, the real treat here is admiring sumptuous painted fusuma (sliding panels) that depict Buddhist deities, sacred landscapes, animals and narrative scenes. Many were painted by 17th-century artists of the revered Kanō school, while some are older than the rooms in which they reside, rescued from conflagrations in the past by brave monks. The present main hall with its cypress-bark roof dates to the 19th century, but the original temple was built in 1593 by Toyotomi Hideyoshi to commemorate the death of his mother.

A unique addition to Kongōbu-ji is the Banryutei, Japan’s largest rock garden. Composed of large stones brought from Shikoku (Kōbō Daishi’s birthplace) and white sand from Kyoto, it’s meant to depict two protector dragons emerging from a sea of clouds.


Why I love Kōya-san
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Tom O’Malley, writer

Kōya-san is such a fascinating place. A close-knit mountain town that happens to run one of Japan’s major religious groups, it’s also a kind of spiritual holiday resort welcoming visitors every day of the year. Folks there have every right to feel harassed, but they’re some of the nicest, most humble people I’ve met in Japan. I especially love Kōya-san for its hiking. During research for this chapter, I did the Nyonin-Michi and saw only three others on the trail all day, and one of those was a tanuki (Japanese racoon dog). If you can’t make it down to the Kumano Kodō, the pilgrimage trails of Kōya-san are a worthy substitute.



Sanctuary of the Dead

KŌYA-SAN’S DIVINE CEMETERY

In the year 835, Kōbō Daishi entered what is now the Gobyō gate and began a week-long meditation, after which, he told his followers, he would pass away and the crypt should be sealed. Today, his final resting place, in the furthest reaches of Oku-no-in (meaning ‘inner sanctuary’), is perhaps the most intensely spiritual place in Japan.

Oku-no-in is at the eastern end of Kōya-san, a 15-minute walk from Kongōbu-ji. Starting at Ichi-no-hashi, a bridge that marks the entrance, it’s a further 2km to the Gobyō (crypt). The path climbs upwards through dense forest, shafts of ethereal light revealing a stone sea of stupas, statues, tombstones and torii, many shrouded in moss. Some of the estimated 200,000 graves and tombs here are inscribed with the names of old feudal lords, others with the likes of Panasonic. All wish to be close to Kōbō Daishi when Maitreya, the Buddha of the future, shows up. It’s an enthralling place to explore, especially in the dawn mist or under blankets of snow. You can also visit after dark on a nightly guided tour that meets at Ekō-in, a shukubō, at 7pm (awesome-tours.jp).

It’s customary to bow at Gobyō-bashi, the last bridge before reaching the crypt. The Mizumuke Jizō here are bronze statues upon which visitors pour water to pray for the departed souls. Tōrō-dō, the final hall, is adorned with lanterns, including two said to have been continuously lit for over 900 years. Monks still offer daily meals to Kōbō Daishi, and you might see Buddhist fire rituals being performed. Behind the Tōrō-dō, a humble thatched-roof gate marks the entrance to Kōbō Daishi’s mausoleum, from which you can walk no further.

Staying in a Shukubō

PRAYERS BEFORE BREAKFAST

As more and more pilgrims journeyed to Kōya-san, temples started offering accommodation and food, a practice which evolved into shukubō (宿坊; temple lodging). Today, staying in a shukubō lets you soak up the rarefied atmosphere of an active temple, take part in religious rituals and dine on beautifully presented shōjin-ryōri (精進料理), the vegetarian cuisine of Buddhist monks. ‘Shōjin’ means devotion or diligence, emphasising a disciplined and mindful approach to eating, rooted in the Buddhist principles of nonviolence.

Around 50 sub-temples in Kōya-san operate as shukubō. While some use popular booking sites, the best way to book is via the Kōya-san Shukubō Association (shukubo.net). You can request specific shukubō or simply book by price range – reservations must be made at least a week in advance. Note that solo travellers usually have to pay a supplement. Most shukubō offer a variety of room styles, from luxurious digs with a private bath and gorgeous garden views, to spartan tatami rooms with shared facilities (the cheapest start at around ¥12,000 per person including meals). Even if you’re not overnighting in a shukubō, many also offer lunch.

Guests can choose to participate in evening and early morning (typically 6am) prayers, while some shukubō offer ajikan meditation workshops, a practice unique to Shingon Buddhism involving the chanting of sutras.


KōYA-SAN’S BEST SHUKUBō

Ekō-in

The nicest rooms have private gardens at this hillside temple. Free evening meditation sessions in English and morning fire rituals. ¥¥

Shōjōshin-in

An atmospheric temple with simple tatami rooms (the cheapest divided only by fusama screens) and beautifully presented meals. ¥¥

Fukuchi-in

This large shukubō has a communal onsen, including a rotemburo, and a garden designed by landscape artist Shigemori Mire. ¥¥

Sōji-in

There are only 14 rooms (all en-suite) at this small, contemporary shukubō set around a charming garden. ¥¥¥



WHERE TO STAY ON A BUDGET IN KōYA-SAN

Koyasan Guest House Kokuu

Choose from capsule-style bunks or private rooms at this friendly guesthouse not far from Oku-no-in. ¥

Suzumeno Kakurenbo

Spotless guesthouse with shared bathrooms, a couple of minutes’ walk from the Garan temples. ¥¥

Koyasan Guest House Tommy

Family-run accommodation in the centre of town. Has cafe attached. ¥

Hiking at Kōya-san

PROGRESS LIKE A PILGRIM

Kōya-san is easily reached by a combination of train, funicular railway and bus, but the traditional pilgrim’s approach – by foot – offers a chance to tune in to the nature and spirituality of the mountain setting. The 22.8km Chōishi Michi (町石道), a trail with gentle climbs and immersive forest views, starts at Jison-in Temple outside Kudoyama Station. The route is easy to follow thanks to its 180 chōishi (stone route markers) set at 109m intervals, which count down as you walk. Allow six to seven hours, and bring food and water.


The geography of Kōya-san is profoundly symbolic, circled by eight peaks like the petals of a lotus flower. Several of these make up another hiking trail with a fascinating history. Nyonin-Michi (女人道) literally means ‘women’s path’ because until 1872 women were forbidden from entering Kōya-san and could only circle it, peering in at its holy places. While the total loop is around 23km, a popular section is the Kōya-Sanzan (three peaks of Mt Kōya), a trek through dense old-growth cedar forest, past ancient shrines and up and down three passes over 1000m. You can pick up this 8km trail near the Goybō in Oku-no-in (the three peaks are said to stand guard over Kōbō Daishi’s mausoleum). The last stretch, on tarmac road, finishes at the Fudozaka-guchi Nyonin-dō, the sole survivor of eight Nyonin-dō (female pilgrims’ halls) that once lined Kōya-san’s perimeter. From there you can continue down to the base station of the funicular railway (2.5km, steep paved paths) via the Fudozaka Trail. Download trail maps online (eng-shukubo.net).
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HIDDEN ONSEN VILLAGE OF RYūJIN

Legend has it that Kukai, the founder of Kōya-san, also discovered the thermal waters at Ryūjin (龍神), an onsen village halfway between Kōya-san and the Kumano Kodō. Ryūjin is known for its mineral-rich onsen waters high in sodium bicarbonate and believed to be extremely nourishing for the skin. Another reason to visit is Kamigoten, a delightfully antique inn built in 1657 for the local lord and member of the Tokugawa family. Riverside baths are complemented by elegant wood-and-tatami rooms and bounteous meals.




Kōya-san to Kumano Kodō

A 65km mountain trail links Kōya-san to Hongū-taisha, the first of three great shrines of Kumano. Called the Kohechi Route, it’s considered the most demanding of the four main Kumano Kodō pilgrimage trails.




Getting Around

Kōya-san trains terminate at Gokurakubashi, where you switch to a funicular railway. At the top, you must take the bus into town; walking on the connecting road is prohibited.

Infrequent buses link Kōya-san’s two main areas: Garan in the west and Oku-no-in in the east. Otherwise, it’s a 20-minute walk between them.






KUMANO KODō
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Trekking the Kumano Kodō (熊野古道), a network of old pilgrimage trails through the remote mountains of the Kii Peninsula, is the Kansai region’s top outdoor adventure. Many travellers spend three to four days on the trails, overnighting in village ryokan and using buses for the less interesting stretches, en route to a trio of sacred shrines and Japan’s tallest waterfall.

From the earliest times, the Japanese believed that Kumano, a place of profound nature worship and the ancient name for the southern Kii Peninsula, was inhabited by kami – Shintō gods that reside within mountains, forests and waterfalls. Upon its arrival in the 6th century, Buddhism adopted the kami as manifestations of the Buddha, evolving a syncretic religion unique to the Kii mountains. Kumano pilgrimages peaked in the 11th century, when it was obligatory for retired emperors and nobles to sojourn all the way from Kyoto.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kumano Nachi-taisha

2 Nachi-no-taki

SIGHTS

3 Hosshinmon-ōji

4 Takahara Kumano-jinja

5 Takijiri-ōji

6 Tsugizakura-ōji

ACTIVITIES

7 Kawayu

8 Yunomine




TOP TIP

For help with trip planning, including booking accommodation, visit kumano-travel.com. The Kumano Travel office in Tanabe has info and detailed trail maps. Other useful sources are the Tourist Information Center in Tanabe and the Kumano Hongū Heritage Centre in Hongū.
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In the Footsteps of Emperors

HIKING THE NAKAHECHI ROUTE

Of the various ‘old ways’ for pilgrims, the Nakahechi Route (中辺路) is the most popular and accessible, crossing the southern portion of the Kii Peninsula from west to east and taking in the three grand shrines of Kumano Kodō, collectively called Kumano Sanzan. The route takes from two to six days depending to what extent you utilise buses (and riverboats); picturesque villages en route offer ryokan-style accommodation.

From the seaside town of Tanabe, a 40-minute bus ride takes you to the trailhead at Takijiri-ōji, one of five major ōji – smaller shrines along the Kumano Kodō dedicated to the offspring of the main Kumano deities. Beyond this point you are entering the sacred abode of the gods. A day or two of walking later, you’ll reach Chikatsu-yu village via Takahara, where you’ll find the Takahara Kumano-jinja. It’s one of the oldest Kumano shrines and is cradled by 800-year-old camphor trees. Next up, from the ōji at Tsugizakura it’s a 21.5km stretch (allow at least eight hours) to Hongū’s Kumano Hongū-taisha, the first of the three grand shrines.

Hongū is the hub town of Kumano Kodō and, along with neighbouring onsen villages, is a great place to spend time in. After a hot soak, take a flat-bottomed riverboat most of the way to Shingū on the east coast and the Kumano Hayatama-taisha (another of the three grand shrines). Alternatively, lace up your boots for the final, challenging two-day stretch of the Nakahechi to Nachi-no-taki, Japan’s tallest waterfall. This final leg is 27.5km and features a section called the ‘body-breaking slope’ that climbs 800m over 5km. The waterfall’s resident kami (god) is enshrined in the adjacent Kumano Nachi-taisha, the last of the three grand shrines.
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Ōtorii, Kumano Hongū-taisha | Trialist/Shutterstock ©


Tanabe Highlights
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Brad Towle, Destination Manager at the Tanabe City Kumano Tourism Bureau, shares his recommendations for Tanabe, gateway city to the Kumano Kodō.

Try Umeshu

Umeshu, or Japanese-apricot liqueur, is a local speciality and seductively delicious. En+ Cafe across from the Tourist Information Center (TIC) serves a sampling set.

Discover Aikido

Tanabe is the birthplace of Ueshiba Morihei, the founder of the Japanese martial art aikido. The Tanabe Municipal Budokan, near Ogigahama beach, has Aikido experience programs and a museum.

Dine Like a Local

Tanabe’s Ajikōji entertainment district is lined with cosy izakaya serving fresh, local cuisine. The TIC has maps with recommendations.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK AROUND HONGū

Okage-san Izakaya

Popular road stop in Watarase known for its tasty yakitori (grilled chicken skewers). English menus available. ¥¥

Fushiogami Chaya

Local ladies run this traditional trekker’s teahouse halfway between Hosshinmon-ōji and Kumano Hongū-taisha. ¥

Choux

Cute coffee shop in Hongū serving delicious, fresh-baked cream puffs and cheesecake. ¥

Hanging Out in Hongū

KUMANO KODŌ HEARTLAND

On the broad banks of the Kumano-gawa, Hongū (本宮) is the main hub along the Kumano Kodō and where you’ll encounter Kumano Hongū-taisha, the first of the three great shrines. A destination in its own right, Hongū has one or two excellent day hikes that give a taster of the pilgrimages, while onsen villages nearby offer deep-soaking relaxation.

Call in at the Kumano Hongū Heritage Centre for detailed trail maps, slick exhibits on the history and culture of Kumano Kodō, and even a big screen that shows local bus arrivals and departures. From there, a path cuts across fields to the extraordinary if incongruous Ōtorii, a jet-black, steel torii with a 42m span. Japan’s largest, it was put up in 2000 to mark the entrance to the former river-side site of Hongū’s grand shrine, wiped out by a flood in 1889. It’s a solemn place; all that’s left are stone foundations under the trees.

The present shrine is (sensibly) on higher ground, accessed by steps across the road from the Heritage Centre. Given the Kumano faith’s veneration of trees and nature, it’s grimly fitting that deforestation most likely exacerbated the severity of the 1899 flood. Heavy rainfall triggered landslides that dammed up the mountains, eventually collapsing to send a torrent down the Totsukawa Valley. Materials salvaged from the former site were used to construct the new shrine buildings, made of unpainted wood with cypress-bark roofs.


PRACTICAL TIPS FOR HIKERS

You can hike the Kumano Kodō throughout the year, but remember that winter has shorter daylight hours, so plan accordingly (and take a head torch). The Kii Peninsula gets some of the highest rainfall in Japan, meaning wet-weather gear plus a pack cover are a must. Only a few accommodation places en route accept credit cards, so if you haven’t booked online, bring enough cash to cover all your food, lodging and other expenses. The main hazard on the trail is slippery paths; bears are rare, but watch out for pit vipers, large poisonous centipedes called mukade and aggressive hornets.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND HONGū

Blue Sky Guesthouse

An excellent choice for hikers, with Japanese-style en suite rooms, laundry and breakfast included. ¥¥

J-Hoppers Kumano Yunomine

Bunks and Japanese-style doubles at this hostel. Private onsen. ¥

Fujiya

Ryokan with river views and tasteful rooms. Some have an en suite rotemburo. ¥¥¥

Kumano Backpackers

Across from Kumano Hongū-taisha, this easy-going hostel has a decent kitchen and socialising space. ¥

Ryokan Yoshinoya

Modern ryokan with rotemburo next to Tsuboyu Onsen. Rooms have shared bathrooms and pretty views. ¥¥

Watarase Onsen Hotel Yamayuri

In Watarase village, this larger complex has modern rooms and a variety of onsen. ¥¥

Hongū Day Hike

KUMANO TASTING FLIGHT

If staying in Hongū, catch a bus back up the valley and walk the final stretch of the Nakahechi Route to Kumano Hongū-taisha (7.5km). It’s a gentle, mostly downhill hike that takes two to three hours and passes through a mix of terraced fields and forest. Buses run from town to the trailhead at Hosshinmon-ōji, the last of the five major ōji along the Kumano Kodō. It marks the outer limits of the grand shrine’s precincts and literally means ‘spiritual awakening gate’.

For a longer day hike, this stretch can be incorporated into a loop (16km, best done clockwise) by adding on Akagi-goe and Danichi-goe, two subroutes of the Kumano Kodō that branch off to the onsen village of Yunomine. The trailhead is just outside Blue Sky Guesthouse. Pick up trail maps at the Kumano Hongū Heritage Centre.

Soak Your Cares Away

KUMANO’S ONSEN ESCAPES

A short bus ride (or mountain hike) from Hongū, the onsen villages of Yunomine (湯の峰) and Kawayu (川湯) have been soothing the tired limbs of pilgrims for centuries. The villages are a welcome pit stop for Kumano Kodō hikers, and many choose to overnight here to take advantage of the various hot springs on offer.

Yunomine, little more than a row of ryokan arranged along a narrow, fast-flowing creek, is one of Japan’s earliest onsen destinations. Tsuboyu Onsen is a tiny, bubbling pool hewn from natural rock. Covered by a wooden shack next to the thundering river, it might well be Japan’s most unique hot spring. According to early pilgrims, its mineral-rich waters were used for purification rites. Buy a ticket at the Yunomine Public Bathhouse nearby. The onsen holds two people at a time and soaking sessions are limited to 30 minutes. Just over the river, a pool of superheated water is used to cook the eggs sold by vendors – the perfect trekking snack.

Kawayu, 4km southeast of Yunomine, has its own hot-spring marvel along the river. Geothermally heated water percolates up through the gravel riverbanks, meaning that with a shovel you can dig your own bathtub. In winter, bulldozers transform the riverbank into a giant rotemburo known as the Sennin Buro (1000-person bath). For the rest of the year, there’s a fixed public rotemburo just across the footbridge.


BECOME A DUAL PILGRIM

Got a thing for spiritual hikes around the world? Then you might be interested in Dual Pilgrim, a partnership between Kumano Kodō and Europe’s Camino de Santiago (the Way of St James). Complete both Unesco-listed pilgrimages by collecting stamps en route and you can apply for a certificate. To qualify, Kumano Kodō hikers need to obtain stamps along certain sections of the Nakahechi Route and at Kumano’s three great shrines. Pick up a free stamp book at the Tanabe Tourist Information Center.



River Ride to Shingū

WHERE THE GODS DESCENDED

Another of the three main shrines sits at the mouth of the Kumano-gawa, in the small city of Shingū (新宮, meaning ‘new shrine’). Traditionally, many pilgrims journeyed there from Kumano Hongū-taisha by boat, an experience recreated for tourists in the form of 90-minute cruises in flat-bottomed sampans. Boats run between March and November, departing from a road stop halfway between Hongū and Shingū. A minimum of three people are needed to charter a vessel, but if you’re flying solo, you might be able to join another group. Either way, it’s best to reserve ahead at kumano-travel.com. On the water, local guides point out features of the landscape and recount old tales. English-speaking guides are available, otherwise you’ll get an explainer pamphlet.

River pilgrims are deposited at Kumano Hayatama-taisha, another of the Kumano Sanzan. The current building is a 1951 reconstruction; look out for the impressively thick shimenawa (sacred rope) and what’s said to be Japan’s oldest conifer. From the shrine complex, you can walk 15 minutes south to Shingū’s original site of worship, Gotobiki-iwa, a huge boulder wedged against the steep face of Gongen-yama. Legend has it that this spot is where the three Kumano gods first descended to earth. It’s reached by steep, rough-hewn steps, which can be hazardous when wet, but the views up top are worth it.


OFF THE BEATEN PATH

Kumano Kodō’s other routes see far fewer trekkers than the Nakahechi.

Ise-ji Route

Connecting the great shrine at Shingū with Ise-jingū, Japan’s most sacred Shintō shrine, this 170km trail along the east coast of the Kii Peninsula takes from one to two weeks.

Kohechi Route

This remote and taxing 65km trek links Kōya-san with the great shrine at Hongū. It takes four days to complete, overnighting in villages along the way.

Ohechi Route

Circling the southern coast of the Kii Peninsula, this route was developed in the 15th century for both worship and tourism. Parts of it have been lost to modern highways.



WHERE TO EAT IN SHINGū

Yakiniku Hige

Try melt-in-the-mouth Kumano beef at this barbecue restaurant – it’s the wagyū of Wakayama Prefecture. ¥¥

Magic Pierrot

Feast on post-hike burgers, pizzas and crepes at this long-running Shingū staple. ¥¥

Ajito

Atmospheric izakaya that pairs yakitori and fish dishes with sake. Note that whale meat is served. ¥¥

Worship the Waterfall

KII PENINSULA POWER SPOT

A harmony of natural grandeur and spiritual reverence, Nachi-no-taki (那智の滝) is Japan’s highest waterfall (133m) and Kumano’s number one ‘power spot’ – a location believed to possess spiritual energy or a strong positive aura. The ancient practice of nature worship reaches its apex at this primeval sanctuary; the waterfall itself is believed to be a kami (god), and to drink from its waters (look for the font facing the falls) grants longevity.

Kumano Nachi-taisha, on a mountain perch opposite, is the third of the Kumano grand shrines. Puffed-out hikers are deposited here after completing Ogumotori-goe, the final stretch of the Nakahechi Route. One last rite is to clamber through the gnarled, hollow trunk of an 850-year-old camphor tree. The Treasury House, a homely little museum, has revealing exhibits on the Kumano Kodō, such as documents relating to the large number of pilgrims' inns – at least 30 – that once served the Nachi area.

Neighbouring Seiganto-ji was originally part of the shrine complex until Buddhism and the Shintō faith were forcibly separated during the Meiji Restoration of 1868. Thick with clouds of incense, the plain-wood Main Hall is said to be the oldest building on the Kii Peninsula. Nachi-no-taki’s famous photo spot incorporates Seiganto-ji’s Three-Storey Pagoda in the foreground, which you can climb for a small fee.
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Seiganto-ji and Nachi-no-taki | Sean Pavone/Shutterstock ©


KUMANO’S THREE-LEGGED CROW

Along the Kumano Kodō, keep an eye out for Yatagarasu, a giant, three-legged crow of Shintō mythology. According to legend, the location of Kumano Nachi-taisha was chosen because Yatagarasu landed there after guiding the legendary first emperor Jinmu over the Kii mountain range from Kumano to present-day Nara. In modern times, Yatagarasu has been adopted as the emblem of Japan’s national soccer teams and is depicted on the players’ jerseys.




Getting Around

Most travellers access the Kumano Kodō via Kii-Tanabe Station, on the western side of the peninsula, and finish their trek in Nachi-Katsuura (Kii-Katsuura Station) or Shingū, on the eastern side. All are connected to Osaka via the JR Kinokuni line, which runs along the rim of the peninsula.

Frequent bus services travel through the mountains inside the peninsula, knitting together major stops along the Nakahechi Route.






ISE-SHIMA
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Far-flung Ise-Shima (伊勢志摩), on the bit of Mie Prefecture that juts out into the Pacific Ocean, holds a special place in the hearts of many Japanese. While the city of Ise itself is unremarkable, it hosts Japan’s most sacred shrine, Ise-jingū, of great significance to the Shintō faith. For overseas visitors, the sense of reverence is palpable, particularly at festival time. Dating back as early as the 4th century, Ise-jingū is a paradox of old and new: the shrine halls are exemplars of ancient Japanese architecture, yet they are ritually rebuilt every 20 years and have been for 13 centuries.

With a car you can delve deeper into the wilds of Ise-Shima National Park, with its unique ‘ria’ coastal landscape of rocky inlets. The top activity in these parts is to dine with the region’s famous ama, female free-divers who harvest shellfish from the seabed.
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TOP TIP

Though in Kansai, Ise-Shima is most easily reached from Nagoya (1½ hours by train). There are also infrequent direct services from Kyoto on the Kintetsu line (two hours), while trains from Osaka (two hours) require a change at Tsuruhashi Station.



Reverence of Ise-jingū

ONE SHRINE TO RULE THEM ALL

Often called the ‘spiritual home’ of the Japanese, the shrine complex of Ise-jingū (伊勢神宮) is spread across two sites 6km apart. Gekū, the outer shrine, dates from the 5th century and enshrines the god of food, clothing and housing, Toyouke-no-Ōmikami. Daily offerings of rice are made by shrine priests to the deity, who in turn is charged with providing food to Amaterasu-Ōmikami, the sun goddess enshrined at Naikū, the more important inner shrine. Naikū’s deity is considered the ancestral goddess of the imperial family as well as the guardian deity of the Japanese nation. Naikū is also revered because it houses the mirror of the emperor, one of the ‘Three Sacred Treasures’ of Japan.

In line with Shintō beliefs of rebirth and renewal, the shrines are rebuilt every 20 years to the same specifications (no nails, only wooden dowels and interlocking joints) on adjacent plots set aside for the purpose. The current buildings will be rebuilt again in 2033; during the Sengyo-no-gi ceremony the god of the shrine is ritually transferred to its new abode, while the wood from the old shrine is used to rebuild the torii at the shrine’s entrance, or sent to other shrines around Japan. Bear in mind that the main sanctuaries at both Naikū and Gekū are almost completely hidden behind wooden fences. Only members of the imperial family and certain priests are allowed to enter the inner sanctum.

Ise-jingū is also a favourite destination for hatsumōde (the first shrine visit of the new year), when millions of worshippers pack the area and accommodation is booked out months in advance.


LOVE ON THE ROCKS

Mie Prefecture is also home to Meoto Iwa (夫婦岩; ‘Married Couple Rocks’), a pair of natural rock pillars 700m out to sea, which are tied together by a shimenawa (twisted straw rope). The sacred rocks are a big draw for Japanese couples, and more than a few engagement rings have been proffered in their vicinity. Facing Meoto Iwa from the shore, Futamiokitama Shrine is famous for its frog sculptures. The rocks are a 15-minute walk from JR Futaminoura Station.



WHERE TO STAY IN ISE-SHIMA

Ise Guest House Kazami

Timber-panelled guesthouse with a chill lounge and bike hire. The pick of the hotels near Ise-shi Station. ¥¥

Asakichi Ryokan

Historic, six-room ryokan in a rambling old building halfway between Gekū and Naikū. ¥¥

Hoshide-kan

English-speaking staff and a traditional Japanese vibe make this 10-room Ise ryokan a traveller favourite. ¥¥

Deep Dive into Ama Culture

DO HOLD YOUR BREATH

On the coast due east of Ise, the small city of Toba (鳥羽) is home to about a thousand ama (literally ‘sea women’) who strap weights to their waist and free-dive into the ocean depths. Using a unique underwater breathing method known as isobue (‘sea whistle’), ama hold their breath for up to a minute as they use metal hooks to pry sazae (turban shells), abalone, scallops, sea urchin and other shellfish off rocks. Remarkably, the oldest active divers in Ise are in their 80s. Ise’s community of ama account for half of Japan’s total number; there are also ama in Korea, and the tradition is thought to go back over 1000 years.

Having lunch at an ama seafood hut is one of the most memorable experiences you can have in the Toba region. At Osatsu Komado, a hut overlooking the ocean, ama grill a range of seafood (including shellfish they’ve dived for that very morning) over a charcoal pit. If you speak Japanese, you can listen to tales of their swashbuckling lives at sea. It’s a good idea to book Osatsu Komado in advance online (osatsu.org/en) by no later than 5pm the previous day; look out for a follow-up confirmation email (in English). Be sure to book Ozegosan, the smaller of two huts, which is perched on the cliff and has spectacular sea views.

It’s tricky but not impossible to get to Osatsu Komado by public transport: you can take a train from Ise’s Ujiyamada Station to Toba (15 minutes), timing it to catch the (very) infrequent local bus to Kuzaki, a 10-minute walk from the amas’ place.
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Ama diver | Matjaz Corel/Alamy Stock Photo ©


EATING IN ISE-SHIMA

When it’s time for a bite, Gekū-sandō, the approach to Gekū, is full of restaurants. Local specialities on offer are fish and seafood dishes from Ise Bay (the Toba area is famous for oysters) and a dish called tekone-sushi, where bonito, tuna and other red fish are dipped in soy sauce and served over a bowl of rice. Note that many restaurants close by early evening (or late afternoon). Around Naikū, you can find more restaurants on Oharai-machi.




Getting Around

Gekū is an easy 10-minute walk from Ise-shi Station. For Naikū catch a bus from the station or from the stop outside Gekū. You can walk between the inner and outer shrines of Ise-jingū in about an hour. Bikes can be hired at the Gekumae Tourist Information Center.






LAKE BIWA
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Taking up a sixth of the land in Shiga Prefecture, Biwa-ko (琵琶湖) is Japan’s largest freshwater lake and one of the world’s oldest. Eulogised in centuries past by poets and artists (unsurprising given its proximity to Japan’s cultural capital Kyoto), modern development has sapped the lake of some of its lyrical charms. Even so, there’s plenty to see and do along its 235km shoreline, such as visiting history-rich castle towns, discovering local handicrafts or even getting out onto the water itself, whether by catching the ferry to the sacred island of Chikubu-shima or renting a stand-up paddleboard from one of the lake’s beaches.

With easy train connections from Kyoto to most of its top sights, Lake Biwa is generally treated as a day-trip destination, but it could just as well be somewhere to slow down, escape the crowds and take a break from Kansai’s big cities.
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SIGHTS

1 Biwako Terrace

2 Harie

3 Hōgon-ji

4 Omi-Maiko

5 Shirahige-jinja

6 Ukimido

ACTIVITIES

7 O’Pal

SLEEPING

8 Ryokan Beniayu




TOP TIP

If you fancy going off the beaten track in Shiga Prefecture but haven’t got your own vehicle, check out Biwako Backroads (biwakobackroads.com). Choose from a range of biking, walking and hiking tours starting out from JR Maibara Station.



Day Trip to Hikone Castle

BIWA-KO’S FEUDAL TREASURE

On the eastern shore of Biwa-ko, the small city of Hikone (彦根) is most famous for its castle, which unlike many in Japan scraped through the feudal era intact. Standing proud atop Hikone-yama, Hikone-jō would once have looked right over the lakeshore, but land reclamation means it now stands 1km back from the water.

For over two centuries after it was built in 1622, the castle was controlled by the li clan, one of the most powerful daimyō families during Japan’s Edo period. If you’ve already visited Kansai’s illustrious castles at Himeji or Osaka, you’ll be struck by just how tiny Hikone-jō’s three-storey donjon (keep) is. Small is definitely beautiful, though – the castle is considered a masterpiece with its undulating gables, graceful bell-shaped windows (borrowed from temples), and lashings of gold leaf and black lacquer framing the pure white plaster walls. When you go inside, keep an eye out for teppōzama and yazama, hidden firing ports for guns and arrows, which would be undetectable until defenders punched through the thin plaster covering.

Within the castle grounds, a museum at the foot of the hill exhibits artefacts and heirlooms handed down through generations of the li clan: swords and armour, tea-ceremony paraphernalia, musical instruments and theatrical nō masks, an artform closely entwined with the samurai. There’s also a strolling garden called Genkyū-en, created in the 17th century by the fourth lord of Hikone-jō. Designed after a palace garden from ancient China, it makes artful use of the castle backdrop as shakkei (borrowed scenery).


MERCHANT HISTORY OF LAKE BIWA

The small city of Ōmihachiman (近江八幡) was once a post station along the old Nakasendō highway connecting Edo (Tokyo) with Kyoto. Today the city’s old merchant quarter has a timeworn, lived-in vibe, with some throwback Edo-period timber buildings along Shinmachi St and Hachiman-bori, a historic canal lined with cherry trees and often used as a setting for Japanese period dramas. Hakuunkan, a European-style school building dating to 1877, serves as a tourist centre with sightseeing maps of the local area.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND LAKE BIWA

J-Hoppers Lake Biwa Guesthouse

Beachside hostel by Omi-Maiko Beach with cabin-style dorms, camping and BBQ area. ¥

Ryokan Beniayu

Upscale hot-spring hotel with views from the northeastern shore. Rooms have private rotemburo. ¥¥

Calendar Hotel

Attached to JR Ōtsu Station, this stylish capsule hotel has a cafe, bar and roof terrace. ¥

Nagahama’s Homely Charms

HANDICRAFTS AND HIKIYAMA

If you’re planning on seeing Hikone-jō, you can make a day of it and tack on a trip to the old merchant town of Nagahama (長浜), 25 minutes further round the lake by train. Nagahama also has a lakeside castle, albeit a 1980s rebuild; the main reason for visiting is the charming historic quarter set around Kurokabe Square, a short walk from the station. Kurokabe means ‘black walls’, a nod to the stucco shopfront of Kurokabe Glass House (a former bank from 1900), which now showcases the delightful Nagahama custom of artisanal glassware.

Every year in April the town hosts Nagahama Hikiyama Matsuri, a festival celebrated for its elaborate floats used as stages for ‘kodomo kabuki’ – Japanese theatre performed by kids aged five to 12. Nagahama’s Hikyama Museum has a couple of the gigantic floats on display year-round.

Other sights of note include Daitsu-ji, a Buddhist temple with a spectacularly ornate main gate. Close to the station, Nagahama Tetsudō Square claims to be Japan’s oldest railway station building, dating back to 1882. Now it’s a folksy museum with a couple of full-size locos you can clamber on. Directly opposite is Keiunkan, a garden with a bonsai tree exhibition.

When it’s time to refuel, grab a bowl of yakisaba somen (braised mackerel with thin wheat noodles). Traditionally sent to married daughters by their parents at harvest time, it’s Nagahama’s signature dish. For liquid refreshment, Nagahama Roman Beer is a top-quality craft brewery, distillery and restaurant.
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Kurokabe Square | YingHui Liu/Shutterstock ©


BIWA-KO’S SACRED ISLAND

The lakeside town of Nagahama is also the jumping-off point for ferries out to Chikubu-shima (竹生島), a pint-sized island believed to be sacred since ancient times and nowadays considered one of the lake’s ‘power spots’ – places with a strong and mystical life force. On it you’ll find Hōgon-ji, a Buddhist temple complex dedicated to Benzaiten, the goddess of all that flows – water, music, art, wealth and so on. Nagahama’s port is a 10-minute walk southwest of the station.



WHERE TO EAT IN NAGAHAMA

Yokaro

A wonderfully atmospheric setting to try local favourite yakisaba somen. ¥¥

Kyōgoku Sushi

Experienced chefs make impeccable sushi sets at this traditional countertop eatery. ¥¥

Nagahama Roma Beer

Pair locally reared Omi beef with craft beer, or go for traditional fish and chips. ¥¥

Ōtsu & the Western Shore

LAKE VIEWS AND PLEASURE CRUISES

At the southern end of Biwa-ko, Ōtsu (大津) is the capital of Shiga Prefecture, and while you wouldn’t guess it today, the city served (very) briefly as the imperial capital in the 7th century. Every August Ōtsu hosts a spectacular fireworks display, launched from barges on the water. Summer is also a popular time for lake cruises – the Michigan (biwakokisen.co.jp) is styled like an old-time paddle steamer and has a restaurant on board. On land, Mi-dera is Ōtsu’s 7th-century temple, famous for its Hondō (main hall) topped by a rare hiwatabuki (thatched cedar-bark) roof. Stop in at Chikara Mochi in the temple grounds for its signature mochi (pounded-rice cakes).

Leaving Ōtsu behind and travelling clockwise along the western shore, the Ukimido (Floating Hall) is Biwa-ko’s premier Instagram spot for the way the temple building (constructed on a jetty) appears to float over the water. More eye candy can be had at Biwako Terrace, high up in the Hira Mountains. Reached by the Biwako Valley Ropeway (a shuttle bus goes there from Shiga Station), there are hiking trails, restaurants and stunning views of Lake Biwa 1000m below, while in winter it transforms into a ski area.

Of several lowkey beaches on the western shore, one of the nicest and easiest to get to is Omi-Maiko, a winding belt of pebbly sand with fir trees for shade. If you fancy kayaking or stand-up paddleboarding on the lake, check out O’Pal (o-pal.com) along the coast. Ten minutes from Omi-Maiko by car, Lake Biwa has its own version of Miyajima’s famous ‘floating’ torii, Shirahige-jinja, though there are no convenient public transport connections.
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Michigan paddle steamer | WEI LING CHANG/Shutterstock ©


Village of Pure Water
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Anne Kyle, tourism consultant and Japan resident for 26 years, shares a hidden gem in Shiga Prefecture.

For centuries, the village of Harie has been defined by the many local springs that feed canals threaded throughout the town. Most houses have an attached kabata, an outhouse well where fresh springwater flows in. These small watersheds are used for washing and chilling vegetables and doing the dishes; any food waste is eaten by koi carp and trout also living in the kabata. It’s a self-sustaining ecosystem that depends on community spirit, as the canals flow between homes and villagers share the task of maintaining the waterways. Visit Uehara Tofu Shop for Harie’s famous springwater tofu.




Getting Around

The JR Biwako line connects Kyoto to Ōtsu, Hikone and Nagahama. To speed things up, you can take the shinkansen from Kyoto to Maibara, then change to local trains to Nagahama or Hikone. On arrival in Nagahama Station, turn right out of barriers to go to the little tourist office for bike hire and sightseeing maps.






Beyond Lake Biwa
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Choose your own adventure among the hillside hamlets, thatched-roof villages and spiritual sanctuaries of rural Kyoto Prefecture.


Given its proximity to Kyoto, some of the best attractions within range of Lake Biwa are also closely connected with Japan’s historic capital. Peaceful hamlets in the hills north of Kyoto are home to historic temples that have long been favoured as places to escape the city. Picturesque Ōhara has a must-see garden temple in Sanzen-in, celebrated across Japan for its autumn colours. Close by, Kurama and Kibune are neighbouring valleys home to yet more tree-shaded temples and the seasonal dining pageant of kawadoko, where elegant meals are served on platforms suspended over a rushing river. With a car, you can delve even deeper into the countryside and see a side of Kansai most travellers miss.
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Sanzen-in, Ōhara | Amstk/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Avoid Ōhara on busy autumn-foliage weekends in November – the one road up from Kyoto is choked with traffic.



Day Trip to Ōhara

HYDRANGEAS, MAPLES AND PICKLES

Though it’s just a few kilometres as the crow flies from the shores of Lake Biwa, the hillside farming town of Ōhara (大原) is most easily accessed from Kyoto. One of the city’s most popular day trips, Ōhara offers peace and quiet, a taste of rural Japan, and a collection of fine temples belonging to the Tendai school of Buddhism.

Famed for its autumn colours, hydrangea garden and stunning Buddha statues, Sanzen-in (三千院) is Ōhara’s big draw. The temple was founded in 784 by the priest Saichō (he also founded Kyoto’s Enryaku-ji), and is a mesmerising fusion of traditional architecture and ornamental garden design. Tatami-lined halls open out to reveal Yūsei-en, a living canvas of plants, flowers, ponds and maple trees. From there a garden path leads down to Ōjō Gokuraku-in (Temple of Rebirth in Paradise), inside which is squeezed the Amida Triad – three sizeable Buddhist statues that are designated National Treasures.

Among Ōhara’s other temples, Hōsen-in has beautifully framed gardens and a 700-year-old pine. At Jikkō-in you can enjoy the view with matcha and cake. Keep wandering east past the temples and in about 30 minutes you’ll reach Otonashi-no-taki (the ‘Soundless Waterfall’), a modest cascade with a resonance believed to have inspired Shōmyō Buddhist chanting.

It’s a 10-minute walk from Ōhara’s bus stop to Sanzen-in, along paths lined with market stalls selling pickled goods, a local speciality. Try an iced, pickled cucumber on a stick (you eat it like a lolly), or pick up some salty-sour shibazuke (pickles made with local vegetables and purple shiso leaves).


SHIGA’S SECRET ART MUSEUM

Hidden in the hills south of Lake Biwa, the remarkable Miho Art Museum (ミホ ミュージアム) is as famous for its architecture as it is for the Koyama family collection of Japanese, Middle Eastern, Chinese and South Asian art, ceramics and lacquerware. The futuristic facility was designed by the late American architect IM Pei (of Paris’ Louvre pyramid fame), and feels somewhat like a secret lair concealed inside a mountain. Check the museum website (miho.jp) for opening hours and the latest bus connections. Buses depart several times a day from JR Ishiyama Station.



WHERE TO EAT IN KURAMA & KIBUNE

Yoshuji

Hearty shōjin-ryōri set meals in an old Japanese farmhouse next to Kurama-dera. ¥¥

Hirobun

A good place to sample kawadoko ‘above-river’ dining, Hirobun also serves nagashi somen noodles. ¥¥

Hiroya

Known for its ayu, this is one of Kibune’s oldest and most famous kawadoko restaurants. ¥¥¥

Kurama & Kibune

A TALE OF TWO VALLEYS

An easy mountain trail through old-growth forest connects Kurama-dera (鞍馬寺), an 8th-century temple, with the riverside village of Kibune (貴船). Part of the fun of this classic Kyoto day trip is the dinky train journey out there, which trundles up the hillside through delightful scenery and passes through a famous ‘tunnel’ of maple trees (just before Ninose Station). From the mountain terminus at Kurama Station, it’s a short walk to the main entrance of Kurama-dera. A steep trail winds upwards through a forest of old-growth cryptomeria trees, passing through Yuki-jinja, a small Shintō shrine founded in 940, to the Honden (main hall). A funicular railway makes the same trip, but you’ll miss the intervening sights.

From here you can pick up the trail across Mt Kurama to Kibune, which takes about 40 minutes; keep watch for the mountain’s famous long-nosed goblins known as tengu. Although Kibune has its own shrine, Kibune-jinja, the main appeal of this one-street community is gastronomic rather than spiritual. If you’re here in summer, the fast-flowing creek is completely covered by kawadoko-style dining platforms belonging to local restaurants and ryokan. Diners sit in cushioned comfort beneath dangling lanterns as the cooling waters of the river rush past underneath. The food is mostly kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine), but you can also find places doing nagashi somen (literally ‘flowing noodles’), a riotous summer lunch where diners ‘catch’ thin rice noodles flowing down a cold-water bamboo slide, before dipping them in a tasty broth.
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Dining platforms, Kibune | Emma Shaw/Lonely Planet ©


WORSHIP THE MOUNTAINS

Dedicated to Shugendō (a religion of mountain ascetic practices), Bujō-ji (峰定寺) is a little-visited temple in the hamlet of Hanase-Harachi-cho, 30km north of Kyoto. A simple wooden structure, the temple’s veranda has simply awesome views across Kyoto’s northern mountains. Founded in the 12th century by Emperor Toba, it’s reached via a flight of 430 steps. Before you can enter to make an offering at the temple, you must surrender your personal items in exchange for a wooden staff and a special pilgrim’s bag (you can keep bottled water and your wallet).



WHERE TO STAY IN MIYAMA

Matabe

Comfy minshuku in one of Kayabuki-no-sato’s thatched-roofed homes. Home-cooked meals available. ¥¥

Kigusuriya

Among the farms of northern Miyama, this four-room, family-run inn has free bikes and walking maps. ¥¥¥

Miyama Heimat Youth Hostel

Get back to nature at this remote guesthouse serving tasty meals made with home-grown produce. ¥

Farmhouses & Folk Museums

A GLIMPSE OF RURAL KANSAI

North of Kurama, in the mountainous heartland of Kyoto Prefecture, Miyama (美山, literally ‘beautiful mountains’) is a scatter of rural hamlets in jade-green hillsides, joined up by quiet country lanes and dotted with sleepy temples and shrines. You can see it in an afternoon, but stay for a night or two and you’ll have time to savour the slower pace of life.

Miyama’s star attraction is Kayabuki-no-sato (かやぶきの里), a hamlet of some 40 farmhouses notable for their traditional kayabuki-yane (thatched roofs) designed in the local Kyoto Kitayama style – a hipped roof with a peaked gable on top. Most are private residences or operate as cafes and guesthouses. You can see inside one that has retained its rustic interior at the Miyama Folk Museum. The charming Little Indigo Museum, in another thatched-roof abode, is a gallery and workshop devoted to the practice of indigo-dyeing. To learn more about life in the village, book a Thatched Village Guided Walk via the local tourist association (visitmiyama.com).

Sampling highly seasonal, organic home-cooking is another reason to come to Miyama. Local specialities include free-range chicken, ayu (sweetfish) caught in the Yura-gawa in spring, and botan nabe (wild-boar hotpot) in winter. Note that many restaurants are open only for lunch or by appointment. If you’re staying over, it’s a good idea to book meals at your accommodation. The Kyoto Tamba Kōgen Quasi-National Park Visitors Centre, 10 minutes by road southwest of Kayabuki-no-sato at the Agake bus stop, rents electric bicycles and can arrange tours and activities.
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Kayabuki-no-sato | Greg Elms/Lonely Planet ©


MIYAMA’S VIRGIN FOREST

It’s a rare treat in Japan to find such a large tract of old-growth forest. The 4200-hectare Ashiu Research Forest (芦生研究林), 15km west of Miyama’s Kayabuki-no-sato, is administered by Kyoto University’s Department of Agriculture, and while it’s largely off limits, you can see some of it by hiking along an old logging railway (about one-hour return). If you want to explore more thoroughly, enquire about guided tours with the Kyoto Miyama Tourism Association (miyamanavi.com/en).




Getting Around

Ōhara and Kurama/Kibune are easily accessible from Kyoto (by bus and train, respectively). It’s a bit trickier to get to Miyama by public transport: from Kyoto Station, take the JR Sagano/San-in line to Hiyoshi Station (50 minutes), then hop on a local bus to Agake or Kita (40 to 50 minutes). Buses run roughly every hour.






KINOSAKI ONSEN
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Up on the Japan Sea coast, Kinosaki Onsen (城崎温泉) is the most fun you can have in Kansai with your clothes off. That’s because the region’s signature onsen resort has evolved a uniquely cooperative bathhouse culture. Overnight guests are encouraged to put on yukata (light cotton kimonos) and geta (wooden sandals) and clip-clop between multiple public baths, as if the entire town was your own ryokan. Most of the town’s lodgings also have their own uchi-yu (private baths), and there are some fabulous traditional ryokan for a luxe splurge.

Hot soaking aside, Kinosaki Onsen is a charming place to spend a couple of days. Set around a willow-lined river that’s beautifully lit at night, the town has an old-style vibe and a surprising number of classy cafes, restaurants and boutiques. It’s also within easy reach of a great beach at Takeno, one stop further along the JR San-in line.
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SIGHTS

1 Kinosaki Strawcraft Museum

2 Onsen-ji

ACTIVITIES

3 Gosho-no-yu

4 Ichi-no-yu

5 Jizō-yu

6 Kō-no-yu

7 Mandara-yu

8 Sato-no-yu

9 Yanagi-yu

SLEEPING

10 Nishimuraya Honkan

11 Tsukimotoya Ryokan

12 Tsuruya

EATING

13 Gubigabu

14 Okesho

15 Orizuru

DRINKING

16 Chaya

SHOPPING

17 Iroha Yukata Rental Shop




TOP TIP

Kinosaki Onsen is reached by direct limited express trains from Kyoto (2½ hours) and Osaka (three hours). A free shuttle bus, timed to train arrivals, can take you to most ryokan. The JR Kansai Wide Area Pass covers train travel to Kinosaki Onsen.
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Kinosaki Onsen | Rei Imagine/Shutterstock ©

Go on a Hot-Spring Crawl

GETTING NAKED WITH STRANGERS

Folks have been convalescing in Kinosaki’s mineral-rich hot springs since the Heian period. Legend has it that an injured kō (oriental white stork) was discovered 1400 years ago healing its wounds in water roughly where Kō-no-yu bathhouse stands today, thus revealing the miraculous restorative powers of this natural hot spring. These days the perceived benefits fall more within the wellness spectrum: rich in sodium, calcium and chloride, the waters of Kinosaki Onsen are said to help relieve muscle and joint pain, digestive diseases and skin conditions.

Kinosaki Onsen has seven soto-yu (public baths) in a range of sizes and styles, all within the span of about 1km. Most ryokan will give you a free pass that covers all public baths over two days; otherwise, you can buy the yu-meguri day pass (¥1500) from any bathhouse. You’ll also be furnished with yukata and geta (wooden sandals) by your ryokan, the idea being it’s easier to disrobe at every location. Don’t feel self-conscious about getting dressed up (or undressed) – everybody’s doing it! Also note that unlike other onsen destinations in Japan, tattoos are no issue here.

Of the seven public bathhouses, Gosho-no-yu is the most famous, with a grand entrance designed to look like the Kyoto Imperial Palace. The rotemburo backs right onto the verdant mountainside, and feels particularly magical at dusk when the cicadas and frogs strike up a chorus. Kō-no-yu is another bathhouse notable for its rotemburo with a stunning mountain backdrop; it’s the furthest from the station but well worth the trip. Hidden away from the main strip, Mandara-yu doesn’t get very crowded and has the added bonus of single-person outdoor baths. One of the bigger bathhouses, Ichi-no-yu is designed to look like a kabuki theatre, and though its indoor baths are rather utilitarian, there’s a fun open-air ‘cave’ bath to wallow in.

Tiny Yanagi-yu is a beautifully minimalist, all-wood bathhouse with a hinoki-buro (bath made of cypress wood) and particularly scalding water, while at the other end of the scale, Sato-no-yu by the station is Kinosaki’s largest bathhouse, with a variety of baths and saunas, including a big rooftop rotemburo with waterfalls and views. The women’s and men’s baths switch over daily, so technically to complete your onsen crawl you should come here two days in a row. Last and probably least, spartan Jizō-yu has no outdoor bath and is popular with Kinosaki locals. All of the onsen are fed from the same springs, which are naturally alkaline and slightly salty, ranging from 42°C to 58°C. Private baths in the town’s ryokan use normal heated water.

WHERE TO STAY IN KINOSAKI ONSEN

Nishimuraya Honkan

Sumptuous rooms, onsen baths made of cypress and stone, and kaiseki meals using top local ingredients. ¥¥¥

Tsuruya

A welcoming budget choice for your ryokan stay. Rooms are a little worn around the edges. ¥¥

Tsukimotoya Ryokan

This quiet, family-run ryokan is in the very heart of town just behind Yanagi-yu bathhouse. ¥¥¥

Worship at Onsen-ji

THANK HEAVEN FOR HOT SPRINGS

In centuries past, onsen visitors would first climb the slopes of Mt Daishi to give thanks at Onsen-ji (温泉寺), the guardian temple of the area’s hot springs. The story goes that a Buddhist priest called Dochi Shonin prayed for 1000 days until the miraculous waters suddenly gushed forth at the spot where the Mandara-yu bathhouse now stands.

It’s a 10-minute climb past moss-covered stupas and statues to the temple, or you can ride the Kinosaki Onsen Ropeway to its midway station. Among the temple’s treasures is a 2m-tall, 11-headed Kannon, put on display only once every 33 years – its next airing will be 2054.

Near the base of the ropeway, stop in for refreshments at Chaya, a terrace cafe that sells eggs, which you can boil in a geothermically superheated pool, and enjoy with bottles of local craft beer.

Another cultural attraction in town is the Kinosaki Strawcraft Museum. It’s devoted to the local craft of mugiwara-zaiku in which straw is dyed and cut into tiny pieces, then applied to wood to form incredibly intricate, beautiful patterns. Speaking of beautiful patterns, you can upgrade your standard-issue yukata to one of the sophisticated, stand-out designs at Iroha Yukata Rental Shop; staff will even do your hair for you in the traditional style.


ONSEN-HOPPING TIPS & TRICKS

Beat the Crowds

Check online for live updates of how busy each bath is (kinosaki-onsen.net/congestion). A good time to visit the most popular baths, such as Gosho-no-yu, is between 6pm and 8pm when most people are having dinner in their ryokan.

Complete the Crawl

Note that every day of the week at least one bath will be closed, so you’ll need two days to visit all of them. Grab a booklet from the tourist office and collect stamps at each bathhouse.

Bathe With Your Beau

If you’re a mixed-sex couple, you’ll be bathing separately in all the public baths, so be sure to book a ryokan with a private onsen if you plan on having some soaking time together.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN KINOSAKI ONSEN

Gubigabu

Relaxed spot pairing locally brewed craft beer with high-grade Tajima beef dishes and pizzas. ¥¥

Orizuru

Elegant sushi counter restaurant offering reasonably priced set meals. Sample Tsuiyama crab in winter. ¥¥

Okesho

Gorge on grilled fish, tempura and kaisen-don (raw seafood on rice) at this seafood-market restaurant. ¥¥

Explore on Two Wheels

BEACHES, KAYAKS AND CAVES

To give your skin the chance to de-prune, there are more activities around town that don’t involve soaking in hot water. A fun thing to do is to hire a bike and cycle north along the Maruyama-gawa to Kehi Beach, the closest to Kinosaki Onsen (4km). If you’re up for going a bit further, head west around the coast to Takeno (about 7km, or one stop on the train from Kinosaki Onsen). This easy-going fishing village has a much nicer sandy beach in Takeno-hama, with lifeguards in summer, clear waters and a shallow, lagoon-like swimming area. Kitamaekan is an onsen complex by the beach that also rents out snorkel gear and sea kayaks for jaunts out to the offshore geopark.

Go south along the river instead of north (crossing over Kinosaki Bridge just past the station) and in 5km you’ll get to the Genbudō Caves. These remarkable natural wonders were formed from basalt lava flows 1.6 million years ago, which cooled, contracted and formed vertical cracks, creating towering, pillar-like columns in a sort of honeycomb pattern.


WINTER CRAB SEASON

The most popular time of year to visit Kinosaki Onsen is winter (specifically November to March). Not only are the steamy baths and rotemburo even more alluring in the snow, but also it’s the season for matsuba-gani (snow crab), a local speciality caught near Tsuiyama Fishing Port. Known for its sweet and succulent meat, many restaurants and ryokan offer decadent crab feasts, served steamed, grilled or cooked in hotpots. Prices are highest for fresh crab (some places use frozen). Note that accommodation will generally be pricier in winter.




Getting Around

Bikes can be hired from several places around town, including Sozoro, Kinosaki’s main TIC, and the Ryokan Service Center, both next to the station. Ask at either one for cycling maps of the local area.






Beyond Kinosaki Onsen
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Marvel at one of Japan’s most exalted natural wonders, then get off the beaten track around the remote Tango Peninsula.


Known in Japan for summer seaside trips and winter snow-crab feasts, the serrated coast of Tango-hantō (丹後半島, Tango Peninsula) alternates between sandy beaches, rocky inlets and gumdrop-shaped islands out to sea. The most famous spot is Amanohashidate at the base of the peninsula, where a forested sandbar bridging the bay has long been considered one of Japan’s most beautiful sights.

A sweet train journey from Kinosaki Onsen makes Amanohashidate the perfect add-on to your northern Kansai adventure, but it also merits a trip in its own right, best reached from Kyoto. And while you’re there, the remarkable stilt fishing houses of Ine are an easy bus ride away up the coast.
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Amanohashidate | beeboys/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

You’ll need a car for points north of Ine; the closest places to rent one are Kinosaki Onsen, Toyooka or Maizuru.



Japan’s Most Heavenly View

ROCKING THE SANDBAR

Meaning ‘bridge to heaven’, Amanohashidate (天橋立) is a 3.5km-long belt of sand that snakes across the azure waters of Miyazu Bay, with a pine-shaded path up the middle and a white-sand beach straight out of a glossy holiday brochure. Seen from viewpoints on either side in fine weather, it’s hard to refute Amanohashidate’s billing as one of Japan’s ‘top three views’, along with Matsushima and Miyajima.

Sightseeing here follows a set routine. From the station, take the chairlift up to Amanohashidate View Land, a viewpoint with a small funfair, where it’s customary to bend over and peer at the sandbar from between your legs to see a phenomenon called hiryūkan where it’s supposed to resemble a flying dragon. Riding the chairlift back down (there’s no walking path), make your way through the grounds of Chion-ji, a temple by the southern end of the sandbar, and out to the dock where you can hire bikes. Cycling across the sandbar is fun and you should be able to leave your wheels on the other side and take a boat back. Hashidate Chaya, on the sandbar, is an idyllic restaurant and perfect pit stop, with outdoor seats in the sand. Try asari don, a dish of local boiled clams over rice, paired with a hefty sardine fishcake, looking somewhat like a charred rolling pin. There are beach showers in the pine trees opposite if you want to take a dip.

On the north side of the sandbar the attractions are a mirror of those on the south: ride the chairlift up and take in the views. Shuttle buses run from the viewpoint up to Nariai-ji, a scenic temple higher up in the mountains. If you were planning to visit Ine, it’s quicker from the northern side – catch the bus from the Ejiri bus stop (30 minutes).

If you do return across the bay by sightseeing boat, you might get to witness some remarkable (occasionally alarming) ornithological displays, as seagulls and fierce-looking kites swoop in low over the top deck looking for snacks.
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Ine-chō | leungchopan/Shutterstock ©


TANGO RAILWAY SIGHTSEEING TRAIN

Connecting Amanohashidate with Nishimaizuru, the Tango Aka-matsu is a special tourist train service with window-facing seats that make the most of the fine scenery through Kyoto and Hyogo Prefectures. At certain points the train slows to take in the view, such as when traversing the 550m-long Yuragawa Kyoryo Bridge. The tourist train only costs ¥550 above the normal fare, and there are two departures daily. The Aka-matsu, along with the Kuro-matsu, which serves breakfast, lunch and afternoon tea, have helped breathe new life into a rail line once scheduled for closure. Nishimaizuru is 1½ hours from Kyoto on the Hashidate line.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE TANGO PENINSULA

Amanohashidate Youth Hostel

Well-kept hostel with Western- and Japanese-style dorms, up on a hill overlooking the bay. ¥

Miyabi Ine Boathouse

Sea views and local vibes at this traditional Ine funaya, one of several available to rent. ¥¥

Hotel Jukaitei

Smart sea-view hotel on the west coast of the peninsula known for its crab-centric gastronomy. ¥¥¥

Boat Houses of Ine-Chō

LIVING ON THE SEA

On the eastern side of the Tango Peninsula, the fishing community of Ine-chō (伊根町) is notable for its traditional wooden houses called funaya (literally ‘boat houses’), which are built right over the water so boats can moor underneath. Ine has around 230 funaya stretched out across 5km of shoreline. A 300-year-old design, the lowest floor of each residence has direct access to the sea, and is used to store boats and fishing gear, and hang seafood like squid. Up top is a living area connected to the road or path behind. While many of the houses are still lived in, a good number can be booked as holiday lets (ine-kankou.jp/en/inns); note that they get booked up two to three months in advance.

The best way to see Ine’s houses is from the water, either aboard the 25-seater Ine Bay Cruise (inewan.com), which does a 30-minute loop around the bay, or on a locally run motorboat tour (minimum two passengers), both of which you can book at the Ine Town Information Center just past the bus stop.


TANGO BY ROAD

If you’ve got your own wheels, you can keep going past Ine along Rte 178, a coastal drive which takes in some spectacular scenery. At the northernmost point of the Tango Peninsula, Kyōga-misaki is a cape with a historic lighthouse, steep clifftop walks and some dramatic sea views. Another worthwhile stop is Ukawa Onsen Yoshino-no-Sato, a hillside onsen complex built like a 21st-century farmhouse, with big baths and views down to the sea. Kotohiki-hama on the peninsula’s west coast, hemmed in by pine-topped hills and with a tiny, naturally forming onsen pool, is a great beach.




The ‘Three Views of Japan’

Amanohashidate has been officially named one of Japan’s three best views, along with the pine-clad islands of Matsushima in Miyagi Prefecture and Itsuku-shima Shrine in Hiroshima Prefecture.




Getting Around

To get to Amanohashidate from Kinosaki Onsen by train, go two stops south to Toyooka Station and change to the Miyatoyo line, a single track that passes through bamboo forest, rice paddies and sleepy villages (one hour 50 minutes).

Buses connect Amanohashidate Station with Ine (one hour).






HIROSHIMA & WESTERN HONSHŪ
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A TALE OF TWO COASTLINES

What’s not to love about a region rich in history, contemporary art and scenic landscapes, from charming off-the-beaten-track villages to wonderful World Heritage–listed islands?
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Itsukushima-jinja, Miyajima | H_Yasui/Getty Images ©

Western Honshū (本州西部) is also known as Chūgoku (meaning ‘middle country’) and the main tourists routes hug the southern and northern coastlines. Along the more densely populated and industrialised southern San-yō coast shinkansen can zip you to Hiroshima, the region’s largest city. This lively metropolis is a living witness to WWII atomic bomb destruction. Nearby is Miyajima, location of the iconic, vermillion-painted gate of Itsukishima-jinja rising majestically from the sea.

There’s timeless beauty to be enjoyed also in one of Japan’s most famous gardens in Okayama, and the well-preserved Edo-era townscapes of Kurashiki. Easily accessed off the San-yō coast are the scenic islands of the Inland Sea, including Naoshima and Teshima, where contemporary art has helped revive previously moribund communities. On Shōdo-shima you can go hiking or learn all about yōkai, Japan’s pantheon of ghosts and gouls. Cyclists will be thrilled by the island-hopping Shimanami Kaidō route between Onomichi and Imabari on Shikoku.

Izumo-Taisha, an ancient and serene Shintō shrine, is a highlight of the northern San-in coast. Relax in onsen (hot spring) resorts that see few foreign visitors and explore atmospheric historic towns and villages such as Hagi, Matsue, Tsuwano and Ōmori. Head inland for hikes along gorges and through caves, or sail to the remote, rugged and culturally unique Oki Islands, formed by volcanic eruptions six million years ago.
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THE MAIN AREAS

HIROSHIMA

Atomic bomb survivor, thriving metropolis.

ONOMICHI & THE SHIMANAMI KAIDŌ

Cycle between Inland Sea islands.

INLAND SEA ART ISLANDS

Gorgeous landscapes enhanced by contemporary art.

OKI ISLANDS

Unesco geopark in the Sea of Japan.

MATSUE

Coastal castle city with sublime sunsets.

HAGI

Pottery town with atmospheric samurai quarter.



Find Your Way

This is a big region with many islands to explore, so while trains and buses are often the best way to get around, factor in the extra time needed to travel by ferries.
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Plan Your Time

You are spoiled for choice planning out a journey around Western Honshū. Take your pick from multiple islands, charming off-the-beaten-track villages and towns, and big-hitting destinations such as Hiroshima.
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Tatara Bridge, Shimanami Kaidō | Florian Augustin/Shutterstock ©


If You Only Have a Weekend

• Fans of contemporary art and architecture will already have Naoshima on their radar. This beautiful Inland Sea island is home to the museums and installations of Benesse Art Site Naoshima. It’s a possible day trip from Okayama, but it’s better to spend the night.

• Alternatively, make a day trip to Hiroshima, a vibrant river-delta city of bridges and trams. This is the other major regional destination because of the Peace Memorial Museum and Park honouring the A-bomb victims of 1945. The next day visit the nearby sacred island of Miyajima, famous for its red-lacquered shrine built over the water and for sublime Inland Sea vistas.




If You Have a Week

• Set aside two or three days for a journey across the Sea of Japan to get acquainted with the geologically fascinating Oki Islands. This is Japan stripped of its mainland commercial trappings, where the focus is on nature and outdoor activities.

• On the way to or from the islands, schedule a couple of days in the castle town of Matsue. From here you can visit the immaculate gardens surrounding the Adachi Museum of Art, the superbly restored old village of Ōmori and World Heritage-listed Iwami Ginzan.




More than a Week

• Saddle up in temple-packed retro-port Onomichi for a pedal along the Shimanami Kaidō cycle route, breaking the journey in Setoda on Ikuchi-jima. Spend a night each in the sleepy port of Tomo-no-Ura and the Bikan quarter of Kurashiki – this will allow you to enjoy their centuries-old streetscapes once the day trippers have departed.

• Scenic and historic Hagi in the region’s far west also has a well-preserved samurai quarter and a lovely beach. Other nearby options include the beautiful riverside town of Tsuwano and rebooted onsen resort Nagato Yumoto.



Seasonal Highlights

With mild weather and photogenic scenery, late April and early November are ideal months to travel. Hit the beaches in July and August.

FEBRUARY

Brave the cold to witness the 500-plus year old Saidai-ji Eyō festival at the Saidaiji Kannon-in temple near Okayama.

[image: jpg]

aslamas_ad/Shutterstock ©

APRIL

Cherry-blossom-viewing hot spots include Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park and Onomichi’s Senkoji Park.
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MAY

On 3 May, women dressed as Heian-era courtesans form a colourful procession at Akama-jingū in Shimonoseki.
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JULY

The Heron Dance Festival in Tsuwano sees processions of dancers dressed as herons on 20 and 27 July.
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AUGUST

The anniversary of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima is marked by a memorial service held in Peace Memorial Park.
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NOVEMBER

Early in the month the autumn colours can be enjoyed in places such as Miyajima and Shōdo-shima’s Kanka gorge.
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DECEMBER

Snow starts to coat the region’s highest peaks, including Daisen where you can go skiing.
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HIROSHIMA
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An attractive delta city of bridges and rivers, Hiroshima (広島) will forever be defined by 6 August 1945, when it suffered the world’s first atomic-bomb attack. The Peace Memorial Park and Museum commemorate and record that unimaginable day, drawing millions of visitors from all over the world as latter-day witnesses to the horrors of war.

Out of the post-war ashes, Hiroshima arose like an urban phoenix. Key landmarks such as the castle and Shukkei-en garden were rebuilt. New museums and galleries were created and the downtown party district of Nagarekawa rebounded, with hundreds of bars, clubs, karaoke joints and restaurants lining the lanes between Aioi-dōri and Heiwa-Ōdōri.

Today, Hiroshima is a relaxed, cosmopolitan city of 1.2 million, committed to spreading the message of peace. It’s somewhere you’ll want to spend a couple of nights, especially if you plan to see some surrounding attractions.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum

SIGHTS

2 Atomic Bomb Dome

3 Hijiyama-kōen

4 Hiroshima-jo

5 Hiroshima City Manga Library

6 Hiroshima MOCA

7 Hiroshima Prefectural Art Museum

8 Orizuru Tower

9 Peace Memorial Park

10 Shukkei-en

ACTIVITIES

11 Okosta

EATING

12 Ekohiiki

13 Hassei

14 Okonomi-mura

15 Oyster Bar Mabui Namiki




TOP TIP

Car manufacturer Mazda traces its history in Hiroshima to 1920. To visit the attractive museum at Hiroshima’s Mazda car factory, book in advance online (mazda.com/en/about/museum/reservations). A highlight of the two-hour tour is the raised gantry views over the impressive 7km assembly line.



[image: jpg]

Hiroshima-jō | Sean Pavone/Shutterstock ©

Bear Witness to Hiroshima’s Bombing

CITY DEDICATED TO PEACE

You will never forget a visit to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum (広島平和記念資料館). The images and items exhibited are graphic and upsetting but viewing them you will start to grasp the impact of 6 August 1945. Before and after photographs of the city sit alongside salvaged items – ragged clothes, a child’s melted lunchbox, a watch stopped at 8.15am. You’ll also learn a bit about the history of Hiroshima, why it was the target of the American A-bomb, and of the development and destructive power of nuclear weapons. At the exit, watch the first-person video accounts and note the guestbook of world-leader visitors including the message left by US President Barack Obama in 2016.

Leafy Peace Memorial Park, bordered by rivers and dotted with memorials, provides tranquil spaces for reflection. Designed by renowned architect Kenzō Tange, the park’s central feature is the Pond of Peace leading to the cenotaph, a curved concrete monument holding the names of all the known victims of the bomb. The cenotaph frames the Flame of Peace, set to burn on until all the world’s nuclear weapons are destroyed.

On the same axis, away across the river, is the World Heritage-listed Atomic Bomb Dome. Built in 1915 and designed by the Czech architect Jan Letzl, this Western-style exhibition hall was just 160m from the hypocentre of the blast – rubble is scattered around the hollowed out shell and scorch marks are still visible on the ruins which were preserved in 1966. Wander past in the evening when it’s quieter and the steel and concrete skeleton is floodlit.
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CRANES FOR PEACE

In the Peace Memorial Park, the Children’s Peace Monument, built in 1958, was inspired by the tragic tale of Sadako Sasaki. Aged two when the bomb fell, Sadako developed leukaemia nine years later. This is when she decided to fold 1000 paper cranes. In Japan, the crane is the symbol of longevity and happiness, and Sadako believed if she achieved that target she would recover. She died before reaching her goal, but her classmates folded the rest. A nationwide spate of paper-crane folding continues to this day. Surrounding the monument are displays of thousands of colourful paper cranes, folded by schoolchildren from around Japan and across the world – you are welcome to add your crane, too.



WHERE TO STAY IN HIROSHIMA

Candeo

Stylish rooms with plush beds, impressive smart TVs, spacious desks and bathrooms with tech touches. ¥¥

Hiroshima Inn Aioi

Fine traditional inn with tatami rooms and a public bath. The restaurant serves top-quality Japanese meals. ¥¥¥

J-Hoppers Hiroshima

Hostel near the Peace Memorial Park with welcoming, homely atmosphere. Private rooms and dorms with tatami floors. ¥

Nagi

Small, chic hotel offering spacious, comfortable rooms and a friendly welcome. ¥¥

The Knot Hiroshima

Cocoon of contemporary style, soothing lighting, elevated city views and a 14th-floor lobby bar. ¥¥¥

WeBase Hiroshima

One of artist Kenji Yanobe’s Ship’s Cat series hangs from the ceiling lobby of this hip hostel. ¥

Watch a Samurai Parade at the Castle

A FORTRESS REBUILT

After WWII, the stone walls and moat of Hiroshima-jō (広島城) were all that was left of a sprawling castle compound originally constructed in 1589. A replica of the main tower was completed in 1958. It’s now a museum with historical items and special exhibitions, but the best reason for going in is for the fifth-floor views over the impressive moat.

The surrounding park is a pleasant (and free) place for a stroll. Next to the Main Gate Bridge over the moat is the impressively reconstructed Ninomaru, a point of defence from which invaders could be attacked with arrows.

Visit on Saturday at 1pm or 3pm to see the Aki Hiroshima Busho-Tai, nine performers in colourful Mōri-clan samurai costumes who parade through the castle park. You can catch the gang again on Sunday at 1.30pm and 3pm in the Ninomaru, giving swordplay displays to a loud rock soundtrack.

Meander Around Shukkei-en

CIRCULAR TOUR GARDEN

Shukkei-en (縮景園) is a serene garden laid out in 1620 for daimyō (feudal lord) Asano Nagaakira. Its name means ‘shrunken view garden’, as it re-creates grand vistas in miniature based on West Lake in Hangzhou, China. At the garden’s heart is a large pond, crossed by the Kokō-kyō (straddling rainbow bridge), around which the walking paths meander. Destroyed by the atomic bomb, the garden and its associated teahouses have all been meticulously restored.

Overlooking the garden is the Hiroshima Prefectural Art Museum which has a good collection with works from Japan, Asia and the West. These include Salvador Dalí’s Dream of Venus and paintings by Hirayama Ikuo, who was in the city during the atomic bombing.


SPECTATOR SPORTS

If you’re a sports fan, Hiroshima is a great city for going to see a baseball or soccer match. A love of either game is not a prerequisite – there’s plenty to be enjoyed in soaking up the atmosphere and enthusiasm of the crowd at the stadiums.

The city’s beloved baseball team, the Carp, play at the Mazda Zoom Zoom Stadium. Games run between late March and October; for schedule information in English see japanball.com, or ask at the tourist office. Buy tickets at the stadium a day in advance or at 7-Eleven stores.

Set to open in 2024 is the awkwardly named (in English) Wing of Hopes Hiroshima Peace Stadium. The 30,000-seater venue, close by the castle, is home to J1-League soccer team Sanfrecce Hiroshima.



An Elevated City View

OBSERVATION DECK, BAR & MURALS

The rooftop ‘Hiroshima Hills’ viewing terrace of the 13-storey Orizuru Tower provides an impressive panorama over the adjacent Atomic-Bomb Dome, Peace Memorial Park and city surroundings, particularly so around sunset. Orizuru are origami cranes, and you can fold one of your own on the floor below as well as enjoying various interactive displays. These top two floors become a bar in the evenings (check the website for opening times as these change through the year).

A wooden spiral slope leads back to the ground floor. You can take the quick way down by using the central slide. Alternatively, walk down and admire the murals created by nine local artists who use the future centenary of the A-bomb drop as inspiration for their paintings.



A Walk Across Central Hiroshima

[image: map]

Start by exploring the grounds of 1 Hiroshima-jō and climbing the reconstructed keep for city views. Leave via the Ninomaru exit, taking note of the gnarled eucalyptus tree that survived the atomic bombing.

It’s a short walk south to the 2 Hiroshima Museum of Art, in an interesting 1970s building. It has a small but decent collection of works by mainly big name European painters, including Picasso, Gauguin, Monet and Van Gogh.

A couple of blocks west is the 3 Hiroshima Gate Park, opened in 2023 on the site of the former Hiroshima Municipal Baseball Stadium. This well-designed community space offers a good range of places to eat and drink: try the Hawaiian breakfast restaurant Eggs ‘n Things for brunch dishes, or Lucky Bakery for tempting, freshly baked items and coffee.

Across the road is the touristy 4 Orizuru Tower; its open-terrace viewing platform offers vistas across the adjacent 5 Atomic Bomb Dome, which you can inspect more closely at ground level.

Cross the Motoyasu Bridge to reach the 6 Rest House, which showcases what this area looked like prior to 6 August 1945; parts of this building also survived the bombing and you enter the concrete basement that helped save eyewitness Nomura Eizō.

Take time to explore 7 Peace Memorial Park. At the park’s southern end on Heiwa-dōri (Peace Boulevard) note the pair of 8 Peace Bridges that connect the river island to the city. The railings – symbolising the bow of a ship (west bridge) and rising sun (east bridge) – were designed by the American-Japanese sculptor Isamu Noguchi.

Finish in the rooftop cafe-bar of the 9 Knot Hiroshima, which provides a great view over the park.



Taste Hiroshima Speciality Dishes

AND TAKE A COOKING LESSON

Hiroshima is famous for its large, plump and flavoursome kaki (oysters). You can eat them raw, but it’s more common for them to be served grilled, baked or deep-fried in batter or breadcrumb. Reliably good central restaurants that specialise in these bivalves include Ekohiiki (えこ贔屓) and Oyster Bar Mabui Namiki (オイスターバー MABUI 並木).

Okonomiyaki, Hiroshima’s other food speciality, is served right across the city. At the touristy but fun Okonomi-mura (お好み村) there are 25 stalls spread over three floors, each serving up hearty variations of the savoury pancake. Worth searching out is hole-in-the-wall Hassei (八誠), known for its tasty, generous layers of cabbage, noodles and other ingredients in their pancakes. They can do half-orders, if you’re not so hungry.

Learn how to cook the dish yourself at Okosta an okonomiyaki cooking studio close by JR Hiroshima Station. There are three 1½ hour sessions you can book throughout the day, with vegetarian and Muslim-friendly options available, the latter including a halal sauce.


OYSTERS & OKONOMIYAKI

Hiroshima Prefecture supplies at least 60% of Japan’s oysters. The calm, nutrient-rich waters of Hiroshima Bay are ideal for breeding oyster and farmers have developed a variety that is triple the usual size and that can be enjoyed year-round rather than just in the colder months. There’s also an oyster festival on the second weekend of February in Miyajima.

The local version of the batter pancake okonomiyaki is known as Hiroshima-yaki. The dish is made up of layers of shredded cabbage, tempura crisps, spring onions, bean sprouts, dried fish and kelp powder, noodles, egg, and slices of bacon with toppings of a sweet soy brown sauce (which varies from shop to shop) and more powdered seaweed.



WHERE TO DRINK IN HIROSHIMA

Hiroshima Neighborly Brewing

Microbrewery serving an inventive range of craft beers and good comfort food.

Koba

Cosy, foreigner-friendly bar, where rock-music-loving owner ‘Bom-san’ serves drinks and cooks tasty meals.

Organ-za

Boho lounge-bar with bookshelves, old furniture, a piano and a stuffed deer head. Eclectic live events.

Enjoy Contemporary Art at Hiroshima MOCA

SCULPTURE TRAIL IN A PARK

Hijiyama-kōen (比治山公園) is a hilly, tree-filled park a short walk or tram ride south of JR Hiroshima Station. Noted for its cherry blossoms in spring and its autumn foliage, it’s an elevated urban location for forest bathing.

The park is also home to the contemporary art museum Hiroshima MOCA. When it opened in 1989 in a building designed by leading Metabolist architect Kishō Kurokawa, MOCA was the first public art museum in Japan to specialise in contemporary art. It has since built up a collection of over 1700 works, the vast majority by Japanese artists. Built into the stairwells are My Sky Hole sculptures by Inoue Bukichi. Exhibitions change regularly but include large-scale video installations and art using virtual reality technology.

On permanent display surrounding the museum are 18 sculptures, including pieces by Henry Moore, Fernando Botero and Sora Mitsuaki; the museum has a map locating them all and providing details on each of the artists.

Hiroshima MOCA reopened in 2023 following a major renovation. A new addition is the excellent cafe Kaze, serving delicious salads, breads and juices all made with locally grown ingredients.

Also in the park is the Hiroshima City Manga Library (広島市まんが図書館) which has a small section of foreign-language manga and a collection of vintage and rare manga.
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Best dining in Hiroshima

Guttsurian

Quaint family-run seafood restaurant with a bay-side location about 20 minutes from the city centre. Try barbecue seafood, sashimi and tempura. ¥¥

Kisetsu Ryōri Nakashima

Book well ahead for superb kaiseki ryōri (fine dining set menu) at this elegant restaurant. Dishes are served on exquisite antique lacquerware and ceramics. ¥¥¥

Tōshō

At the base of Hijiyama-kōen, this specialist tofu restaurant has kimono-clad staff and overlooks a traditional Japanese garden. ¥¥




Getting Around

Compact and relatively flat, Hiroshima is very walkable and easy for cycling. There’s a bicycle sharing scheme (https://docomo-cycle.jp/hiroshima/en) that you can sign up for in advance online. Docking ports for the bicycles are scattered across the city.

The hop-on, hop-off Hiroshima Sightseeing Loop Bus has two overlapping routes covering the city’s main sights and museums. If you have a JR Pass (or JR West passes covering Hiroshima), you can ride for free.

The trams are also handy for getting around. If you’ll be taking at least four tram trips in a day, get a one-day trip card from the tram conductors on board.






Beyond Hiroshima
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A sacred island, a graceful wooden bridge and vintage sake breweries feature among the possible day trips from Hiroshima.


The red-lacquered shrine Itsukushima-jinja and its famous seabound camphor wood torii (gate) draw hoards of tourists daily to the densely wooded island of Miyajima. Escape the crowds by hiking up Mt Misen for amazing Inland Sea views. Better yet, stay overnight at one of its traditional inns.

In the castle town of Iwakuni is another illustrious visual beauty: the graceful five-arched bridge, Kintai-kyō. Nearby in Ōtake, Simose Art Garden Villa showcases the architecture of Shigeru Ban and has a prime location overlooking the Inland Sea.

Taste some sakes in Saijō where the alcoholic beverage has been brewed for over 350 years. Or go for a hike in the sylvan ravine Sandan Gorge.
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Itsukushima-jinja, Miyajima | ItzaVU/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

View Miyajima from the sea by joining a kayaking tour run by Paddle Park, or the stand up paddleboard (SUP) tour offered by SUPMiyajima.



Tour Miyajima’s World Heritage Site

VENERABLE SHRINE AND TEMPLE

The sacred island of Miyajima (宮島) is around 30 minutes by train and ferry from Hiroshima. Centuries ago pilgrims would sail here passing through the 16m-tall torii in the bay before alighting at Itsukushima-jinja (厳島神社). At high tide, this venerable shrine’s unique pier-like construction makes it appear as if it floats on water.

There’s been a shrine here since the 6th century, but its present form dates from 1168 when it was rebuilt under the patronage of Taira no Kiyomori, head of the doomed Heike clan. There’s also a nō stage, built by local lord Asano Tsunanaga in 1680 and still used for bugaku (stylised dance-drama) performances in April, during the Toka-sai Festival.

Daishō-in (大聖院), Miyajima’s oldest Buddhist temple, is a 15-minute walk from the ferry terminal, surrounded by greenery. This handsome hillside compound includes a pathway lined with 500 tiny statues of red-capped monks, and a lantern-bedecked cave containing statues representing each of the 88 Shikoku pilgrimage temples.

Atop the hill immediately to the north of Itsukushima-jinja is the huge pavilion Senjō-kaku (千畳閣), built in 1587 by warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi. The atmospheric hall is constructed with massive wooden pillars and beams, and the ceiling is hung with paintings. It looks out onto a colourful, 28m-tall, five-storey pagoda dating from 1407.
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MIYAJIMA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Most restaurants shut down after the day trippers go home – the tourist office has a list of those that stay open for dinner.

Cafe Lente

Offering great sea views, this stylish cafe serves appealing, good-value lunches, such as Japanese chicken curry and vegan risotto. ¥

Kakiya

Sophisticated oyster bar serving delicious local oysters freshly barbecued in their shells. Good wine list. ¥¥

Mame-tanuki

The anago (conger eel) here is steamed rather than grilled. Enjoy it for lunch in a set menu with deep-fried oysters. ¥¥



BEST PLACES TO STAY ON MIYAJIMA

Guest House Kikugawa

Charming traditional-style inn with wooden interiors. En-suite tatami rooms and rooms with beds. ¥¥

Iwasō Ryokan

Grand 1854-vintage inn amid exquisite gardens with onsen in the main building. Not all en-suite. ¥¥¥

Mikuniya

This retro-styled inn with a nice garden offers tatami dorms and private rooms, all with shared bathrooms. ¥

Ride the Ropeway up Misen

VIEWS MIYAJIMA’S HIGHEST MOUNTAIN

Covered with virgin forest, sacred and peaceful Misen (弥山) is Miyajima’s highest mountain (530m). Its ascent is the island’s finest hike – especially in spring and autumn, when the slopes are painted with cherry blossom or autumnal hues. You can avoid most of the uphill climb by taking the two-stage ropeway, which leaves you with a 30-minute walk to the top.

Close to the summit is a small temple where the monk Kōbō Daishi is said to have meditated for 100 days, following his return from China in the 9th century CE. At the summit observatory, kick off your shoes and laze on wooden platforms while enjoying 360-degree views – on clear days you can see across to the mountain ranges of Shikoku.


SIMOSE ART GARDEN VILLA

Shigeru Ban is a Pritzker Prize–winning architect known for his innovative buildings made from cardboard tubes. Simose Art Garden Villa, a luxury hotel and art museum in Ōtake (大竹), around an hour by train from Hiroshima, is a showcase of his creative vision. Ban has revisited his most famous privately commissioned residence for four of the villas; the other six are new designs, mostly using ‘Kielsteg‘ an Austrian wooden construction material.

The art museum includes eight movable galleries sheathed in candy coloured glass that appear to float on water. There’s a garden inspired by the artist Emile Galle and a stylish French restaurant. Dreamy vistas of the Inland Sea and Miyajima are on one side of the museum, on the other is a more dystopian view of a chemical works.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN IWAKUNI

Hirasei

Venerable restaurant with bridge views, set menus and iwakuni-zushi (sushi made in large square moulds). ¥

Kofūdō

Charming garden cafe. The curry is flavoured with 20 herbs and spices and aged miso. ¥

Midori-no-sato

Good value udon noodles and iwakuni-zushi that comes with a side of renkon (lotus root) noodles. ¥

Walk Across a Historic Wooden Bridge

ELEGANT FIVE-ARCHED SPAN

People have been visiting Iwakuni (岩国), about 50 minutes by train south of Hiroshima, for over 350 years to admire the Kintai-kyō (錦帯橋). Viewed from the river banks, this marvel of traditional carpentry spanning the Nishiki-gawa looks like a scene from an old woodblock print brought to life.

Cross the bridge to reach the old samurai quarter which now forms pleasant Kikkō-kōen (吉香公園). Within the park are fountains, flower gardens (the irises in June are spectacular), old residences, a couple of small museums, and spots for picnicking. Worth a look is the exterior of the Mekata Family Residence (旧目加田家住宅), the former home of a middle-ranking samurai family from the mid-Edo period.

The small castle Iwakuni-jō (岩国城), overlooking the bridge from atop Shiroyama, is best visited for its elevated views. The uphill walk takes about 45 minutes, or you can ride a cable car.

Near the eastern entrance to the bridge is Honke Matsugane (本家 松がね) a traditional building dating from around 1850 that once belonged to a family that produced hair oil used by samurai. It now houses a visitor centre. You can also sample Iwakuni zushi (local layered sushi), renkon (lotus root) chips and locally brewed sake here.

Sip Sake in Saijō

VISIT SEVEN HISTORIC BREWERIES

Saijō (西条), 38 minutes by train east of Hiroshima, has been perfecting its production of sake for over 350 years. The town’s seven breweries, open to visitors for free tastings, are all within easy walking distance of the station.

Founded in 1873, Kamotsuru (賀茂鶴) has a large tasting room occupying a warehouse with namako (black tile and white plaster) walls. It screens a video about the district and is a pioneer in making Daiginjō-type sake. The town’s oldest brewery Hakubotan (白牡丹), founded in 1675, also has a lovely broad-beamed tasting room, displaying woodblock prints by Munakata Shikō.

A five-minute walk north of Saijō Station is Matsuo-jinja (松尾神社) a shrine dedicated to the god of sake. Sake is brewed here every year in the lead-up to October’s Sake Matsuri.

For a break from sake (or to sober up), navigate to Kugurimon (くぐり門) a cafe based in a 90-year-old renovated wooden house. On the ground floor they roast coffee, while upstairs cakes and light meals are served.

Hike the Sandan Gorge

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN NATURE

For ‘forest bathing’ and hiking the Sandan-kyō (三段峡), a beautiful ravine about 1½ hours northwest of Hiroshima by train, can’t be beat. A 16km trail follows the Shibaki-gawa through the gorge, providing access to waterfalls and swimming holes; to hike the full trail takes around five hours. There are also boat rides to Kurobuchi Pool and Sarutobi Rock that allow you to view the gorge’s 20m tall cliffs and the virgin forest from the water, or you can go kayaking.

Pick up a hiking map in English from Hiroshima’s tourist information offices or check out sandankyo.jp. It’s a particularly lovely location to visit in autumn.


ALL ABOUT SAKE

The alcoholic drink the world calls sake, the Japanese call nihonshu. It’s made from rice, water, yeast and kōji, a mould used to convert rice starch into fermentable sugars. Sake has been brewed since ancient times and plays an important part in Shintō rituals. The drink also goes brilliantly with traditional Japanese cuisine.

For rice to become sake it is typically polished (milled) to reveal the grain’s white starchy centre. The degree to which the rice is milled generally determines the quality of the sake. Junmai is a sake that is brewed without additives. Honjōzō sakes have a small amount of added alcohol. Daiginjō or junmai daiginjō sakes use rice that has been polished to at least 60%; they are often regarded as the premium nihonshu.




Getting Around

JR Pass holders can travel on the JR ferry to Miyajima for free. If you don’t have the pass, there’s the bargain three-day Visit Hiroshima Tourist Pass Small Area which covers trams and ferries to Miyajima.

For Iwakuni, if coming from Hiroshima without a JR Pass, you may find it more convenient to get the Iwakuni bus from Hiroshima Bus Centre (stop 1), as it handily drops you at Kintai-kyō.

Saijō is 40 minutes by train from Hiroshima on the JR San-yō line.






ONOMICHI & THE SHIMANAMI KAIDō
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Once the lair of pirates, a raffish charm still lingers over Onomichi (尾道), 85km east of Hiroshima. Today it’s cyclist tourists who congregate at this key port on the Inland Sea. Since the construction of six road bridges that island-hop their way to Shikoku, Onomichi has become a hub for the popular Shimanami Kaidō (瀬戸内しまなみ海道), a 70km-long cycling or walking route across the Inland Sea.

The town stretches along a narrow corridor between the sea and the steep-sided hills. Ride the cable car up Senkō-ji-yama and take in the temple-studded vista across the channel to Mukai-shima. Wander along the retro shopping arcade and check out Onomichi U2, a waterfront warehouse transformed into a slick design hotel, restaurant, bar, cafe, bakery, boutique and bicycle store.

Hire a bicycle and get ready for the pedal of a lifetime. Breezing along 50m or more above the beautiful Inland Sea and soaking up the view of the islands is an unforgettable experience.
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SIGHTS

1 Ikuo Hirayama Museum of Art

see 1 Kōsan-ji

2 Ōyamazumi-jinja

3 Senkō-ji

4 Toyo Ito Museum of Architecture (TIMA)

SLEEPING

5 Azumi Setoda

see 5 Soil Setoda

see 5 Yubune

DRINKING

6 Omishima Brewery

see 6 Omishima Wine Bar

TRANSPORT

see 3 Senkō-ji-yama Ropeway




TOP TIP

If you don’t have the time to cycle the full Shimanami Kaidō, an easily achievable day trip from Onomichi is to pedal to Ikuchi-jima (about 30km) and return on the ferry.





CYCLING TRIP
Cycling the Shimanami Kaidō

It’s possible to cycle the full 70km of the Shimanami\ Kaidō (shimanami-cycle.or.jp) in eight hours or so, but who wants to rush when the views along the route are this gorgeous? Plus there’s a multitude of places to pause or detour to. It’s hard to get lost as the ‘recommended’ route is well marked on the road with a blue line as well as information boards and maps.
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1 Onomichi

Take the short ferry hop from Onomichi to Mukai-shima (向島) to start following the route. Make a pitstop at Gotō Kōsensho (後藤鉱泉所), a retro soda pop bottling factory dating back to 1930.

The Cycle: The first major incline is up to the 1339m Inno-shima bridge connecting Mukai-shima to Inno-shima.

2 Inno-shima

Detour from the main cycle route while on Inno-shima (因島) to the 230m-high summit of Shirataki-yama (白滝山). It’s a stiff 10-minute climb up steps lined by some 700 sculptures of the disciples of the Buddha to the summit, where you’re rewarded with panoramic views.

The Cycle: It’s a bit less of an uphill slog to reach the 790m Ikuchi Bridge to Ikuchi-jima.

3 Ikuchi-jima

Ikuchi-jima (生口島) is known for its citrus groves and beautiful Sunset Beach on the west coast – this is a place where you’re going to want to linger. Pause first though for delicious, locally made gelato at Shimanami Dolce (and keep an eye out for the coastal-located contemporary sculptures that make up the Island-Wide Art Museum).

The Cycle: It’s a fairly level pedal around Ikuchi-jima’s west coast to reach the 1480m Tatara Bridge to Ōmi-shima.
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4 Ōmi-shima

The ‘recommended’ route takes you fairly quickly in and out of Ōmi-shima (大三島) along its its east coast. Instead detour to pause at the excellent seaside hostel and cafe Wakka, and to visit the venerable shrine Ōyamazumi-jinja.

The Cycle: You will need to be fit if you opt for the longer detour to visit the sights in the far southwest of Ōmi-shima as the roads in this part of the island are very hilly.

5 Ō-shima

A fragrant spot to pause on mountainous Ō-shima (大島) is Yoshiumi Rose Park (よしうみバラ公園), where roughly 3500 bushes made up of 400 different species bloom between May and December. If you have the stamina, detour up the steep hills to Kirō-san Observation Park (亀老山展望公園) for incredible panoramic views of the bridges and islands of the Inland Sea.

The Cycle: Give your thigh muscles a break by following the longer but flatter west-coast route rather than the hilly ‘recommended route’.

6 Imabari

Traverse the 4.1km-long Kurushima-kaikyō bridges. Roughly two thirds of the way across these engineering marvels there’s a possible pit stop at the rest area on Uma-shima. Wheeling off the far end you’ll have arrived on Shikoku and be within a couple of kilometres of Imabari.



Drink in the View over Onomichi

CABLE CAR, CATS AND BEER

Onomichi is a town that rewards casual wandering. Start off at Senkō-ji-yama Ropeway, which will whisk you up the hillside to an impressive concrete observation deck and hilltop park. Inside the park, with fine views, a bright cafe and regularly changing exhibitions, is the Onomichi City Museum of Art.

From the park follow the ‘literary path’ (so called because literary quotes are inscribed on rocks along the way) down to Senkō-ji (千光寺), a red-painted temple founded in 806. Legend has it that the huge boulder in the centre of the temple’s precinct once was topped with a jewel that illuminated the sea at night.

Pause at the charming cafe at Miharashi-tei, an early-20th-century inn restored as part of a local initiative to give life to vacant dwellings. Nearby is the three-storied pagoda of Tennei-ji (天寧寺). Cats are also a feature of Onomichi’s hillside and you’re likely to encounter plenty of them lazing on the steps and flagstones.

At the foot of the hill, cross the train tracks to explore the long, covered shopping arcade, lined with interesting little shops and places to eat and drink. You could also search out the taproom of the award-winning Onomichi Brewery (open Friday to Sunday only) hidden inside a late-19th-century warehouse.

Finish up at the promenade where the seawall doubles as an art gallery showcasing replicas of prize-winning paintings of Onomichi; there’s also some stills from Tokyo Story, a 1953 classic movie bookended by scenes shot in Onomichi.
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Senkō-ji-yama Ropeway | Tanya Jones/Shutterstock ©


ONOMICHI’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Hibiki

Great little ramen shop serving inventive variations including noodles topped with rare roast beef or sea bream and lemon slices. ¥

Kome Doko Shokudō

Bistro-style restaurant that serves excellent dishes made with local ingredients. Friendly service and nice sea views. ¥¥

Street Market Garden

Along the shopping arcade this contemporary-styled cafe serves veggie sandwiches filled with falafel and hummus. ¥



WHERE TO STAY IN ONOMICHI

Beacon Hotel

Small rooms overstuffed with appliances at this smart business hotel. Convenient location above JR station. ¥¥

Hotel Cycle

Minimalist boutique hotel within U2 warehouse complex. Softly lit rooms feature bike storage; spacious baths. ¥¥¥

Miharashi-tei

Early-20th-century villa with panoramic views revamped as a guesthouse. Excellent tatami rooms; great cafe-bar. ¥

Spend the Night in Setoda

MIDPOINT OF THE SHIMANAMI KAIDŌ

Since 1936 visitors have been coming to Setoda (瀬戸田), Ikuchi-jima’s main town, to gawp at the gaudily painted replicas of famous temple and shrine buildings at Kōsan-ji (耕三寺). Not nearly as popular as it once was (and looking a little shabby), this kitsch complex also features a creepy 1000 Buddhas Cave and the Hill of Hope, an acropolis of 3000 tons of Carrara marble with panoramic views over the island.

Better reasons for pausing in Setoda are the Ikuo Hirayama Museum of Art, which showcases the fine paintings of the famous Setoda-born artist, and some excellent new hotels. Spoil yourself at the sophisticated Azumi Setoda, a boutique property partly occupying a 140-year-old mansion once owned by local salt tycoons the Horiuchi family. Opposite is Yubune, an upmarket, bike-friendly hotel and public bath with fab mosaic murals. Facing the waterfront is the more budget, but still super stylish, Soil Setoda which includes the relaxed cafe-bar Minatoya and a coffee roasters in a repurposed salt warehouse.

Make a Wish at Ōyamazumi-jinja

DRINK LOCAL BEER AND WINE

Ōyamazumi-jinja (大山祇神社) in Miyaura (宮浦) on Ōmi-shima is one of Japan’s oldest shrines, home of the elder brother of Amaterasu, the sun goddess. Here stands a 2600-year-old camphor tree – locals believe that if you walk three times around its stout trunk, its spirit will grant you a wish.

Famous warriors used to visit the shrine to pray for victory and to donate their weapons and armour – which explains the important historical collection in the shrine’s treasure hall.

More contemporary reasons for visiting Miyaura are the Omishima Brewery and the Omishima Wine Bar where you can sample very quaffable locally produced beers and wines.


REVIVING ŌMI-SHIMA

Ōmi-shima is home to an ongoing development initiative that aims to build and maintain a strong sense of identity and community while bringing in more visitors. A leader on the project is acclaimed architect Itō Toyō. The Toyo Ito Museum of Architecture (TIMA) is Itō’s museum of architecture, housed in a sculptural building perched on a clifftop in the far southwest of the island, with incredible sea views.

Nearby are a couple of other small art museums of middling interest and an old wooden schoolhouse transformed into the boutique guesthouse Ikoi-no-Ie (憩いの家). Original wooden beams, classroom signs, taps and lamps have been preserved. Cedar-chic Western or tatami rooms are modern with black-tiled bathrooms. A stay here includes breakfast and dinner of local seafood.




Getting Around

Bicycle rental options abound in Onomichi and on the islands. E-bikes are also available, a good option for taking the strain out of the inclines leading to each of the bridges. There are a dozen drop-off points on the Shimanami Kaidō route, useful if you get tired and decide to take a bus or ferry back. However, if you do drop off your bike at a different place from where you rented, you’ll forgo your deposit.






Beyond Onomichi


[image: jpg]

Enjoy small towns providing picturesque glimpses of old Japan, an island scattered with contemporary art and some gorgeous landscaped gardens.


The Japan of the early 19th century is evoked in visits to the sleepy port of Tomo-no-ura and the charming Bikan quarter of Kurashiki – both are enclaves of lovingly preserved historical architecture.

If it’s a big modern city you’re after, then Okayama delivers and is home to Kōraku-en, one of Japan’s top three gardens. From here you can make a side trip to the Kibi Plain for a half-day of semi-rural cycling. If you have an interest in pottery, visit Imbe where the celebrated bizen-yaki ceramics are produced.

Alternatively hop on a ferry to Momoshima, an Inland Sea island with a developing contemporary art project, or bliss out in beautiful Shinshōji Zen Museum and Gardens.
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Tomo-no-Ura | San Hoyano/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The Tobishima Kaidō is a 46km cycling route via a chain of seven bridges across the Aki Nada Islands in the Inland Sea. For more details see (https://tobishima7.com/en)



Take in the Views Across Tomo-no-Ura

PORT THAT INSPIRED GHIBLI DIRECTOR

With fishing boats quietly bobbing in the old stone harbour, Tomo-no-Ura (鞆の浦), about an hour and 10 minutes by train and bus from Onomichi, is like a film set of old Japan. Several movies have been shot in this charming port which also provided artistic inspiration for Miyazaki Hayao’s animated movie Ponyo. The Studio Ghibli director also helped with the restoration of a 220-year-old inn, Onfunayado Iroha (御舟宿 いろは), which is the best place to eat in town.

Tomo-no-Ura is small and once you’ve spent a few hours wandering around you may feel like you’re done. However, with fine traditional lodgings and the chance to kayak across the Inland Sea, it’s also somewhere you could happily spend the night.

There’s a good free exhibition about the preservation of the port’s buildings and their architectural elements at the restored machiya (townhouse) Tomo Terasu (鞆てらす), where you can also learn about the town’s local festivals and see a shrine float up close. The Ōta Residence (太田家住宅) near the harbour is a finely restored merchant’s house from the mid-18th century.

For knockout views, climb the hill on the west side of the port to the terrace of the late-17th-century temple Iō-ji (医王寺). Another celebrated panorama is that from the reception hall of Fukuzen-ji (福禅寺) across the narrow channel to the shrine-topped islet of Benten-jima and neighbouring Sensui-jima (仙酔島). This island, which is part of the Setonaikai National Park, is a great place to go for a short hike and to further enjoy the scenery.

Consider also taking a sea-kayaking tour with Murakami Suigun-Shōkai (村上水軍商会). Run by English-speaking Yasuhiro, these range from an introductory three-hour paddle across to Sensui-jima, to a four-day adventure island-hopping across the Inland Sea to Shikoku, camping along the way.


THE ART OF ZEN

The serene Shinshōji Zen Museum and Gardens, a 30-minute drive east of Onomichi, is a chance to experience and learn a little about Zen Buddhism. The architecture, both traditional and contemporary, and beautifully designed gardens make a visit here well worthwhile.

It’s possible to sign up for guided seated meditation sessions. Other activities on offer in this lush campus include taking part in a tea ceremony; eating a Zen meal of udon noodles; appreciating the calligraphy and art of Zen master Hakuin; and relaxing in an onsen hot-spring bath.

A highlight is Kohtei, a giant ship-like pavilion designed by visual artist Kōhei Nawa that’s covered with 850,000 shingles. The installation inside plunges you into darkness with flashes of light slowly revealing a giant pool of rippling water.



WHERE TO STAY IN TOMO-NO-URA

Nipponia

Traditional residences house six elegant suites in luxe operation celebrating Japanese craftsmanship. ¥¥¥

Onfunayado Iroha

Delicious sea bream lunch or dinner in a 220-year-old townhouse; stay in one of two incredible rooms. ¥¥¥

Tomo Nyan

Charming rental next to cat sanctuary. Includes study with desk and chair where director Miyazaki Hayao worked. ¥¥

View Installation Art on Momoshima

ISLAND REVIVAL PROJECT

In 2011, the internationally renowned conceptual artist Yanagi Yukinori heard of an abandoned high school on Momoshima (百島), 25 minutes by ferry from Onomichi. Yanagi was taken with the idea of starting his own art island project like that on Naoshima. Thus Art Base Momoshima was born.

The old school is now the project’s HQ, the former classrooms, offices and even its toilets transformed into galleries for interesting large-scale installations and smaller works by Yanagi and fellow contemporary Japanese artists, including Chu Enoki and Noriyuki Haraguchi. Outside of special exhibitions, it’s only open on weekends by appointment.

Momoshima (population approximately 350) has many other abandoned buildings. Yanagi has taken over the old cinema to display his neon work Hinomaru Illuminations. The former town hall is a basic guesthouse, and a 1957 house has been reimagined as Goemon, an art work that you can stay overnight at. Among its unique features are 2 tons of used armament shell cartridges that make up Chu Enoki’s confronting installation, and a large metal cauldron bath for outdoor soaks.

Momoshima is a 50-minute ferry ride from Onomichi. You can also take a ferry from Tsuneshi which is not far from Shinshōji Zen Museum and Gardens by bus. Places to eat on the island are limited to the cafe at Art Base Momoshima and a tako-yaki (octopus batter balls) and fried noodle stand.


KURASHIKI’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Cono Foresta

Relaxed, authentic pizzeria and cafe with a lovely ambience and good location to escape the crowds. ¥¥

Kumo

Stylish contemporary Japanese dining in SOLA shopping complex. Sister restaurant to Michelin-starred Bricole. ¥¥¥

Takataya

Enjoy delicious grilled skewers of chicken, beef and vegetables at authentic izakaya; a great dinner option. ¥¥




Yanagi Yukinori

Some of Yanagi’s Ant Farm series hang in Benesse House Museum on Naoshima. The artist also has a major installation in the Inujima Seirensho Art Museum.



WHERE TO STAY ON OR NEAR MOMOSHIMA

Bella Vista Spa & Marina Onomichi

Huge rooms, top-quality furnishing at luxe resort overlooking Momoshima. ¥¥¥

Goemon

Traditional house rental and art installation, sleeping up to four full board. Saturday nights only. ¥¥¥

Island Camp

Beachside location. Bring your own tent, rent one or sleep in ‘glamping’ tent with proper bed. ¥

Linger for Sunset in Kurashiki

TOWN OF PICTURESQUE STOREHOUSES

Kurashiki (倉敷), an hour by train east of Onomichi, can roughly be translated as ‘town of storehouses’. During the Edo period these attractive black-tiled and white-plastered buildings stored the cotton grown in the region. Later, textile production made Kurashiki even wealthier.

Preservation efforts have kept Kurashiki’s compact Bikan quarter (美観地区) amazingly intact. The storehouses have been converted into museums, shops and restaurants, and boatmen will take you for a short punt down a stretch of the willow-tree-lined Kurashiki River. During the day it can get really busy here. The trick is to stay for sunset when the crowds thin and the Bikan quarter looks even more charming as lamplight reflects off the river.

The Bikan’s top sight is the Ōhara Museum of Art, which houses a canny art collection built up by Ōhara Magosaburō, owner of the Kurabō Textile Company, and his son. Works on show range from paintings by Impressionists such as Matisse and Monet, to pieces by early-20th-century Japanese artists and a fine selection of Japanese folk crafts and traditional Asian arts.

Beside the Ōhara Museum’s Annex Gallery, take a breather in Shin-keien (新渓園), a traditional Japanese garden you can view from a large tatami room. Also peek inside the Ōhashi House (大橋家住宅), a beautifully restored wooden residence originally built in 1796 for one of Kurashiki’s richest merchant families.

The Bikan quarter is a great location to shop for locally produced denim fashions. The wider Kurashiki area (in particular, the town of Kojima) is where many famous Japanese denim brands are produced.
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Kurashiki River | Sean3810/Getty Images ©

Promenade Around Kōraku-en

JAPAN’S TOP-THREE GARDEN

The pride and joy of Okayama (岡山), 45 minutes by regular train and shinkansen from Onomichi, is Kōraku-en (後楽園) considered one of the nation’s most beautiful gardens. Filling around 14 hectares of a comma-shaped island in the Asahi River, the garden was originally built on the orders of daimyō Ikeda Tsunemasa in 1700.

Opened to the public in 1884, the garden is famous for its expansive lawns, carp-filled ponds, teahouses, and the ‘borrowed scenery’ of the castle and, in the far distance, Mt Misao. Beside the main entry gate is En’yo-tei (built as living quarters), which includes a nō (stylised dance-drama) stage. Other features include a small tea plantation, six small rice paddies, and Yuishinzan, a 6m-high man-made hill offering a panoramic view of the entire garden.

In spring the groves of plum and cherry-blossom trees are stunning, in early summer the irises unfurl and in autumn the Chishio-no-mori grove of nearly 100 maple trees is a delight. The loud crowing noise you may hear is from the aviary where eight red-crowned cranes live.

Check okayama-korakuen.jp for the many events held here including spectacular nighttime illumination of the garden throughout August and for the last couple of weeks of November.


MORE INLAND SEA ISLANDS

From the port of Kasaoka (笠岡市), 42 minutes by train east of Onomichi, ferries run to seven small inhabited islands which are worth visiting for their slow-paced Inland Sea life.

Shiraishi-jima (白石島) offers good beaches and the Shiraishi Pilgrimage, a 10km hike around the island’s perimeter visiting 88 shrines. A great-value self-catering place to stay is Shiraishi Island International Villa. For more about the island see https://amyonasia.com, the site of expat resident Amy Chavez who, each summer, runs the beachside Moooo! Bar.

The one small town on Manabe-shima (真鍋島) is an atmospheric maze of old wooden houses with a solitary village shop. Stay at Santora (島宿三虎) a ryokan where you can relax in an outdoor saltwater bath while watching boats sail by.



WHERE TO STAY IN KURASHIKI

Cuore Kurashiki

Great budget option with arty touches in the rooms and common areas, including late-opening lounge-bar. ¥

Dormy Inn Kurashiki

Business hotel with large rooms, rooftop onsen bath and free extras, such as noodles in the evening. ¥¥

Ryokan Kurashiki

Once a merchant’s home, now a luxurious ryokan. Multicourse kaiseki dinners feature Inland Sea delicacies. ¥¥¥

Climb up Crow Castle

AND LEARN TO MAKE POTTERY

From Kōraku-en’s south gate the Tsukimi footbridge crosses the river to reach Okayama-jō (岡山城). This fortress, completed in 1597 under daimyō Ukita Hideie, is nicknamed ‘Crow Castle’ because of its black colour.

The castle compound’s stone walls and foundations are largely original and impressive, but if you think the tenshu (castle tower) looks good for its age, that’s because it was rebuilt in 1966 and has more recently undergone major renovations. Inside are some interesting, detailed history displays, exhibits of samurai armour and the chance to view close up the gilded shachihoko (fish sculptures) adorning the corners of the roof. There’s also an activity area where you can dress up like a feudal lord or lady.

In the castle grounds is the Bizen-yaki Pottery Studio, where you try your hand at making the local style of unglazed pottery. Note, it can take up to two months for the firing to be completed and shipping of your finished piece home is charged separately.
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Bizen-yaki, Imbe | Simon Richmond/Lonely Planet ©


GARDEN STYLES

Kōraku-en is a classic kaiyū-shiki-teien (promenade or stroll garden), as is Nara’s Isui-en and Kanazawa’s Kenroku-en. Other main types of Japanese gardens are:

Dry Landscape Gardens

Karesansui, also known as rock or Zen gardens, the most famous example being Ryōan-ji in Kyoto.

Paradise Gardens

Designed to symbolise Jōdo (the Pure Land) where Buddha meditates on an island in the middle of a lotus pond. This type of garden can be seen at Byōdō-in in Uji.

Tea Gardens

Roji are the intimate gardens leading to a teahouse, designed to resemble a mountain trail with moss, ferns, evergreens and artfully placed stones.



WHERE TO STAY IN OKAYAMA

A&A

Standing for Artist & Architect, rent one of two sleekly designed properties that are also works of art. ¥¥¥

Kamp Backpackers Inn & Lounge

Basic dorms and a tatami private room. Hippyish lounge bar on the ground floor. ¥

Kōraku Hotel

Classy touches, such as art pieces displayed on each floor, and pampering extras. ¥¥

Visit the Pottery Town of Imbe

HOME OF RUSTIC BIZEN CERAMICS

Unglazed bizen-yaki ceramics have been prized in Japan for centuries. The pottery’s distinctive earthy colours and textures are achieved by firing in wood-fuelled kilns – their brick chimneys punctuate the skyline of Imbe (伊部), the main centre of ceramic production, 40 minutes by train east of Okayama.

The information counter at Imbe Station has a map in English, showing the locations of kilns, shops, restaurants and and places where you can make your own pottery – all within walking distance. There’s also a big showroom of ceramics upstairs in the station building.

Get a sense of the process at Kibidō (黄薇堂), run by the Kimuras, one of the six original families granted official permission in the early 1600s to produce pottery in the Bizen region. You can see their traditional step-style nobori-gama kiln and maybe the current 10th generation of Kimura artists at work.

A nice place for coffee and freshly baked cakes is UDO which is attached to JR Imbe Station.


MOMOTARō, THE PEACH BOY

Okayama Prefecture and Kagawa Prefecture, on the island of Shikoku, are linked by the legend of Momotarō, the boy who emerged from the stone of a peach. Backed up by a monkey, a pheasant and a dog, Momotarō went on to defeat a three-eyed, three-toed, people-eating demon. The island of Megijima, off Takamatsu in Shikoku, is said to be the site of the clash with the demon. Momotarō may actually have been a Yamato prince who was deified as Kibitsuhiko-mo-mikoto. His shrine, Kibitsu-jinja, and grave lie along the the Kibi Plain cycling route.



Cycle the Kibi Plain

SHRINES, TEMPLES AND BURIAL MOUNDS

Cycling the Kibi Plain (吉備路) is a fun way to see an area of semi-rural Okayama studded with ancient burial grounds, shrines and temples. To cover the 15km route between Bizen-Ichinomiya (備前一宮), 12 minutes by train west of the city centre, and Sōja (総社), allow at least three or four hours so you can wander around the sights and take a few detours. Bicycles can also be hired at one end and dropped off at the other.

Starting from Bizen-Ichinomiya, the first site of note is sprawling Kibitsu-jinja (吉備津神社), a shrine dedicated to the ancient warrior Kibitsuhiko-no-mikoto who defeated an ogre and likely inspired the Momotarō legend. The warrior’s grave is believed to be on the south side of Kibi-no-Nakayama (吉備中山), a 170m hill that’s central to the Kibi Plain and which the cycle route skirts around; for a hiking route map of the hill see kibinonakayama.com.

A few kilometres further on is the Tatetsuki Tumulus (楯築遺跡) one of the largest such mounds in Japan topped with five huge stones; legend has it that they are the shields of Kibitsuhiko-no-mikoto. Nearby is the 5th-century-CE Tsukuriyama-kofun (造山古墳), the fourth-biggest kofun tomb (keyhole-shaped burial mound) in Japan.

Across fields of rape blossoms in spring and sunflowers in summer you’ll catch sight of the 34m, five-storey pagoda of the attractive temple Bitchū Kokubun-ji (備中国分寺). About a kilometre north of Sōja Station also check out the picturesque Zen Buddhist temple Iyama-hōfukuji (井山宝福寺) where the celebrated artists and landscape gardener Sesshū trained as a monk in the 15th century.


GETTING AROUND

Okayama is the region’s main transport hub. The city is on the JR San-yō line and shinkansen line. The city can be seen on foot or with a couple of short tram rides. It’s also a good city for cycling.



WHERE TO EAT IN OKAYAMA

Okabe

Delicious tofu set meals served at this simple lunch joint. The meat-free menu contains fish stock. ¥¥

SALT Ishikawa Shokudō

Bistro-style place serving delicious healthy meals using fresh vegetables and brown rice. ¥¥

Teppan-Ku-Ya

Popular spot serving Japanese classics with a twist and French-inspired dishes. Warm, fuss-free atmosphere. ¥¥¥




INLAND SEA ART ISLANDS
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The 3000-plus islands dotted across the Inland Sea (瀬戸内海) make this calm stretch of water between Honshū and Shikoku one of the most scenic vistas in Japan. Art lovers should not miss Naoshima. Its emblem, one of Yayoi Kusama’s Pumpkin sculptures, is just the yellow polka-dotted tip of an outstanding collection of contemporary art and architecture in a gorgeous natural setting.

The arts and culture recipe to revitalise dwindling island communities has been replicated on rural Teshima and formerly industrial Inujima. Both include installations that are part of the wider Benesse Art Site Naoshima.

Nature comes to the fore on Shōdo-shima. This large, mountainous, forested island has a Mediterranean vibe with its olive groves and sandy beaches. There are soy sauce factories that you can visit, an 88-temple pilgrimage and a super fun Yōkai Museum celebrating Japan’s pantheon of ghosts and monsters.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Chichū Art Museum

SIGHTS

2 Benesse House Museum

3 Honmura Lounge & Archive

4 Inujima Seirensho Art Museum

5 Kasane-iwa

6 Les Archives du Cœur

7 Marukin

8 Minamidera

9 Saikō-ji

10 Shōdo-shima Olive Park

11 Teshima Art Museum

12 Teshima Yokoo House

13 Yama-Roku Shōyu

14 Yōkai Art Museum

DRINKING

15 Morikuni

ENTERTAINMENT

16 Teshima Usaginingen Theatre

TRANSPORT

17 Kankakei Ropeway




TOP TIP

Every three years the Setouchi Trienniale (setouchi-artfest.jp) sees many new art projects unveiled on Naoshima and its surroundings. The website lists where the artworks are located, including on the islands of Megijima (女木島) and Ogijima (男木島), easily accessible from Takamatsu.
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Best of Benesse Art Site Naoshima

ISLAND OF NATURE & ART

There’s a lot of art to see on Naoshima (直島). The key sites can be toured in a day, but a better plan is to spread your visits to the various elements of Benesse Art Site Naoshima over a couple of days.

Get a head start by booking online your timed slot to visit the Chichū Art Museum before you arrive. This extraordinary building, designed by Naoshima’s favourite architect Tadao Ando, is a series of concrete-walled galleries fitted into the hillside. Natural light filters into these cool caverns to illuminate, most spectacularly, five of Monet’s water-lily paintings. Also here on display are three light installations by James Turrell and an enigmatic, monumental set of sculptures by Walter De Maria.

After Chichū, make a beeline for the hilltop Benesse House Museum, one of Ando’s first projects on Naoshima. This combined museum and hotel offers both interior and exterior artworks; hotel guests also get to see some of the collection in their rooms. A standout piece is Bruce Nauman’s neon 100 Live and Die.

The beach near here is where you’ll find Kusama’s iconic Pumpkin. Also search out her Narcissus Garden, an installation of 1700 stainless-steel spheres in the Valley Gallery, an indoor/outdoor space designed by Ando in 2022.

If you have more time, check out the Hiroshi Sugimoto Gallery: Time Corridors in the Benesse House Park wing of the hotel. It includes a tea room where you can sip tea while sitting at tables created out of giant, ancient tree trunks while gazing out at Sugimoto’s Mondrian glass teahouse.
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Alternative Naoshima Art
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Ota Sanae, public relations officer for Benesse Art Site Naoshima (benesse-artsite.jp), shares her favourite alternative art spots on the island.

Miyanoura Gallery 6

A converted former pachinko parlour now displays fascinating projects by the artist Shitamachi Motoyuki, who works directly with the local community to document everyday aspects of Naoshima life and culture.

Naoshima Bath I♥︎湯

This sentō (public bath) in Miyanoura is one huge creation by the artist Ōtake Shinrō and includes a full-scale elephant statue. Bathing in an artwork is a one-of-a-kind experience.

The Naoshima Plan ‘The Water’

In Honmura, this installation by the eco-friendly architect Sambuichi Hiroshi includes a well-water-filled pool into which you can dip your feet.



WHERE TO STAY ON NAOSHIMA

Tsutsuji-sō

Beachside camp of Mongolian-style tents and caravans with shared bathrooms. Meals reserved in advance. ¥

My Lodge

Fine hilltop location for contemporary complex of Muji kit houses and wooden cottages. ¥¥

Roka

Luxury modern ryokan a short walk from Honmura. Contemporary artworks; fine gourmet restaurant. ¥¥¥

Hang out in Honmura

ART HOUSES AND GELATO

The fishing port of Honmura (本村) on the east side of Naoshima, dates back to the 16th century when there was a castle here. Its narrow lanes are lined with blackened timber wooden houses, several of which, over the years, were abandoned as the village suffered depopulation.

Benesse has converted a handful of these empty properties (plus a shrine) into seven Art Houses. Pick up a ticket to explore them all from the Honmura Lounge & Archive near the harbour. You’ll be given a timed ticket for Minamidera, a modern building designed by Tadao Ando to accommodate an ingenious experiment with light by James Turrell. Entering what appears to be a pitch dark space, you sit and wait for your eyes to adjust and see the artwork.

Go’o Shrine is Hiroshi Sugimoto’s installation in an old jinja (shrine), with a glass staircase leading down to a narrow underground ‘Stone Chamber’. Ishibashi, in the handsome Meiji-era home of local salt merchants the Ishibashi family, has a series of beautiful wall and screen paintings on natural themes by Senju Hiroshi.

Haisha occupies the former home and office of a dentist. Gone are the tools of that trade, replaced by Ōtake Shinrō’s playful artwork covering the entire property in painting, scrapbook collages and sculptures, including a giant Statue of Liberty.

Alongside the art, there are several guesthouses, craft shops and cute cafes and places to eat in the village, so take time to explore. A perfect pit stop on a hot day is Naoshima Gelato, serving superb homemade ice creams and sorbets.


INUJIMA

Stone used to be quarried on Inujima (犬島). It also once had a copper refinery, but that closed in 1919 and today the tiny island is home to less than 50 people.

A new chapter in Inujima’s history began when Benesse commissioned architect Sambuchi Hiroshi and artist Yanagi Yukinori to create a museum out of the refinery’s ruined brick buildings. Their fascinating Inujima Seirensho Art Museum is an example of recycling and upcycling on a grand scale. It houses Yanagi’s multipart installation Hero Dry Cell, which combines island materials with the parts of a Tokyo house once occupied by the writer Yukio Mishima.




Yayoi Kusama

Dotty for one of Japan’s most famous contemporary artists? You can discover more of Kusama’s artworks at the Matsumoto City Museum of Art in the town where she was born in 1929.



WHERE TO EAT ON NAOSHIMA

Apron Cafe

Gallery-like space in Honmura with artful tasting plates of quiche, tempura fish, and Okayama black rice. ¥¥

Naka-Oku

Cosy, relaxed cafe outside Honmura serving comfort food at lunchtimes and small dishes in the evening. ¥

New Olympia

Traditional Japanese restaurant in Miyanoura. Good for sushi and other reasonably priced set meals. ¥¥

Slow Down on Teshima

MEDITATE ON THE ELEMENTS

With a population of around 1000, Teshima (豊島) has a laid-back, rural vibe. On a hill surrounded by terraced rice fields, Teshima Art Museum, a collaboration between the architect Ryue Nishizawa and artist Rei Naito, is a mesmerising, meditative experience. An installation rather than a traditional museum, the domed building’s concrete shell has large holes open to the elements and providing views out to the sky and surroundings. On the floor, watch tiny holes pump out drops of water that collide, merge and trickle in perpetual motion.

Beside the beach at the far end of Karato Port is Les Archives du Cœur, a thoughtful installation by sound artist Christian Boltanski. It’s an audio library of heartbeat recordings from around the world – listen to them played randomly in the ‘heart room’ as a bare lightbulb pulses in tandem. You can record and add your own heartbeat to the archive and take away a souvenir CD.

Surreal and verging on kitsch is Teshima Yokoo House, at Ieura Port. Architect Nagayama Yuko converted an old house into a gallery for the work of the artist Yokoo Tadanori. It includes a vividly colourful rock garden, a dizzying ‘waterfall’ installation in a cylindrical tower lined with thousands of postcards of waterfalls, and dazzling all-chrome bathrooms.

If you’re visiting on the weekend, also drop by Teshima Usaginingen Theatre. In a former carpenter’s warehouse you can watch an inventive audio visual performance about a dark chapter in Teshima’s history from the 1980s when 600,000 tons of toxic waste was illegally dumped on the island.


TESHIMA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Shima Kitchen

Enjoy local cooking in this artwork restaurant designed around an old village building by Ryo Abe. A wraparound roof shelters outdoor tables. ¥¥

Vegan Cafe UKA

A delicious vegan sushi lunch is served at this Ieura gem. Follow it up with flavoured vegan banana ice cream. ¥¥

Umi-no-Restaurant

Classy, relaxed Italian restaurant with sublime coastal views. The pasta is perfectly al dente and there’s an excellent wine list. ¥¥




Pilgrimage of 88 Temples

Sen Guesthouse has produced a handy map to Shōdo-shima’s 88-temple pilgrimage. This roughly 160km hike takes around a week to complete, making it a more feasible undertaking than the much longer 88-temple route on Shikoku.



WHERE TO STAY ON TESHIMA

Takamatsu-ya

Welcoming guesthouse a short walk from Ieura ferry terminal, offering immaculate tatami rooms. ¥

Teshima Espoir Park

Rocking a Japandi vibe of crisp modern design; delightful hotel with sea views and a professional kitchen. ¥¥

Umitota

Two Japanese designers collaborated on this gorgeous coastal rental near Ieura. Sleeps six. ¥¥¥

Sample Soy Sauce & Sake

FOUR-HUNDRED-YEAR-OLD INDUSTRY

Soy-sauce production on Shōdo-shima (小豆島) goes back centuries. The best factory to visit is Yama-Roku Shōyu (ヤマロク醤油), where you can see the giant cedar barrels in which their sauce is fermented for between two and four years. The oldest and largest 6000L barrels date to the factory’s foundation about 150 years ago. On weekends the front courtyard becomes a chaya (teahouse) where you can sample their various sauces in dishes such as rice and egg, stewed pork and milk pudding.

The largest factory is Marukin (マルキン) on the main road between Kusakabe and Sakate. Its museum in a cavernous wood beamed warehouse has good English captions and will enlighten you on how the sauce is made. At the gift shop you can sample tasty soy-sauce-flavoured soft serve ice cream.

Nearby Marukin, is Morikuni, Shōdo-shima’s sole sake brewery. Taste its award-winning beverages in a beautifully converted 80-year-old wooden building, which is also a nice cafe serving some of its excellent baked goods.
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Teshima Yokoo House | Kathy Matsunami/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON SHōDO-SHIMA

Koyomi

Excellent course meals featuring local delicacies such as somen noodles and seaweed pickled in soy sauce. Bookings advised. ¥¥

Komame Shokudō

Overlooking the picturesque Nakayama rice terraces. Order onigiri rice balls, the local ‘olive beef’ hamburger, or a take-away bento. ¥

Nonoka

Book ahead for this charming cafe in a garden setting. Delicious seasonal dishes made with local ingredients including fish, pork and roast beef. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY ON SHōDO-SHIMA

Olivean Shōdo-shima Yuhigaoka Hotel

Resort with open-air onsen and pool. Western and tatami rooms with sunset views. ¥¥¥

Sen Guesthouse

Hillside guesthouse with tatami rooms, dorm cubicles. A fantastic budget option. Bonus: adjacent beach. ¥

Setouchi SUP Resort

Relaxing modern rooms in shades of blue. Opposite beach; geared up for paddleboard tours and yoga. ¥¥

Meet Some Japanese Monsters

YOKAI MUSEUM IN MAZE TOWN

In Tonoshō (土庄), Shōdo-shima’s main port, is a district that is called Maze Town because of its labyrinthine layout, created centuries ago to baffle would-be invaders. Several of Maze Town’s old buildings now house the hugely fun Yōkai Art Museum (妖怪美術館), a creative project by local artist Chubei Yagyu. Yōkai are supernatural ghosts, goblins and monsters, such as kappa water sprites and tengu devils. They are as endless as the imagination – sculptures of new ones are added to the museum each year as part of a contest. Download the excellent audio guide to get the most out of a visit. It’s also open daily until 10pm and has a bar making this a great way to spend an evening on the island.

While in Maze Town also check out the attractive pagoda of Saikō-ji (西光寺), the 58th temple on the 88 temple pilgrimage trail, and Angel Road, a picturesque 500m sandbar that appears at low tides and connects the beach to nearby islets.

Ride the Ropeway to the Roof of Shōdo-shima

GLIDE OVER KANKAKEI GORGE

For a bird’s-eye view of Shōdo-shima’s verdant mountain landscape, ride the Kankakei Ropeway (寒霞渓ロープウェイ) over a dramatic maple-covered gorge. The ride is particularly impressive (and popular) when the foliage is ablaze with autumn colours.

From the upper station there are several hiking trails and spectacular views out to the Inland Sea. To reach the 816m summit of Hoshigajō-yama (星ヶ城山), the island’s highest peak and the location of a ruined castle; it’s about a 4km round trip.

Alternatively you can skip the five-minute cable-car ride and hike through the gorge itself, following the 2.3km-long 12 Views of Omote-Kankake Trail to the upper ropeway station.


Best Views on Shōdo-shima
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Matthew Iannarone and his wife Nori run Sen Guesthouse (senguesthouse.com). These are some of his favourite locations on the island.

88 Temple Pilgrimage Hike

My favourite temples on the pilgrimage route are Goishizan, Dōunzan and Hayabusasan. All are built into caves and offer incredible views out to sea.

Mito Peninsula

A beautiful part of the island to drive around. Head for Shaka-ga-hana Park at the peninsula’s tip; you can also see some artworks from the 2022 Setouchi Triennial.

Kasane-iwa

A spiritual power spot. Nobody knows how these giant boulders became stacked together the way they are, but it looks otherworldly and is worth the steep climb.



Fly a Broomstick at an Olive Farm

BIRTHPLACE OF JAPANESE OLIVE PRODUCTION

Olives have been grown on Shōdo-shima since 1908. At Shōdo-shima Olive Park, as you walk among the olive groves, you’ll not fail to notice people jumping up and down with a broom between their legs. They are all recreating a scene from the cult Studio Ghibli animated movie Kiki’s Delivery Service.

The park also features an authentic Greek windmill gifted from the island of Milos and a giant statue of the goddess Athena in its exhibition hall, where you can also freely borrow the brooms to create your own Kiki moment.


Getting Around

Regular ferries connect all the islands to each other and to the main ports of Takamatsu and Uno in Okayama Prefecture. Route maps and the latest timetables for Naoshima can be found on the Benesse Art Site website (benesse-artsite.jp/en/access).

Bicycles are fine for getting around Naoshima and Teshima, although for the latter you might consider hiring a moped instead as it is bigger and hillier (bring an international driving licence if you plan to do this). Inujima is so small it’s easy to walk around.

On Shōdo-shima the most convenient way to see the island is by car; hire one from Orix Rent-a-Car at Tonoshō.






OKI ISLANDS
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Between 40km and 80km north of the coast of Shimane are the wildly beautiful Oki Islands (隠岐諸島). Once a place of exile (two emperors were banished here), this archipelago of about 180 islands is protected as a Unesco Global Geopark. The coastal areas are also part of the Daisen-Oki National Park (大山隠岐国立公園).

Come here to relax, enjoy pristine nature and superb scenery, and to go diving, hiking and kayaking. Development is refreshingly low key. The islands’ relative remoteness has also helped preserve unique cultural practices such as ushi-tsuki – ‘bull sumo’ where two bulls butt heads in a trial of strength until one retreats.

Plan on spending at least a couple of days here. The best choice of accommodation and places to eat are on Dōgo, the largest of four inhabited islands. For an even quieter pace of life stay on one of the three Dōzen Islands: Nishino-shima, Chiburi-jima or Nakano-shima.
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SIGHTS

1 Akiya Coast

2 Dangyō-no-taki

3 Jōdogaura Coast

4 Matengai cliff

5 Oki-jinja

6 Rōsoku-jima

7 Sasaki-ke Traditional Residence

8 Sekiheki

9 Shirashima Coast Lookout

10 Takuhi-jinja

11 Tamawakasu-no-mikoto-jinja

12 Yakumo Square

13 Yurahime-jinja

SLEEPING

14 Hotel Chibu-no-Sato

TRANSPORT

15 Hishiura Port Ferry Terminal




TOP TIP

Check if the Oki-Toku Special Ticket (oki-toku.jp) promotion is still available. If you reserve your outward ferry ticket online using this site, then receive the required number of stamps from participating accommodation and activities on the islands, you will qualify for a free return ferry ticket.
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Kuniga coastline, Nishino-shima | CHOCOMAMA/Shutterstock ©

A Drive Around Dōgo

HOME TO ANCIENT TREES

Dōgo (島後), the largest of the Oki Islands, is mountainous and densely forested with roads that hug the coast in a dizzying series of hair-pin bends. You’ll need to be very fit to cycle here. The smart move is to hire a car; six hours is sufficient to see the main sights.

Starting in Saigō port and heading in a clockwise direction, first stop is at Tamawakasu-no-mikoto-jinja (玉若酢命神社), a shrine that’s home to the venerable Yao-sugi (八百杉). This 38m pine is thought to be 2000 years old, its gnarled and sprawling branches propped up with posts. It’s one of several ancient trees you can visit around Dōgo.
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Rōsoku-jima | Tsuyoshi_Kaneko/Shutterstock ©

In the small port of Tsuma (都万) there’s a statue of the ‘sumo bulls’ and a row of traditional wooden boat houses. A detour into the mountains will bring you to the Dangyō-no-taki (壇鏡の滝), a pair of waterfalls beside a shrine.

At Fukuura (福浦) where there’s also a beach, sightseeing boats depart for a close-up look at the 20m stack Rōsoku-jima (ローソク島; Candle Island). Take in the dramatic coastline from the Shirashima Coast Lookout (白島崎展望台). A 1.7km hiking trail leads from here to the tip of the cape, Dōgo’s most northern point.

On Dōgo’s east side, the picturesque Jōdogaura (浄土ヶ浦) coast offers views of inlets dotted with small, pine-tree-topped islands. Slightly inland in a cool forest stands the massive Chichi-sugi (乳房杉), an otherwordly looking 800-year-old cedar tree.

Further south is the Sasaki-ke Traditional Residence (佐々木家住宅), the large home of a former village headman, built in 1836 and housing some of the family’s dusty heirlooms.
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Chichi-sugi | Simon Richmond/Lonely Planet ©


BEST DōGO DINING

Dining options are mainly concentrated around Saigō Port.

Ajinokura

Watch the fishing boats sail along the Yao River from this good-value set menu and donburi (rice bowl) restaurant. ¥¥

Okonomiyaki Tecchan

Sit at the counter and watch the cooks skilfully preparing Hiroshima-style savoury pancakes, fried noodles and bowls of ramen. ¥

Yao-sugi

Indulge in a bounty of sushi, crumbed shrimp skewers, plump oysters and sashimi. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY ON DōGO

Hito_Naka

Stylish guesthouse in charming area of Saigō; two locations either side of Yao River. ¥¥

Hotel Nochi

Smart, contemporary rooms with bathrooms over trendy Cafe Yuragi serving good coffee, light meals. ¥

Hotel Uneri

Offers Japanese- and Western-style rooms and cabins. Peaceful seaside location. ¥¥

Cycling on Nakano-shima

WHERE EMPEROR GO-TOBA WAS EXILED

Nakano-shima (中ノ島), the second largest of the Dōzen Islands, is commonly known as Ama (the name of the island’s town). Thanks to its charming port of Hishiura and good range of sights, it’s the best place to be based in the archipelago and is ideal for a day of cycle touring.

E-bikes can be hired at the attractively designed Hishiura Port Ferry Terminal. On the upper floor is a great cafe, Central-tei, serving local dishes such kanshimame-zuke-don (soy-marinated squid sashimi rice bowl) and turban shell curry. Alternatively, pick up a lunch box from the grocery store Shan Yama on the ground floor.

Make your first stop at Yakumo Square, marked by a life-sized statue of writer Lafcadio Hearn and his wife Koizumi Setsu, who visited Ama in 1892. The expat writer recorded his experiences of that trip in Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan.

Continue to Oki-jinja (隠岐神社). This shrine dates to 1939, and honours the poetry-writing Emperor Go-Toba, who was exiled to the Oki Islands in 1221 and spent the last 18 years of his life here. A short path from the shrine leads to Go-Toba’s gravesite. Cherry trees planted here make it a beautiful spot to visit during blossom season.

The Akiya Coast in the north of the island is spectacular. Here you can view close up a stretch of rusted red scoria formed from oxidised magma 2.8 million years ago. The elements have eroded the rock to create striking shapes along the shoreline, including a heart-shaped hole in one stack. It’s also a good site for camping and swimming.

Like many rural areas in Japan, Nakano-shima’s population has been declining over many decades. To tackle this demographic problem, the island made itself a model of self-sufficiency – a policy that, like on neighbouring Naoshima – is working.
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ENTō

Ama-based Entō is easily the most stylish accommodation in the Oki Islands. The hotel has an excellent restaurant (open to outside guests) where most ingredients for the course meals are sourced from producers on the island. Expect to sample rock oysters, turban shells, white squid, Oki beef and locally gathered seaweed and herbs.

Entō’s superbly designed Geo Room ‘Discover’ is free for anyone to visit. This imaginatively designed exhibition provides a crash course on the islands’ geological history and insight into its unique culture and traditions. In the attached lounge admire ancient natural ‘artworks’, including a 480-million-year-old trilobite from Morocco and a 150-million-year-old dinosaur bone, while gazing at a beautiful panorama of the islands.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE DōZEN ISLANDS

Entō

Zen-chic hotel with amazing sea views. NEST rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows are best. ¥¥¥

Kuniga-sō

A little dated but serves delicious food and has a communal bath with knockout bay vistas. ¥¥

Tadayoi

Glamping in geodesic domes (with beds, air-con, heating) near Ama’s Rainbow Beach. Breakfast included. ¥¥¥

Hike Along the Kuniga Coastline

AND VISIT TWO SHRINES

The highlight of Nishino-shima (西ノ島) is hiking along its stunning Kuniga coastline. Join one of the bus tours (either at the ports of Beppu or Urago) that drop you near the sheer 257m Matengai cliff (摩天崖). From here you can follow the 2.5km coastal path, passing grazing cattle and horses along the way, that ends at Kuniga Beach with a close up view of the Tsutenkyo rock arch and other soaring stacks jutting out the waves. The bus will be waiting to pick you up at the Kuniga car park.

Nishino-shima is also home to two interesting shrines. Walkable from Urago is Yurahime-jinja (由良比女神社), dedicated to the deity of fishing; at the nearby small inlet squid come en masse every autumn/winter. Midway up Mt Takuhi, a 15-minute hike from the car park, is Takuhi-jinja (焼火神社). Partly built into a cliff-face cave, the shrine dates to 1732, making it the oldest in the Oki Islands.


CRUISES & KAYAKING

Dōgo

There are sunset cruises from Fukuura to Rōsoku-jima (Candle Island) while at the Kaiyo Sports Center you can join a kayaking tour to a coastal cave.

Nishino-shima

The Kuniga Sightseeing Boat provides close-up views of the amazing rock formations along Kuniga Coast – see okikankou.com. Club Noah Oki offers diving and kayaking tours around the island.

Nakano-shima

From the deck of the Amanbow you can see Saburō-iwa, the three ‘brother rocks’ and the vine-clad island Kazura-jima. The boat’s underwater observation room provides views of the marine life.

Chiburi-jima

The sightseeing boat allows a view of the full 1km of the Sekiheki (Red Cliff) and will circle the whole island, weather conditions allowing.



Marvel at the Red Cliff

SMALLEST INHABITED DŌZEN ISLAND

Chiburi-jima (知夫里島) is also known as ‘Chibu’. The rugged coastline here features the striking Sekiheki – these red-and-brown-coloured, sea-eroded cliffs were created by the lava from an ancient exploded volcano. On 324m Mt Akahage, the island’s tallest peak, you can see the remains of a stone wall – what is left of a crop-rotation practice called makihata that began here in the Middle Ages.

Hotel Chibu-no-Sato (ホテル知夫の里) offers balconied rooms featuring fabulous sea views. There’s an open-air bath (open April to October), free bicycle use for guests and a beach is within walking distance. Meals here feature seafood and nonguests can also dine at the restaurant.


Getting Around

It’s possible to get to some of the main attractions on the islands by cycling; regular and e-bikes can be rented at each of the ferry terminals. On Dōgo you will be better off renting a car or making use of a taxi or eco-tour guide service.

To get between the islands use the inter-island ferry service or the Oki Kisen ferries, which include the pricier express service, the Rainbow Jet.






MATSUE
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Known as the City of Water, Matsue (松江) straddles the Ōhashi-gawa, which connects Shinji-ko (Lake Shinji) and Nakaumi lagoon, and is threaded with canals. It’s an appealing, slow-paced city with an original castle and sublime sunsets.

The capital of Shimane Prefecture was established by the regional lord Horio Yoshiharu in the early 17th century and became the most powerful city of the San-in region. The expat writer Lafcadio Hearn lived and worked here for 15 months from 1890 and is still very fondly remembered.

The main sights are around the castle. The Kyomise district sandwiched between the Ōhashi-gawa and Kyobashi canal is also packed with small bars, restaurants and characterful old shops, including a couple of sake breweries that are free to visit. With its cherished tea culture, and a modern love of coffee, Matsue is a great place to linger a few days, and a fine base for trips in the surrounding area.
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SIGHTS

1 Buke Yashiki

2 Kōunkaku

3 Lafcadio Hearn Memorial Museum

4 Matsue History Museum

5 Matsue-jō

6 Shimane Prefectural Art Museum

7 Tanabe Art Museum

SLEEPING

8 Kitatono Guesthouse

9 Minamikan

10 Onyado Nono Matsue

EATING

11 Greens Baby

12 Kawa-kyō

13 Tsurumaru

14 Yakumo-an

DRINKING

15 Meimeian




TOP TIP

The Matsue Suitōro is held every Saturday, Sunday and holiday in late September and early October. This night festival of water and light sees hand-painted lanterns create atmospheric paths of light around the moat and up to the grounds of Matsue-jō, where there are group drumming battles and outdoor food stalls.



Explore the Castle & its Surrounds

NATIONAL TREASURE WITH A VIEW

The city’s focal point is picturesque Matsue-jō (松江城), also known as Chidori-jō (Plover Castle) for the graceful bird-like shape of its gable ornaments. Completed in 1611, it’s the last intact castle standing in the San-in region and one of only 12 original keeps in Japan.

Enter the keep to admire its ingenious wooden structure and learn about the National Treasure’s history. Climb to the fifth floor for 360-degree views of the city. Also explore the castle’s park-like grounds which include three shrines, impressive stone walls and the handsome early-20th-century mansion Kōunkaku (興雲閣), built for a planned visit by the Emperor Meiji that never happened.

Opposite the castle, the excellent Matsue History Museum (松江歴史館) will bring you up to speed on the regional clans and development of local industry, crafts and customs. Remains of the old town found beneath the museum can be seen through glass flooring. There’s also a Japanese garden with a view of the castle.

The picturesque road Shiomi Nawate (塩見縄手) is lined with the homes of former feudal retainers and samurai. Buke Yashiki (武家屋敷) provides insight into how samurai families lived during the Edo period. First, walk around the outside of the meticulously restored house admiring its charming gardens, then go inside to inspect the architectural detail up close.

Further along Shiomi Nawate, finish your tour at the venerable soba restaurant Yakumo-an (八雲庵), where all the dining rooms face out on more lovely gardens. This is the place to sample the local warigo soba, served in a stack of three round lacquerware trays.
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WATERWAY CRUISE

A leisurely way to tour the City of Water is from a Horikawa Sightseeing Boat cruising around the castle moat and the city’s canals. Picturesque views during the 50-minute ride include Shiomi Nawate, the willows along the Kyobashi canal and various bridges. As the small boats, seating up to 12 people, sail under the lowest bridges, their canopy roofs are adjusted. The main boarding point is Otemae Hiroba, near the castle entrance; you can also board at Fureai Hiroba near the local craft beer restaurant Matsue Horikawa Microbrewery (松江堀川地ビール館).



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MATSUE

Kitatono Guesthouse

Dorms, one mixed, one female only, at rustic but friendly and clued-up hostel. Free bicycles. ¥

Onyado Nono Matsue

Beautifully designed Japanese-style business hotel. Brilliant rooftop baths with Shinji-ko views. ¥¥

Minamikan

Good range of rooms, all with views across Shinji-ko, at this refined inn. Excellent restaurant. ¥¥¥

Learn About a Beloved Expat Writer

A CULTURAL NOMAD IN MATSUE

Something of an icon of Matsue is the writer Patrick Lafcadio Hearn (1850–1904) who lived in the city and travelled around the region in the late 19th century. His articles and books about Japan provided insight into a land and culture that had been closed off from the world for centuries.

Born to a Greek mother and an Anglo-Irish army-surgeon father, Hearn grew up in Dublin and studied in England. Aged 19, he emigrated to America where he became a journalist first in Cincinnati and later in New Orleans. He was posted to the French West Indies, before accepting an assignment in 1890 from Harper’s magazine as their correspondent in Japan.

His commission completed, but eager to remain in Japan, Hearn took a job teaching English in Matsue. Here he met and married Koizumi Setsuko, the daughter of a local samurai family. Later the couple moved to Tokyo where, in 1896, Hearn became a Japanese citizen (perhaps the first foreigner to do so), taking the name Koizumi Yakumo.

To learn about the writer visit the Lafcadio Hearn Memorial Museum, which has excellent English information panels, some of the writer’s personal items and a library where you can read his books. Next door along Shiomi Nawate is the 19th-century residence (小泉八雲旧居) with pretty gardens where Hearn lived for part of his time in Matsue. It’s set up with a replica of the tall-legged desk at which Hearn (who was blind in one eye) wrote some of his books.
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THE BOOKS OF LAFCADIO HEARN

Although Japan has changed almost beyond recognition since Hearn lived here, his best pieces are still well worth reading today. His first Japan-themed collection, Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan (1894), contains his famous essay on Matsue, ‘Chief City of the Province of the Gods’, as well as an account of his trip to Izumo, where he was the first European allowed inside the gates of the ancient shrine. The Japanese, who know him better as Koizumi Yakumo, still read his folk tales, legends and ghost stories, such as those in Kwaidan. Many of these stories may have been forgotten had Hearn not documented them.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN MATSUE

Greens Baby

Arty lunch spot with wonderful salads and inventive veggie dishes. Relax in their hammocks. ¥

Kawa-kyō

Book ahead for this characterful, shoe-box-sized izakaya, specialising in seafood dishes from Shinji-ko. ¥¥

Tsurumaru

Serving Oki Island cuisine. Order the omakase (chef’s choice) menu with giant oysters. ¥¥

A Taste of Matsue’s Tea Culture

FUMAI THE TEA MASTER

Matsue locals are said to drink five times the national average of matcha (powdered green tea) and have an equal appetite for wagashi, the confectionary that’s part of the traditional tea ceremony. The city’s devotion to tea can be traced back to the seventh lord of the Matsudaira clan, Harusato (1751–1818), who was a tea master under the name Fumai.

Meimeian (明々庵) is the teahouse and garden that Fumai had built in 1779. Sip matcha and enjoy two types of wagashi in an adjacent hall from which you can admire the grounds and the thatched-roof teahouse. The property’s elevated position also provides a wonderful view of Matsue-jō.

Along Shiomi Nawate, the Tanabe Art Museum exhibits arts associated with the tea ceremony, including tea utensils associated with Fumai and beautiful ceramic pieces by local artisans. The Matsue History Museum also has some exhibits about the city’s tea culture and a cafe where you can watch a master confectioner make various wagashi.


MATSUE’S BEST COFFEE SHOPS

Coffee-kan Kyomise

Founded in 1972, this ivy-covered kissaten (retro coffee shop) is the doyenne of Matsue’s indie coffee scene. It serves a good set breakfast, too.

Imagine Coffee

Sample its own roasted beans in three styles: pour-over, espresso and French press. Good option for lunch. Also open until 11pm.

Little Court

Owner Suguru Hasegawa carefully roasts and grinds eight types of beans daily in a tiny old merchant house overlooking the Kyobashi canal.



Sunsets & Artworks

FINE VIEWS ACROSS SHINJI-KO SHORES

Matsue’s spectacular sunsets are justly famous; the city has an online sunset index (visit-matsue.com/sunset) to let you know when they will be their best. The prime viewing spot is from the aptly named Sunset Park, on the southeastern shore of Shinji-ko, next to the Shimane Prefectural Art Museum.

With its undulating roof and huge glass windows facing the lake, the museum itself is an impressive sight. Inside, it displays rotating exhibits from its collection of around 3000 ukiyo-e (woodblock prints), most by the master Hokusai. Water-themed paintings are another significant area of the museum’s collection (there are works by Monet and Courbet), as is photography, sculpture and local crafts.


Getting Around

Matsue is an easy and pleasant city to walk around or explore by bicycle; JR West Pass holders can rent bicycles for free from Eki Rent-a-Car, immediately south of JR Matsue Station.

If you’re staying for a few days and travelling around the area, it’s worth buying the En-Musubi Perfect Ticket. This three-day pass covers unlimited travel within Matsue, Izumo and Sakaiminato on transport (not JR) including Matsue City buses and the Lake Line bus; as well as Izumo and Yonago buses, including airport buses and those to the ports of Shichirui and Sakaiminato. Buy the pass at the Matsue International Tourist Information Office opposite JR Matsue Station.






Beyond Matsue
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Visit a Unesco-listed silver mine and charming village, a venerable Shintō shrine, beautiful gardens and some giant sand dunes.


The former silver mine Iwami Ginzan is Unesco listed. However, the best reason for visiting here is to savour the charming atmosphere of the adjacent village of Ōmori with its photogenic wooden buildings and sylvan setting.

Izumo-taisha, one of Japan’s most important shrines, also features forested surrounds. It’s a popular pilgrimage site, so come early or late in the day to avoid the crowds.

Garden lovers should have the Adachi Museum of Art high on their must-see list, while Japanese pop culture fans will enjoy the manga-decorated port of Sakaiminato. Further afield there’s the rippling sand dunes of Tottori, a hike up the dormant volcano Daisen and the incredible Ishitani Residence in Chizu.
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TOP TIP

Summer is the best time to visit Tottori Prefecture’s beaches such as those at its famous dunes and Yumigahama.



Iwami Ginzan & Ōmori

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED SILVER MINE

During the 17th and 18th centuries, the Iwami Ginzan (石見銀山) silver mine, two hours by train and bus from Matsue, was the largest in the world, producing as much as 38 tonnes of the metal annually. The mine helped finance Edo-period Japan’s economy and explains the quality of buildings in the nearby village of Ōmori (大森).

When the mine closed in 1923, Ōmori declined. The village’s saviour has been the mine’s Unesco listing in 2007 and the preservation efforts of the founders of the artisanal fashion and accessories business Gungendō (see right). Today Ōmori thrives as one of Japan’s most picturesque traditional villages.

Ōmori’s sinuous main street and the forest-shaded walking path along the river roughly form a long narrow loop of about 2km from one end to the other. At the village’s northern end is the immaculately restored Kumagai Residence (熊谷家住宅). Complete in 1868, this was the home of a merchant family who made their fortune as officials in the silver trade. The house is furnished with heirlooms and more recent crafts.

Further up the valley is Gohyakurakan (五百羅漢), a temple built to memorialise fallen silver-mine workers. It features a cave packed with 500 diminutive stone statues of the Buddha’s disciples, each showing a different expression.

The Shimizudani Refinery Ruins (清水谷製錬所跡) appear in the forest like an Aztec pyramid overgrown with vegetation. Out of the 900-plus shafts that made up Iwami Ginzan, the only one accessible is Ryūgenji Mabu (龍源寺間歩); about 116m of the 600m-long shaft was widened in 1989 to allow visitors to get an idea of what it was like to dig for silver here.


RESTORING ŌMORI

Ōmori’s revival has much to do with with Matsuba Tomi and her husband Daikichi, founders of the clothing business Gungendō (gungendo.com) and the restorers of 10 of the village’s heritage buildings. The sustainable living pioneers moved to the village in 1980, determined to build a way of life which celebrates food, clothing and local traditions. In the process they have tempted others to follow in their footsteps.

As well as visiting Gungendō’s flagship store, selling its stylish cotton and linen clothes, you can stay in two of the residences the couple have restored, including the 230-year old Takyō Abeke (他郷阿部家). Meals served at their exquisite properties showcase Shimane’s best ingredients and crafts. Bookings can be made on kurasuyado.jp.



WHERE TO EAT IN ŌMORI

Fukuishian

Rustic cafe and one-room guesthouse serves tasty lunches, including generous beef-topped rice. ¥¥

Gungendō

Artisanal fashion store with cafe overlooking courtyard garden. Serves dishes of seasonal local ingredients. ¥¥

Bäckerei Konditorei Hidaka

Delicious homemade gelato, tasty breads and pastries pull in customers to this fab bakery-cafe. ¥

Clap Four Times at Izumo-taisha

SHINTŌ GODS’ HOLIDAY SHRINE

Izumo-taisha (出雲大社), 1¼ hours by train west of Matsue, is as old as Japanese recorded history and second in importance only to Ise-jingū. Also known as Izumo Ōyashiro, this graceful shrine is dedicated to Ōkuninushi, god of marriage and bringer of good fortune; hence couples flock here in search of the deity’s blessing.

A towering concrete torii marks the entrance to the shrine’s wooded precincts. Ahead, an avenue of lofty, twisted pines leads towards the central compound. Here, the custom is to clap four times rather than the usual two to summon the deity.

Only the head priest is allowed into the inner shrine, most of which is hidden behind huge wooden fences; visible are the soaring scissor-shaped finials at the front and back ends of the roof. Also notable is the mammoth shimenawa (twisted-straw ropes) that hangs in front of the modern hall on the shrine’s west side. Those who can toss and lodge a coin in the ropes are said to be blessed with good fortune.

Ranged along the sides of the compound are jūku-sha, the shelters where the millions of Shintō gods stay when they congregate here during the month of Kami-ari-zuki. This runs from the 11th to the 17th of the 10th month of the lunar calendar; the exact dates vary from year to year.

The current appearance of the shrine dates from 1744. To see a scale model of what it probably looked like in antiquity, visit the Shimane Museum of Ancient Izumo. The exhibits here include the 13th-century stumps of wooden pillars excavated from the shrine.
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ANCIENT IZUMO-TAISHA

Impressive as Izumo-taisha is today, it was once even bigger. According to tradition, the deity ceded control over Izumo to the sun goddess’s line – on the condition that a huge temple would be built in his honour, one that would reach as high as the heavens.

Records dating from 970 CE describe the shrine as the tallest building in Japan; there’s evidence that it towered as high as 48m during the Heian period (794–1185). It may well have been too high for its own good – the structure collapsed five times between 1061 and 1225, and the inner sanctum’s roofs today are a more modest 24m high.



PLACES TO EAT IN IZUMO

Cafe Amaemon

Popular Izumo-Taisha spot serving sweet rice dumplings in red bean soup, parfait desserts. ¥

Gyōza-ya

Cheap, late-opening, Izumo station-area eatery specialising in hand-made gyōza (dumplings). ¥

Tanakaya

Izumo soba (the local style of buckwheat noodles) served at this classy Izumo-Taisha restaurant. ¥¥

Visit Award-Winning Japanese Gardens

BEAUTIFUL VISTAS, GREAT ART

Tiny Saginoyu Onsen (さぎの湯温泉), 40 minutes by train and bus southeast of Matsue, is the rural setting for one of Japan’s most prestigious set of gardens. These ‘living canvases’ are the creation of Adachi Zenkō (1899-1991), a successful local businessman, art collector and garden designer. In 1970 he built the Adachi Museum of Art to house his impressive collection of Japanese works, and enveloped the building with a set of idealised landscapes.

The immaculate gardens are regularly voted among the best in Japan and include a dry landscape garden, white gravel and pine garden, moss garden and pond garden. Equally beautiful are Adachi’s well chosen pieces of mostly 20th century Japanese art. The collection includes galleries devoted to paintings by Yokoyama Taikan and ceramics, paintings and calligraphy by Kitaōji Rosanjin. There’s also a delightful ‘pictures for children’ gallery and a large annex (easily missed on the way out) with many impressive large-scale paintings by contemporary Japanese artists.


YūSHIEN BLOOMS

Peonies and ginseng have been cultivated on Daikon-shima, an island in the Nakaumi lagoon, 50 minutes by bus east of Matsue, since the Edo period. Connected to the mainland by a causeway, the island’s highlight is the gorgeous garden Yūshien (由志園), where some 250 varieties of peonies are in full bloom in spring. Covering 40,000 sq metres, these beautifully landscaped stroll gardens are centred on an ornamental pond with waterfalls, carp and a vermillion bridge. They are wonderful to visit in any season as there’s always something at their best, from camellias and winter peonies in January to the autumn leaves of late October and early November when the garden is illuminated at night. There are also several places to eat here.



Cycle Along the Yumigahama Coastline

AN ONSEN BY THE SEA

There’s little reason to linger in Yonago (米子), 30 minutes east of Matsue by train, but the city is a hub from which to reach Sakaiminato, Mt Daisen and the seaside hot-spring resort of Kaike Onsen (皆生温泉), where hotels and spa-bathing complexes line the Yumigahama coast. For Japan, this is a remarkably clean stretch of sand which is why it’s considered one of the country’s best swimming beaches. Hire a bicycle from the Kaike Onsen tourist information centre and pedal the 16km coastal route to Yumeminato Terminal, where there’s a fresh fish market and seafood restaurants.

WHERE TO STAY AND EAT IN SAGINOYU

Chikuyō

Modest inn, restaurant and day-use hot spring next to the Adachi Museum. Try the macrobiotic menu. ¥¥

Saginoyu-sō

The onsen’s most upmarket ryokan is an elegant place with both Japanese and Western rooms. ¥¥¥

Taikan

The best option within Adachi Museum of Art. Try the sticky rice topped with Shimane beef and clams. ¥¥

Meet Spirit Monsters in Sakaiminato

TOWN OF MANGA CHARACTER STATUES

Sakaiminato (境港), an hour and 20 minutes by train northeast of Matsue, showcases manga characters created by Mizuki Shigeru (1922–2015), one of Japan’s best-loved comic book artists, who grew up in the port town. Legions of fans ride the manga-character-decorated train here then walk along Mizuki Shigeru Road to pose with the 177 bronze statues of his yōkai characters. The multimedia Mizuki Shigeru Museum (水木しげる記念館), explains all about these adorable spirit monsters from Japanese mythology.

Fans can pick up a yōkai guide booklet from the tourist information office, adjacent to the ferry waiting room, to collect stamps corresponding to some of the statues from 35 stores along Mizuki Shigeru Road.

Climb the Big Mountain

JAPAN’S THIRD-GREATEST SUMMIT

Protected within a national park, the 1729m Daisen (大山), about 1½ hours by train and bus from Matsue, looks so impressive because its summit is only about 10km from the coast. Starting at an elevation of 800m next to the venerable temple Daisen-ji (大山寺), the 6km trail to the summit takes about a six-hour round trip. Initially you’ll hike through a beech forest with views opening up after the sixth station. On a clear day you can see as far as the Oki Islands.

Between December and March, Daisen becomes western Japan’s top skiing area. Snow is pretty much guaranteed at the Daisen White Resort (大山ホワイトリゾート).

While in the area, a visit to the Shōji Ueda Museum of Photography (植田正治写真美術館) is recommended; the large concrete building is designed to frame views across to Daisen. Ueda’s artful photographs are mainly black-and-white images, the best of which were shot around Tottori Prefecture, including on the sand dunes.

Stride Across Japan’s Biggest Sand Dunes

MARVEL AT SAND SCULPTURES

Tottori (鳥取), the capital of Tottori Prefecture, is 1½ hours east of Matsue by train. About 5km from the city centre lay its famous sand dunes, the Tottori-sakyū (鳥取砂丘). While not unattractive, they are hardly the Sahara and the overall feel is touristy: cue souvenir shops, overpriced cafes, camel rides and other activities including paragliding, yoga and sandboarding.

The best reason for heading this way is to visit the impressive Sand Museum. Here talented sand sculptors from all over the world are invited to create huge, amazingly detailed works based on a geographical theme that changes each year or so. Discounts tickets are available from the tourist information desk in Tottori Station.


MIZUKI’S SPOOKY CREW

Mizuki Shigeru began his popular manga series GeGeGe No Kitarō in 1960, basing it on early 20th-century folk tales involving ghosts, ghouls and other weird creatures. It’s since been made into seven seasons of an anime series.

Star of the show is Kitarō, the boy born in a cemetery. Together with his father Medama-oyaji (basically, a reborn eyeball) they are the last members of a ghost tribe. Other characters include Neko Musume, the ‘Cat Girl’ with fangs and a Jekyll and Hyde personality; and Nezumi Otoko, the unwashed ‘Rat Man’ who uses flatulence as a weapon. Images of this cast are plastered across the local trains and buses as well as the side of the big Oki Island ferries.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND DAISEN

Bayside Square Kaike Hotel

Smart, modern beachfront hotel with simple, stylish rooms, fabulous onsen and lovely Sea of Japan views. ¥¥

Daisen Backpackers

Resort inn at the foot of Daisen turned budget hotel with single beds rather than bunks and a self-serve breakfast. ¥

Onyado Nono

Comfortable, all-tatami spa hotel, handily opposite Sakaiminato station. Also has a rooftop rotemburo. ¥¥

Visit the Ishitani Residence

MAGNIFICENT HOUSE BUILT OVER GENERATIONS

The old post town of Chizu (智頭), 27 minutes by train south of Tottori, is a scenic delight, its peaceful streets lined with old wooden houses and sake breweries. Forestry has been the backbone of the local economy for centuries.

Top-quality timber features in the grand Ishitani Residence (石谷家住宅) with over 40 rooms, seven storehouses, a beautiful garden and the backdrop of a cedar forest. The original Edo-period house was remodelled and extended over 10 years from 1919. From the moment you step into the 14m-high doma (private entrance) you can sense you’re somewhere special. Keep an eye out for the decorative elements such as the fretwork on the ranma (transoms).

The residence has a restaurant serving good-value set meals. Nearby, you can also eat well at Tanoshi (楽之), an elegantly rustic cafe-bar in a 135-year-old house. It’s also a guesthouse offering Western-style dorm beds and a private tatami-mat room.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN TOTTORI

Gottsuo Ramen

Small, friendly joint serving Tottori’s take on ramen, which uses beef bones for the stock rather than pork. ¥

Takumi Kappo

Sample local beef dishes, including shabu-shabu and hayashi rice at this pleasant restaurant next to the Tottori Folk Crafts Museum. ¥¥

Y Pub & Hostel Tottori

Tasty chicken coconut curry and omelet over rice are served at this on-trend cafe-bar. Also a simple, but decent hostel. ¥¥




Getting Around

Renting a car is the best way to explore this region. If you plan to visit both Izumo-taisha and Sakaiminato from Matsue, the En-Musubi Perfect Ticket for non-JR buses and trains is worth considering.

For getting around Tottori, check with tourist information there whether a special taxi deal is still on offer – at the time of research ¥3000 was the charge for a three-hour tour of your choice with the taxi seating up to four passengers.






HAGI
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With a lovely seaside location, beautifully preserved streetscapes and a quiet pace, Hagi (萩) is Yamaguchi Prefecture’s standout destination. Once a major regional town with a castle, thriving industries and wealthy merchants, Hagi has a proud history and culture. Some of its citizens, including the charismatic teacher and political radical Yoshida Shōin, were instrumental in defeating the Tokugawa government and ushering in Japan’s modernisation after the Meiji Restoration.

Hagi’s star faded in the early 20th century, but the blessing is that much of its architectural heritage has been preserved – no tall modern buildings break the skyline and, in parts of town, reanimated samurai would feel very much at home. With its collection of World Heritage sites and fine local ceramics, you’ll want to linger in Hagi. Count on a couple of nights here, more if you choose to explore the surroundings which include the Hagi Geopark.
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SIGHTS

1 Hagi Castle Town

2 Hagi Meirin Gakusha

3 Hagi Uragami Museum

4 Kikuya Family Residence

5 Shōin-jinja

6 Tōkō-ji




TOP TIP

Next to Hagi’s Fish Market, Michi-no-Eki Hagi Ōkan (道の駅 萩往還) is a lively ‘roadside station’ market hall where you can buy all the region’s delicacies, from fresh seafood to whopping watermelons. There are cafes too, and lots of tempting takeaway foods and snacks for picnics.



Explore Hagi Castle Town

WORLD HERITAGE SITE

Get a handle on the town’s history at the Hagi Meirin Gakusha (萩明倫学舎). Once one of the largest schools in Japan, it now houses several exhibition halls in its elongated two-storey buildings dating from 1935. The Main Building is free and includes displays on the school’s 300-year history and about the Hagi Geopark. In Building No 2 you’ll need to pay an entry fee to access the World Heritage Site Visitor Centre, covering the five sites that fall within the listing (Hagi Castle Town, Hagi Reverberatory Furnace, Ebisugahana Shipyard, Ōitayama Tatara Iron Works and the Shōka Sonjuku Academy).

Of these five, the most interesting and largest site to explore is Hagi Castle Town, a heritage area covering three adjacent zones: the castle ruins in Shizuki-kōen (指月公園); the Horiuchi district where upper-class samurai lived; and part of the old merchant district centred on Onarimichi, the main road used by the Mōri lords when they travelled to Edo (Tokyo). The streetscape is so perfectly preserved in parts it feels like you’ve time-travelled back 200 years.

Most impressive is the Kikuya Family Residence (菊屋家住宅). As official merchants to the daimyō, the Kikuya family’s wealth and connections allowed them to build a house well above their station. The main building dates from 1604 and has a fine gate and superb gardens, as well as numerous interesting displays of items used in daily life, including an old public phone box. Don’t miss the large old maps of Hagi, which show just how little has changed in the town layout.
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BEST HAGI RESTAURANTS

Hotoritei

Enjoy delicious and filling set lunches or tea and cakes at this Jōkamachi house overlooking gorgeous gardens. ¥¥

Kako 176

Elegant contemporary restaurant in an old mansion in the Hamasaki Preservation District – a wonderful spot for lunch or special dinner. ¥¥

Saru-no-Koshikake

Rustic soba restaurant where the owner grows buckwheat from seed and hand-mills it for the flour to make his tasty noodles. ¥¥



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN HAGI

Guesthouse Hagi Akatsukiya

Two minutes from the beach with a well-travelled owner, cute garden and soft bunk beds. ¥

Guesthouse Ruco

Stylish hostel with friendly staff, cramped but clean dorm and a couple of private rooms. ¥

Hagi no Yado Tomoe

Historic ryokan offering Japanese rooms with garden views, luxurious baths, great cuisine. ¥¥¥



Historical Hagi Cycle Tour
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Start at 1 Higashi-Hagi Station. Cross the Ganjima Bridge, turn right and follow the coast to Hagi’s small commercial port. You are now in the Hamasaki district, where over 100 buildings, many dating from before the mid-18th century, have been preserved. Hagi’s wealth in the Edo period came from its sea trade and Hamasaki was the centre of the town’s fishing and shipbuilding industries. Search out 2 Mifunagura, an old boat storehouse that’s the only one in Japan with a roof, and the former Nakamura ship chandler, now the charming 3 Muraya Café. Return to the coast road, passing the areas where fish are left in the sun to dry, to arrive at 4 Kikugahama, an attractive crescent beach where the placid sea will tempt you to go for a swim. Continue to 5 Shizuki Park, home to the remains of Hagi Castle (dismantled in 1874), a lovely thatched teahouse, and an atmospheric shrine; in spring 500 Yoshino cherry trees bloom here. It takes about 20 minutes to climb to the summit of 6 Shizuki-yama. Entry to the park also includes the nearby 7 Asa Mōri Residence, a samurai house notable mainly for displaying a detailed model of the former castle compound. Head east into the Horiuchi Preservation District, the heart of Unesco-listed Hagi Castle Town. Over the tops of the high stone and mud walls you may notice (and will certainly smell depending on the season), the natsu mikan (summer orange) trees, planted post 1876 as a cash crop for redundant samurai. Drop into the impressive 8 Hagi Museum featuring displays on astrology, biology and local crafts, and the wonderful 9 Kikuya Family Residence. End with a refreshing Murata craft beer at 10 Hagi Jyokamachi Beer.



Explore East of the Matsumoto River

MŌRI LORDS’ GRAVEYARD, HERO’S SCHOOL

Venture east of the town centre across the Matsumoto-gawa to visit Tōkō-ji (東光寺), a temple founded in 1691 by an Obaku Zen priest. The architecture has a Chinese influence, as you can tell from the red painted sōmon (outer gate). Go behind the main hall to find, amid a grove of lofty pines, the tombs of five Mōri lords. Before them, like a stone-carved army, stand almost 500 moss-covered lanterns, which were erected by the lords’ servants. On 15 August, the lanterns are lit at night for a spectacular festival to honour the spirits of ancestors.

From the temple, it’s less than a kilometre walk downhill beside a shaded riverside path to Shōin-jinja (松陰神社) a shrine founded in 1890 and dedicated to Meiji Restoration movement leader Yoshida Shōin. His former residence and the school where he agitated against the shogunate are also here – the wooden buildings are listed as part of Hagi’s World Heritage site.


HAGI CERAMICS

Hagi is littered with shops selling Hagi-yaki, the local pottery. These ceramics are ranked as second only to Kyoto’s Raku pottery by connoisseurs, and are prized for their delicate pastel colour glazes and their ability to change colour with use over time. If you want to go to the source and meet the ceramicists at their studios and kilns, the tourist information centres have a pamphlet listing the options.

Also visit the excellent Hagi Uragami Museum which has a dedicated ceramics gallery showcasing both traditional and contemporary pieces. Here too you can see the superb collection of woodblock prints, including many by Hokusai, donated by the industrialist Uragami Toshiro.



Climb a Dormant Volcano

AND VISIT A GLASS FACTORY

About 6km northeast of central Hagi is Kasa-yama (笠山) a dormant volcano that’s part of the Hagi Geopark. At the 112m summit there are panoramic views of the Sea of Japan, while at the base there’s a walking track around the coast. From late February to late March, a beautiful grove of camellias blooms here.

Myōjin-ike (明神池), a pond at the volcano’s base, is connected to the sea and shelters a variety of saltwater fish. About a five-minute walk up the mountain from the pond is Hagi Glass (萩ガラス工房), where quartz basalt from the volcano is used to make hard-wearing Hagi glassware. You can watch the glassblowing process and have a go yourself.


Getting Around

Hagi’s sights, including the World Heritage locations, are spread widely around the town. You can walk, but it helps to have wheels. Bicycles can be rented at several locations including next to Higashi Hagi Station and Hagi Meirin Gakusha. Also handy is the Māru Basu (まぁーるバス), which has east- and west-bound loops taking in all the town’s main attractions.






Beyond  Hagi
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Admire beautiful gardens, relax at a stylish onsen resort, and enjoy the view across the Kanmon Strait.


Tsuwano straddles a pretty river and is surrounded by lush forested mountainside scenery. Home to a colourful shrine, a ruined castle and an evocative Edo-era main street, the town cherishes its local heritage, which includes many unique festivals. You can visit for the day, but this is also an attractive base for a night or two.

In Yamaguchi city, visit serene temple gardens and a handsome high-end restaurant transformed into a cultural centre. Between here and Hagi is Akiyoshi-dai, Japan’s largest karst plateau with limestone caves beneath the surface. Other great day trips include the 600-year-old onsen resort Nagato Yumoto, which has been rebooted as a stylish destination for relaxation and rejuvenation; and Shimonoseki, Japan’s fugu (pufferfish) capital.
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TOP TIP

Book ahead for the popular SL Yamaguchi steam or diesel train that chugs through the scenic valleys from Shin-Yamaguchi to Tsuwano.



Explore the Little Kyoto of San-in

CASTLE TOWN IN THE MOUNTAINS

Compact and picturesque Tsuwano (津和野), 2½ hours by bus and train from Hagi, is known as a ‘little Kyoto’. It’s a delightful town that has done much to preserve its heritage buildings, temples and shrines. The best way to explore it is on foot. Start in Tonomachi, an area lined with old, white-plastered samurai houses, sake breweries and water channels teeming with carp.

At the Tsuwano Japan Heritage Centre (津和野町日本遺産センター) admire the Hyakkeizu (100 19th-century illustrations of Tsuwano) and a late-Edo-period town map. Across the road is Kōmien Kamiryō Chaho (香味園 上領茶舗), a lovely teashop selling zaracha, a popular local infusion with a sweet, roasted flavour that’s caffeine-free. You can sample different blends of the tea, or create your own blend with the help of the shop’s English- and French-speaking owners Rumi and Adrien.

The most interesting old house to enter is the Morijuku Museum (杜塾美術館), once the home of a shōya (village headman). On display are a collection of paintings by local-born artists, bullfight prints by Goya and a set of beautifully embroidered kimono collars.

Across the Tsuwano River, west of the train tracks, hundreds of red torii create a tunnel uphill to the Taikodani-Inari-jinja (太鼓谷稲成神社). This grand 18th-century shine complex, one of the five major Inari shrines in Japan, offers fabulous views of the valley and mountains. The torii are illuminated at night, creating a beautiful sight from the town.

For more elevated views continue to what remains of the 13th-century castle Tsuwano-jō. If you don’t fancy the full hike, there’s a rickety chairlift up the hillside to a 15-minute walk through the woods to the castle ruins.


TSUWANO’S HIDDEN GEMS
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Adrien Ricotta and his wife Rumi run the teashop, cafe and homestay Komien Kamiryo Chaho.

Washibara Hachiman-gū

In the forest behind the shrine where the horseback archery festival is held is a towering cedar tree that’s over 1000 years old – you can really feel the power of nature here.

Kate

On visits to Hori-tei I like to go for lunch at this cafe serving a delicious vegetarian buffet. It’s part of the 72 Recipes permaculture project (72recipes.jp) and the old hospital it’s based in looks like the one in My Neighbour Totoro.

Furuhashi

Except during the peak time of sake brewing (January to February), the owner will usually show people around the brewery where the prize-winning Uijin brand sake is made.



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN TSUWANO

Nomad

Kana is the well-travelled owner of this stylish cafe-bar-guesthouse. Three rooms share communal bathroom. ¥

Hoshi Ryokan

Spacious tatami rooms and a warm, family welcome at this minshuku (guesthouse) located a minute from the station. ¥¥

Yutorelo Tsuwano

Appealing modern hotel offering a range of Western- and Japanese-style rooms, plus rooftop onsen. ¥¥

Visit a Beautiful Mansion & Gardens

BUILT BY THE HORI FAMILY

About a 15-minute drive northwest of Tsuwano are the Hori Gardens (堀庭園), a grand mansion and spectacular set of gardens. This was the estate for many generations of the Hori family who managed the area’s copper mine during during the Edo and early Meiji periods. The wealth they amassed is clear from the quality of the property’s architecture and its surrounds, which are designated as a National Site of Scenic Beauty.

The mansion has a small karesansui (dry landscape garden), a huge kitchen and an 8m-tall light well, a rare feature in a Japanese house. As accommodation for their high-ranking guests, there is a separate guesthouse, Rakuzan-sō. Built in the style of a tea-ceremony pavilion, its main tatami room has sublime views onto a garden built around a pond and waterfall. Look out for motifs of fruit and vegetables decorating the transoms of the ground floor and birds carved into the upper floor. There are many maples in the garden, which is illuminated to stunning effect on November evenings to show off their autumn colours.

Across the road and up the hill is an even larger garden created in 1915 to complement the view from Rakuzan-sō.

A short walk from the mansion is the former Hatagasako Hospital (医食の学び舎) built in the late 19th century by the Hori family for the community. Today it houses a museum that recreates the old operating theatre and consulting rooms, as well as the cafe Kate.
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BEST TSUWANO FESTIVALS

Yabusame

On the first Sunday in April, specialist horseback archers visit from Kamakura to compete in the spectacular contests held at the archery course beside the Washibara Hachiman-gū shrine.

Sagimai

Held on 20 and 27 July, the Sagimai, a procession around the town of dancers dressed as herons. The birds are a symbol of Tsuwano and the procession and its rituals are little changed since the 16th century.

Obon

On 15 August the Tsuwano Odori dance is staged along Tonomachi street, while on 20 August paper lanterns are floated down the river to comfort the souls of the dead.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN TSUWANO

Mimatsu

Simple family-run eatery serving soba and the local style of inari-zushi – sushi rice in tofu-skin pockets. ¥

Pino Rosso

Delicious renditions of handmade pasta and pizza – great choice for an evening meal. ¥¥

Yūki

Rustic restaurant with stream running down the middle. Try uzume-meshi: rice with soup, fish and wasabi. ¥¥

Soak up Arts & Culture in Yamaguchi

CULTURE AND FOOTBATHS

Yamaguchi (山口), 1¼ hours by bus south of Hagi, is the prefectural capital. Its key historical site – the five-storey pagoda of Rurikō-ji (瑠璃光寺), a National Treasure dating from 1442 – is wrapped in scaffolding until 2027 for renovations.

Instead visit Saikōtei (菜香亭), a handsome former ryōtei (traditional restaurant used by high ranking politicians and businessmen) transformed into a cultural centre. Also worth a look is the Yamaguchi Center for Arts and Media (YCAM), which hosts exhibitions and events that use video and imaging technology as well as specialised performing arts.

The city’s Yuda Onsen (湯田温泉) wins no prizes for its looks, but does pack plenty of hotels and bathing facilities into a small area. It costs nothing to soak your tired feet in Yuda’s several foot baths – there’s one outside the tourist office. At Kitsune-no-ashi-ato (狐の足あと) you can sample flights of local sake or enjoy desserts while enjoying various footbaths.

Explore Caves in Akiyoshi-dai

JAPAN’S LARGEST KARST PLATEAU

The scenery of Akiyoshi-dai Quasi-National Park (秋吉台国定公園) between Hagi and Yamaguchi, is stunning. Head to the Mine Akiyoshidai Geopark Centre Karstar to find out all about the park and take in a panorama of the undulating grassy plateau pierced by angular rocks.

Beneath the ground are around 450 limestone caverns. The easiest to visit is Akiyoshi-dō (秋芳洞), Japan’s largest cave which extends about 10km, though public access is limited to a paved 1km section. A river flows through the cavern and the watery reflection of the towering cave walls at times gives the dizzying impression that you’re walking over a deep ravine.

For potholing-style cave exploration with experienced guides contact Trip Base Coconeel. It also runs a hostel and cafe-pub and rents out mopeds for exploring the area.


THE GARDENS OF JōEI-JI

During the early 17th century, when civil war raged around Kyoto, many celebrated artists fled to Yamaguchi. The refugees included the celebrated monk, ink painter and garden designer Sesshū, and it’s believed he created the beautiful garden at Jōei-ji (常栄寺). The angular standing stones and neatly clipped azalea bushes of this temple, a 10-minute drive northeast of the city centre, evoke a landscape not unlike that of Akiyoshi-dai.

On the other side of the temple’s main prayer hall is a very different dry, Zen-style garden of raked gravel, stones and moss. This was designed by Mirei Shigemori (1896–1975) who is famous for creating a moss garden at Tōfuku-ji in Kyoto.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN YAMAGUCHI

Chōshuya Yuda

Tuck into specialities such as hot-tile-cooked kawara soba and fugu (pufferfish) at this rustic izakaya. ¥¥

Yanagiya

Sample green-tea-flavoured noodles that come sizzling on a hot tile. Lovely location next to Ichinosaka River. ¥¥

Xavier Campana

Bakery cafe serving toasted panini, baked goods and gelato – perfect for a picnic in adjacent Kameyama Park. ¥

Take a Dip at Nagato Yumoto

600-YEAR-OLD ONSEN REJUVENATED

Nagato Yumoto (長門湯本), 30 minutes drive west of Hagi, is blessed with an idyllic setting amid deeply forested slopes along the scenic Otozure River. People have been bathing here since at least the 15th century. Recent infrastructure improvements and a forward-thinking attitude have given the resort a contemporary reboot.

From the car park, new stone steps flanked by swaying bamboo lead down to the landscaped riverside promenade and the public bath Onto. While sitting in the bath here you can see the hot-spring water flowing directly from the bedrock. Legend has it that the Shintō deity Sumiyoshi Daimyojin revealed the location of this spring in 1427 to the Buddhist priest of the nearby temple Tainei-ji (大寧寺). A stroll up to Tainei-ji, which is surrounded by maple trees, is one of the relaxing activities you can undertake while staying here. Another is to visit the nearby historic pottery hamlet of Fukawa (深川), home to five working ceramic studios. The Fukawa Hagi style of Hagi pottery is made here in pinewood-fired climbing kilns.

There are several good places to stay. The vast Ōtani Sansō offers grand public bathing facilities, a lobby with a panoramic view of a waterfall, a big outdoor swimming pool (summer only) and a planetary observatory. The attached annex Bettei Otozure has 18 double-storey suites and a more exclusive, sophisticated vibe. The stylish KAI Nagato occupies a brand new building but brings authentic local craft touches to the decoration, such as painted tokuji washi (handmade paper) on the bedroom walls.


SCENIC COASTAL SIGHTS

Driving, or taking the slow train, along the coast the coast north from Shimonoseki towards Hagi is a good option for accessing the following picturesque seaside locations.

Tsnunoshima (角島)

Island with white-sand beaches washed by emerald green seas. Accessed via the 1780m Tsunoshima Bridge, the second-longest such span in Japan. Stop by Amagase Park before you cross to the island for the best view of the bridge.

Motonosumi-jinja (元乃隅神社)

Inari shrine, reached via a photogenic tunnel of 123 vermillion torii gates which wind down the bluff towards the sea.

Ōmi-jima (青海島)

Sheer cliffs and jagged ocean-carved rocks make up the stunning scenery of this island dubbed a Maritime Alps. From Senzaki Station you can join a sightseeing cruise.



BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN NAGATO YUMOTO

Yanagiya

Specialising in kawara soba, green-tea buckwheat noodles atop a hot roof tile. ¥¥

Ontoshoku

Succulent black-feathered chicken is the basis of the healthy meals served at this contemporary eatery. ¥¥

365+1 Beer

Local Sanroku-roku craft beers include pale ale and IPA – sample them at this microbrewery and tap room. ¥

Dine in Japan’s Pufferfish Capital

ALL ABOUT FUGU

Shimonoseki (下関), three hours by train southwest of Hagi, boasts the largest fugu (pufferfish) catch in Japan; images of cute little puffers are plastered across town. The potentially poisonous fish is served in a variety of ways, the highlight being translucent slivers arranged on a plate in artistic patterns.

Buy pre-prepared plates of fugu sashimi at Karato Ichiba (唐戸市場), the port’s small but atmospheric seafood market. Visit early morning and check their website for the days it’s closed. It’s at its liveliest Friday to Sunday.

At the adjacent restaurant emporium Kamon Wharf search out the Indian stall Nandan, serving deep fried fugu wrapped in freshly baked nan bread.

To sample a fugu course meal head to Heike Chaya (平家茶屋) which has the added attraction of being beside the Kanmon Bridge. Or treat yourself to the luxurious banquets served at Shunpanrō (春帆楼), a refined restaurant and hotel where the dining room has views of the Kanmon Strait.
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SHRINE TO EMPEROR ANTOKU

The climax of the bitter struggle between the Minamoto (Genji) and Taira (Heike) clans was the Battle of Dan-no-ura in 1185, which took place in the Kanmon Strait. During the naval battle, the six-year-old emperor Antoku, who was on the side of the defeated Genji, was drowned together with his grandmother.

Shimonoseki’s Akama-jingū (赤間神宮) is dedicated to the unfortunate child emperor. The attractive, vermillion-painted shrine has a small gallery with vivid screen paintings and wall hangings depicting the battle.

The best spot to take in the view across the Kanmon Strait towards Kyūshū is from atop Hino-yama-kōen (火の山公園). Skip the hike up the 268m-high wooded hill by riding the ropeway.



Wander an Old Castle Town

BREAK FROM CONTEMPORARY URBAN JAPAN

Chōfu (長府), 30 minutes by bus from Shimonoseki, offers quiet residential streets lined with old earth walls, wooden gates and a rippling stream. There are several temples and shrines, and plenty of antique and craft shops, some with attached cafes.

Search out the following: Kōzan-ji (功山寺), the family burial temple of the local Mōri lords with a Zen-style hall dating from 1327; Chōfu-Teien (長府庭園) a gorgeous strolling garden complete with a shoin (reception building), teahouse and gazebo around a carp-filled pond; and the lovely Chōfu Mōri-tei (長府毛利邸), where you can sip matcha (powered green tea) while admiring its manicured gardens. The tatami rooms here also display beautiful seasonal flower arrangements.


Getting Around

Car rental is the way to go. You’ll struggle to make a train pass cover its cost (most useful connections are by the cheaper local trains), but a Yamaguchi Bus Pass can be good value. The pass is valid for either one, two or three days of unlimited travel on all general bus routes in Yamaguchi Prefecture. A one-way ticket between Hagi and Shimonoseki or Yamaguchi costs about the same as a one-day pass. Check online or with local tourist information offices on where to purchase the pass.






NORTHERN HONSHŪ
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A JAPAN LESS TRODDEN

Often overlooked by travellers, Northern Honshū remains largely under-visited and wonderfully unspoiled.
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From climbing sacred mountains to following in the footsteps of legendary haikuist Matsuo Bashō, there’s plenty to experience in the less-visited north of Honshū (Tōhu-ku). At the heart of the region is Sendai, a busy city that offers remnants of Tōhoku’s samurai past and easy access to Northern Honshū’s relative big-hitters, the picturesque Matsushima Bay and atmospheric mountaintop temple of Yamadera.

A little further north comes laid-back Morioka, a staging post for exploring the Unescodesignated temples of Hiraizumi or rural Tōno and the Sanriku Kaigan coast. Then there’s the potential for trips in Aomori in the unheralded far north, a place that mixes buzzing markets with innovative art and traces of Japan’s earliest settlers. Add in the soothing hot spring baths of Nyūtō Onsen and Akiu Onsen, the samurai legacy of Tōhoku towns, such as Aizu-Wakamatsu in Fukushima and Kakunodate in Akita, plus Niigata’s sake-making traditions, and Northern Honshū offers travellers many of the cultural elements that can make a trip to Japan so memorable – it just does it without the crowds of Tokyo and Kyoto. If you’ve got the urge for more, you could even visit the windswept island of Sado, home to the magnificent Kodō drummers and relics of a gold rush, or take off on an epic 1000km hike along the Michinoku Coastal Trail.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Sendai

Cosmopolitan capital meets Edo past.

Morioka

Gateway to rural Japan.

Kakunodate

Samurai mansions and cherry blossoms.

Aomori

Prehistoric settlements and contemporary art.

Dewa Sanzan

Sacred mountains and ancient ascetics.

Niigata

Rice, sake and winter sports.

Sado

Gold mines and performing arts.

Aizu-Wakamatsu

Samurai culture and traditional crafts.



Find Your Way

To the north of the Kantō region, Northern Honshū comprises Niigata Prefecture and the six prefectures of the Tōhoku region, which combine to offer travellers a range of outdoor activities and cultural experiences.
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Plan Your Time

Northern Honshū saves its biggest rewards for travellers who take their time, whether trekking the Sanriku Coast, cycling the idyllic farmland of Tōno or hiking Dewa Sanzan’s sacred peaks.
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Pressed for Time

• Spend a day exploring Sendai, the region’s largest city. The morning market near Sendai Station is a good starting point, before hopping on and off the Loople sightseeing bus to trace the city’s samurai history with stops at the Zuihōden Mausoleum, remains of Sendai Castle and Ōsaki Hachiman-gū Shrine.

• With a second day, take a side trip to either Yamadera or Matsushima. Wandering haiku poet Matsuo Bashō visited both on his famed trip around Tōhoku, penning haiku about Yamadera’s mountainside temples and calling Matsushima the ‘most beautiful place in all Japan’.




With More Time

• After Sendai, head north for a couple of days in Morioka, where you could try the wanko soba noodle eating challenge and take side trips to the Unesco-designated temples of Hiraizumi, the folklore-infused countryside of Tōno, and the pastoral Koiwai Farm.

• You could then head north to Hachinohe to hike the northernmost section of the Michinoku Coastal Trail and explore the Sunday morning food market, or travel to Akita Prefecture for Kakunodate’s old samurai district, Tazawa-ko and the rustic hot-spring baths of Nyūtō Onsen.




At a Leisurely Pace

• You might not have five months to plod around Northern Honshū like Bashō did, but with more than a week you can add some wonderfully immersive experiences. That could include visiting the mountains of Dewa Sanzan to train with yamabushi mountain ascetics – although you can also explore the mountains at your own pace.

• Alternatively, head for skiing and sake in and around Niigata before grabbing a ferry to Sado, an island in the Sea of Japan that at various times in its past has been a place of exile and the site of a gold rush.



Seasonal Highlights

Northern Honshū is marked by long cold winters and relatively cool summers compared to Tokyo, but it’s spring and autumn that are the ideal seasons for being out and about.

February

Featuring hundreds of igloos illuminated by candles, Akita’s Yokote Kamakura Matsuri is just one of the region’s snow festivals.
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April

The pink cherry blossom front hits Tōhoku almost a month later than Tokyo and Kyoto, transforming Kakunodate and Hirosaki.
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May

Warm, sunny and mostly dry, spring is ideal for hiking parts of the lovely Sanriku Coast.
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August

Tōhoku’s three biggest festivals unfold in summer – Akita’s Kanko, Sendai’s Tanabata and the Aomori Nebuta.
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September

Aizu-Wakamatsu celebrates its samurai roots with the three-day Aizu Festival – complete with mock sword fights and parades.
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October

Koyo (autumn leaves) season sees Zaō, Dakigaeri and other parts of Tōhoku repainted red and yellow.
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December

Ready for winter sports in Niigata? Naeba and Yuzawa both get heavy amounts of powder snow until April.
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Sendai
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In the year 1600, samurai lord Date Masamune chose Sendai (仙台) as the site for a castle. Located in the centre of Masamune’s domain, Sendai was then just a small fishing village, but – as the new base of the Date clan – a town soon flourished around the castle. Four and a quarter centuries on, Sendai has become Northern Honshū’s largest and most cosmopolitan city, with a population of just over one million, but its connection to Masamune has never faded. The hilltop site where his castle once stood is now a major attraction, thanks in large parts to its sweeping city views. So too is the lavishly decorated Zuihōden Mausoleum where Masamune and other Date clan lords are laid to rest, and the hot spring baths of Akiu Onsen, where Masamune is said to have soaked away aches and fatigue.
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TOP TIP

Buy a ¥620 day pass for the Loople Bus. As the name suggests, this hop-on/hop-off service runs in a clockwise loop from (and back to) Sendai Station, taking in all the main sights. There’s a bus every 30 minutes on weekdays and every 20 minutes on weekends and holidays.
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Sendai’s Samurai-era Legacy

VISIT MASAMUNE’S MAGNIFICENT MAUSOLUEM

Atop a wooded hill in the midst of Sendai’s urban sprawl, the founder of Sendai, Date Masamune, is laid to rest in one of Northern Honshū’s most striking structures, which today serves as a monument to the power and wealth of the old Sendai domain. Originally built shortly after Masamune’s death aged 70 in 1636, and although the current structure is a meticulous postwar reconstruction, the Zuihōden Mausoleum (瑞鳳殿) was crafted in the Momoyama style, using ornate woodwork, black lacquering and carvings of birds, goddesses and mystical beings in an extraordinary mix of reds, greens, blues and golds. Like stargazing on a clear night, the longer you look, the more intricate details reveal themselves. But it’s not just the main building that offers insights into Edo Japan. Look out for a row of small memorial towers next to the mausoleum, placed in honour of 20 vassals who committed suicide upon Masamune’s death so they could follow him to the grave. Called junshi, that wasn’t an uncommon act among samurai up until the early Edo era.

While Zuihōden is a modern rebuild, you can see an original example of Momoyama-style architecture with a Date clan connection at Ōsaki Hachimangu Shrine (大崎八幡宮). Built by Masamune in 1607 as his family shrine, the historic main structure here is reached by passing under several red and stone torii (gates), before a steep set of steps give way to a peaceful treelined avenue. Then there it is, like Zuihōden a mixture of black lacquerwork, gold metal fittings and intricate carvings – the only difference is that the vivid colours have faded a touch over the centuries.

Like most shrines, a long line-up of annual events and rites take place at Ōsaki. One tradition you can try in summer is the chinowa kuguri – for that, walk four times through the large loop of wild grass near the main shrine (there’s a sign that details the route) and tradition says you’ll rid yourself of impurities from the first half of the year.

To get to Zuihōden and Ōsaki Hachiman-gū, just hop on the Loople Bus. Zuihōden is the third stop after Sendai Station (about 15 minutes), while Ōsaki Hachiman-gū is another eight stops on (another 30 minutes).
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WHERE TO STAY IN SENDAI

Hotel Metropolitan

Well-kept, modern hotel adjoining Sendai Station, with several restaurants and bars on-site. ¥¥

Mitsui Garden Hotel

Contemporary rooms, good service and public baths, all near the nightlife of Kokubun-chō. ¥¥

Westin

Upscale option with spacious rooms and luxurious extras like spa, gym and 24-hour room service. ¥¥¥


The One-Eyed Dragon

You could argue no samurai has left a legacy on Northern Honshū quite like Date Masamune. Born in 1567 in what’s now Yamagata Prefecture, Masamune became a ruthless and skilled warrior, winning his first battle at the age of just 15. By his mid-30s, Masamune had been rewarded for his loyalty to shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu by being granted lordship of the newly designated Sendai Domain. In the following 30-something years as daimyō, he founded the future city of Sendai and built a mighty castle, while also serving as a patron of arts and education. All this despite having lost an eye to smallpox as a child, something that earned him the moniker the ‘one-eyed dragon’.



WHERE TO EAT IN SENDAI

Aji Tasuke

There are dozens of gyūtan (beef tongue) specialists, but this gets top marks from locals. ¥¥

Chōcho

Lively izakaya (pub-eatery) in Kokubun-chō with a seafood-heavy menu and good local sake. ¥¥

Koya

Excellent sushi without the stuffy formalities or the high price tag. ¥¥

Sweeping City Views

THE REMAINS OF SENDAI CASTLE

Two Loople Bus stops after the Zuihōden Mausoleum is the hilltop site where Sendai Castle (aka Aoba Castle; 青葉城) once stood. Built in 1600 by order of Date Masamune, all that remains now are a few outer walls and a small shrine, but at the Aoba Castle Museum you can see a mock-up of the castle in its heyday or rent a pair of VR goggles that bring the outdoor remains to life. However, the main reason many visitors briefly get off the Loople here are for the panoramic views over central Sendai – something a horseback statue of Date Masamune in full battle regalia now gets to enjoy.

Sendai’s Kitchen

BROWSE THE ASAICHI

A couple of blocks west of Sendai Station, the lively Sendai Asaichi morning market (仙台朝市) is a great way to soak up a little culinary colour. The stalls here sell all sorts, from fresh local seafood specialities like oysters, scallops and sea squirts from the Sanriku Coast to dried fish, seaweed, and fruit and veg. Add to that a couple of coffee stands, plus stalls selling ready-to-eat items such as onigiri (rice balls) and deep-fried croquettes, and you have snacking options too. The market is only one block long, with a couple of sections that expand indoors, so a browse here doesn’t take long. Nor is it morning only – despite the name, most stalls will be open into the mid- or late afternoon, except on Sundays when everything usually closes.


Kokubunchō Nightlife

As night falls on Sendai, Kokubun-chō (国分町) comes to life. West of the station, in a neon-drenched cluster of side streets roughly between Jōzenji-dōri and Hirose-dōri avenues, the city’s largest entertainment district is home to some 3000 bars and restaurants catering to all sorts of tastes: from karaoke bars and izakayas to cocktail bars, cheap ramen joints, places cooking up regional specialities like beef tongue, and international flavours. As is normal in Japan, there’s also hostess bars and other adult venues – just ignore anywhere with touts outside.



WHERE TO DRINK IN SENDAI

Andy

Old-school cocktail bar with mixologists in bow ties and all sorts of whiskies.

Craftsman Sendai

Craft beer bar meets Italian restaurant at this trendy spot with several dozen taps.

Craft Beer Market

Lively pub with great selection of domestic craft beer, plus snacks like gyoza and ribs.


More Northern Onsen

You’ll find traditional hot-spring baths all over Northern Honshū, including in winter-sports areas like Yuzawa and Zaō. Another classic place for a soak is the rustic hot-spring hamlet of Nyūtō Onsen near Kakunodate.



The Baths of Akiu

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN ONSEN CULTURE

Twenty kilometres west of central Sendai, where the city limits take on an almost rural vibe, a day trip to Akiu Onsen (秋保温泉) is all about unwinding. The reason? Baths. Legend has it that people have been bathing in Akiu’s hot springs for 1500 years, ever since the Emperor Kinmei is said to have cured a skin complaint by soaking in a natural bath here. Similar origin stories are found at hot-spring areas around Japan, whether it’s a samurai, deer or crane that’s been miraculously healed by bathing, but they all speak to the traditionally held belief in Japan that mineral-rich hot springs (aka onsen) deliver a range of health benefits – or, at the very least, that a long, hot soak soothes muscle and mind.

While many people stay overnight in an onsen ryokan (traditional inns that have hot-spring baths), many others just come to use the day baths, as a dozen ryokan and hotels in Akiu open their baths to nonguests roughly between check-out and check-in times. That includes super-plush hotels like Zuihō (瑞鳳), where the day-spa fee gives access to gender-separated indoor and outdoor baths, as well as restaurants, massage chairs and a tatami-mat chill-out room.

Beyond the bathing, Akiu also makes for an easy way to soak up nature. In the centre of town, Rairai Gorge (磊々峡) is a rocky gorge with a 1km-long walking trail that ends right next to Zuihō, while 13km upstream the Akiu Ōtaki Falls (秋保大滝) cascade 55m into a lush creek. You can also check out Akiu Traditional Craft Village (秋保工芸の里), home to artisans working with traditional crafts like kokeshi (wooden dolls), aizome (indigo dyeing) and Edo koma (spinning tops).

If you aren’t driving, the best way to get around Akiu is to borrow a free bicycle from the Akiu Sato Centre (秋保里センター) tourist office, where buses stop to and from Sendai Station. It also has a handy map of the area, a list in English of the day-baths in town, and a free footbath outside.
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The Annual Tanabata

Every year from 6 to 8 August, Sendai’s shopping arcades are festooned with giant paper streamers and decorations to celebrate Tanabata, the annual meeting of star-crossed lovers Orihime and Hikoboshi (or Vega and Altair). As Japan’s largest Tanabata festival, things unfold a little differently in Sendai. Not only is the event a month later here than normal (the seventh night of the seventh month on the lunar calendar rather than the solar calendar), but millions visit Sendai for the decorations and street food, and the fireworks that kick off proceedings on the night of 5 August.




Getting Around

Sendai is 360km north of Tokyo, with frequent direct shinkansen (bullet trains) connecting the two cities in just over 1½ hours. With Sendai Airport, it’s also possible to fly in on domestic routes from Hiroshima, Osaka, Sapporo and elsewhere, or on international routes from China, South Korea and Taiwan. For restaurants and nightlife in central Sendai, you can easily get around on foot, or by subway and taxi, while the main sights, which are scattered around the city, are well connected by the Loople Bus service. Akiu Onsen is best reached by bus from Sendai Station or by car.






Beyond Sendai
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On Sendai’s doorstep are two of Northern Honshū’s most famous sites, scenic Matsushima Bay and the mountaintop Yamadera Temple.


Just to the northeast of Sendai, Matsushima makes for an excellent and easy side trip, with more remnants from Date Masamune’s time as lord of Sendai and boat trips around an extraordinary islet-studded bay – declared by Edo-era haikuist Matsuo Bashō the most beautiful place in all Japan. West of Sendai, Yamadera also has a Bashō connection, as it was while climbing the wooded pathways to this atmospheric mountain temple that Bashō penned one of his most memorable poems. Add to that Zaō Onsen, which in winter is one of this region’s leading ski areas, and Sendai is a springboard for some of the best experiences in Northern Honshū.
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TOP TIP

With few places to stay, Yamadera is best done as a day trip, but Matsushima has ample accommodation options.



Tour the Islets of Matsushima

A LEGENDARY VIEW OF JAPAN

Forty minutes by train from Sendai, the islet-studded bay of Matsushima (松島) has long been considered one of Japan’s most scenic spots. As far back as the 1640s, it was ranked as one of the Three Views of Japan, along with the pine-clad sandbar of Amanohashidate in Kyoto and the ‘floating’ Itsukushima-jinja shrine in Hiroshima – a list that has become deeply ingrained in Japanese culture. Even today, that designation makes Matsushima an incredibly popular side trip from Sendai, with people coming from all over Japan to take boat trips into the bay.

From Matsushima’s pier, several companies run near-
identical boat tours, either leaving Matsushima for nearby Shiogama or (the most popular) taking a 50-minute round trip on multi-decked boats around the bay. As the latter trip unfolds, you’ll see that Matsushima’s 260 islets come in all shapes and sizes, from little chunks of white rock tufted by windswept pines to familiar-looking shapes that have earned names like Kabuto-jima (samurai helmet island). The most distinctive is Nio-jima, where the boat turns for the inward journey – it’s shaped like Nio, a fierce-looking deity that’s often found in statue form guarding the entrance to temples.

Once the boat trip is over, there are a few more sights well worth checking out on foot. A few hundred metres inland from the boat pier, the most notable is Zuigan-ji (瑞巌寺). Like Zuihōden in Sendai, this temple has a close association with daimyō and founder of Sendai Date Masamune, who in the early 1600s rebuilt the then-800-year-old temple into its current form to use as his official family temple – a renovation that took five years and 130 artisans from Kyoto and Wakayama. Inside the main hall in particular, those artisans left a striking legacy, with a collection of rooms adorned with ornately decorated sliding doors depicting birds and blossoms on black lacquer and gold-leaf backdrops.

Next to Zuigan-ji are two more temples, Entsū-in (円通院) and Tenrin-in (天麟院), the mausoleums of Masamune’s grandson Mitsumune and daughter Iroha – the former featuring a rock garden said to depict Matsushima Bay. Down by the bay, there’s also Fukuura-jima (福浦島), one of the few islets in Matsushima accessible to the public. Reached by a 250m-long red bridge, it functions now as a natural garden, home to hundreds of species of flowers, plants and trees.


Oodles of Oysters

In peak season from October to mid-March, the kaki (oysters) of Matsushima and elsewhere in Miyagi Prefecture are among the most highly prized in Japan, known for their plumpness and intense flavour. There’s no shortage of restaurants and shacks selling them – steamed, grilled, deep-fried, in soups, as gratin, and raw with a squeeze of a lemon. If you are an oyster fan, websites like By Food sell fishing-boat trips into the bay, where you can try the oysters straight from the water.



WHERE TO EAT IN MATSUSHIMA

Kanrantei

This 400-year-old teahouse gifted to Date Masamune serves green tea and sweets with bay views. ¥

Matsushima Fish Market

Alongside market stalls are several food stalls serving ramen, grilled seafood, sushi, and oyster burgers. ¥¥

Ryōshi no Kaisendon

No-frills restaurant specialising in seafood bowls (featuring assorted sashimi on rice) and deep-fried oysters. ¥¥

A Walk to Yamadera Temple

BE BASHŌ FOR A DAY

Sixty-five minutes by train from Sendai, the mountaintop temple of Risshaku-ji, more commonly called Yama-dera (山寺), offers the opportunity to follow in the footsteps of legendary wandering haikuist Matsuo Bashō – the man behind the classic verse-accented travelogue Oku no Hosomichi (奥の細道).

Bashō and his apprentice Sora travelled for five months in 1689, starting in Tokyo then visiting sites such as Hiraizumi, Matsushima and Yamadera, before crossing over to Tōhoku’s west coast and heading all the way to down to Fukui and finally Gifu. Along the route today are numerous statues and monuments commemorating Bashō and his work, but it’s Yamadera that’s most evocative of their journey. You almost feel like you are seeing Northern Japan as Bashō and Sora did.

The hike starts at Yamadera Station, with a few minutes walking through the small town at the foot of the mountain, before reaching Risshaku-ji’s 14th-century main hall and then statues of Bashō and Sora. Then the climb up the 1015 steps to the temple’s upper area begins, on a winding route through dense woods, punctuated by stone lanterns and statues enshrouded in greenery. ‘The whole mountain is made of massive rocks, thrown together and covered with age-old pines and oaks,’ is how Bashō put it. ‘The stony ground itself bears the colour of eternity, paved with velvety moss.’

As the climb progresses, you’ll pass the rugged rock formations that inspired Bashō to write one of his most famous haiku when he visited in July of 1689: shizukasa ya / iwa ni shimiiru / semi no koe (such stillness / the cries of cicada / sink into the rocks). Then nearing the final few hundred steps, the wooden Niomon Gateway marks the entrance to the upper temple area, where you’ll find a dozen or so buildings hugging the lush mountainside. Here the woods open to give panoramic views of the valley below, best seen from the early-18th-century Godaido observation deck. Although Bashō himself never actually wrote about the views, he was transfixed by the spirituality of his experience, writing that he was ‘on all fours…bowing reverently at each rock…the purifying power of this holy environment pervading my whole being’.

To get back down, retrace your route, but also consider stopping at the Yamadera Bashō Memorial Museum (山寺芭蕉記念庭館) a few hundred metres from the station. As well as detailing Bashō’s life and the Oku no Hosomichi journey, it exhibits some of Bashō’s handwritten scrolls, and also has a traditional teahouse serving green tea. If you’ve written any haiku while here, also look out for the museum’s annual English haiku contest.
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Pavilion en route to Yama-dera | Omjai C/Shutterstock ©


Oku No Hosomichi

Translated as The Narrow Road to the Deep North or The Narrow Road to the Interior, haikuist Matsuo Bashō’s Oku no Hosomichi, a poetry-punctuated account of his walk around Northern Japan in 1689, is a classic of Japanese literature. While the verse in Oku no Hosomichi is haiku – traditionally three sentences of five, seven and five syllables (though English haiku is better shorter) – the combination of prose and verse is called haibun – often written with the haiku part acting as a postscript. As Shakespeare is to English literature, nobody has mastered Japanese haiku and haibun like Bashō.



WHERE TO STAY IN MATSUSHIMA

Komatsukan Kofutei

Bayside ryokan with traditional tatami-mat guest rooms, the plushest of which have their own hot-spring tubs. ¥¥¥

Shintomitei

Simple ryokan on a hill above the bay, with modest tatami rooms and hot-spring baths. ¥¥

Taikansō

Both tatami rooms and Western rooms are swanky and spacious. Public baths with bay views. ¥¥¥


Why I Love Tōhoku
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Rob Goss, writer

I first visited Tōhoku 15 years ago, on a several-week backpacking trip for a guidebook update. It wasn’t just my first big travel-writing gig, it turned me on to haiku through Bashō’s incredible travelogue. I’ve never got tired of going back – the region is an antidote to living in Tokyo or covering over-touristed Kyoto. More than all of that, it’s the people. With every trip north since the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster of 2011, their resilience and dignity, coupled with the down-to-earth warmth and generosity, have left me in awe. It puts all the minor travails of life into context.



ZAō’S BEST SKI RUNS

Chūō Slope

Gentle ski and snowboard area for beginners, with great views of the ‘snow monsters’.

Hanenkamm Course

Used for FIS-authorised competitions, this expert area gets as steep as 38 degrees.

Juhyogen Course

Zaō’s longest ride; 8km intermediate run starting atop Zaō and passing through the ‘snow monsters’.
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Mt Zaō | KPG-Payless/Shutterstock ©

Ski Tōhoku’s Top Winter Resort

THE SLOPES OF ZAō

Straddling the border of Yamagata and Miyagi Prefectures, 1½ hours by bus (in ski season) from Sendai, volcanic Mt Zaō (蔵王山) has become one of Northern Japan’s premier winter sports areas, with all the action centred around Zaō Onsen Ski Resort. The resort is home to 24 varied runs, catering to skiers and snowboarders of all levels, but what makes it so distinctive are the juhyō (snow monsters) lining many of the slopes. Created between December and February by an accumulation of frost on Zaō’s fir trees, the juhyō take on fantastical shapes, like an army of giant, gnarly snow beasts prowling the mountain – a stunning sight from the ropeways and slopes, and when illuminated at night. The resort is used to dealing with non-Japanese speakers, so renting gear or even getting lessons in English is hassle-free.

Although this stratovolcano range hasn’t erupted since 1940, millennia of volcanic activity has also given Zaō an excellent collection of onsen for soothing aching muscles after a ski. You’ll find mineral-rich natural baths at many inns, but there are also public bathhouses, such as Kawara-yu, Kami-yu and Shimo-yu if you aren’t staying in town.


Zaō’s Green Season

While some ski areas hibernate in summer, Zaō’s hot springs remain an attraction year-round – ideal for a soak after hiking the summer-to-autumn trails of 1841m Mt Zaō and its secondary peaks. The trails – which vary in difficulty from a 45-minute stroll to leg-crushing day hikes – lead through wetlands, slopes accented with alpine plants, and forests of fiery foliage in autumn. A highlight is the Okama Crater Lake, nicknamed Goshiki Numa (five-coloured lake) as its colour changes throughout the day.




More Slopes

There are many more skiing and snowboarding options in Northern Honshū, including two great resort areas in Niigata Prefecture – Yuzawa and Naeba.




Getting Around

Matsushima and Yamadera are both easily reached by train from Sendai and can then be explored on foot. To get to Matsushima, take the JR Senseki line 40 minutes to Matsushima Kaigan Station. For Yamadera, take the Senzan line 65 minutes to Yamadera Station. In winter, Zaō can be reached by bus from JR Sendai Station in 1½ hours, but a year-round route is to take the JR Senzan line to Yamagata (75 minutes), then a bus from there to Zaō Onsen (40 minutes).






Morioka
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When Morioka (盛岡) appeared on the New York Times’ ‘52 Places to Go’ list in 2023, Japanese media collectively dropped its jaw in disbelief. For most Japanese, Morioka is just another regional city – famous for a noodle-eating challenge with an ear-catching name for English speakers, but without any attractions of note. If you went to Morioka expecting it to be one of world’s best destinations, you could come away disappointed. But still go. With green spaces, meandering rivers, cool cafes, and in Iwate-kōen remnants of Tōhoku’s samurai past, Morioka is a chilled-out city that invites an aimless exploration; it’s a place to unwind rather than rush about checking off a must-see list. For a quick taste of rural Japan, there’s even rolling farmland to explore at Koiwai Farm on the edge of the city, or there are craft workshops to try at Morioka Handcrafts Village.
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SIGHTS

1 Iwate-kōen

2 Morioka History and Culture Museum

3 Sakurayama-jinja

SLEEPING

4 Daiwa Roynet

5 Dormy Inn

6 Richmond Hotel

EATING

7 Azumaya

8 Lamb Gen

9 Pairon

10 Pyon Pyon Sha

DRINKING

11 Flag

12 Sundance

13 Treflod




TOP TIP

Don’t forget your phone. Unusually for northern Japan, Morioka offers free wi-fi in the city centre, while at the Morioka History and Culture Museum you can access online audio guides to the exhibits in English via a smartphone. They really help bring the exhibits and Morioka’s past to life.



Slurp Up Morioka’s Signature Noodles

THE WANKO SOBA CHALLENGE

Arguably Morioka’s greatest claim to fame in Japan is a noodle-eating challenge by the name of wanko soba (わんこそば). You can ask almost any local what their wanko record is, and they will have done it. Even Morioka’s cuddly official mascots, the Wanko Kyōdai (aka the Wanko Brothers) are shaped like these mini bowls of buckwheat noodles.

The centre of all things wanko is Azumaya (東家), a restaurant established in 1907 but now with several branches around the city centre. The Azumaya’s wanko-soba challenge begins by donning an apron and removing the lid from your empty soba bowl, at which point staff carrying a tray of mini soba servings (the wanko) will dump a mouthful of soba into your bowl. You slurp it, they refill it with shouts of encouragement, and on the process goes until their tray is empty and a stack of empty wanko bowls is starting to grow upon your table. Just as you begin to catch breath, the staff will be back with another full tray, repeating the feeding frenzy until you place the lid back on your soba bowl in a sign of resignation. The staff will count your empties, then give you a wooden tablet to commemorate your achievements…before delivering an entirely unnecessary dessert.

According to staff at Azumaya, 15 of the little bowls equate to one standard bowl of soba, and an average customer manages to get through 40 to 60 bowls. The record is a mind-boggling 570 bowls devoured by a woman from Morioka during a competition – that’s 38 standard bowls of soba.

As for the roots of wanko, they are thought to go back to the Edo era, with one origin story being of a local lord so pleased at being served multiple small bowls of soba that it sparked a trend. Instantly refilling a guest’s empty bowl as a form of hospitality then morphed into an eating challenge. Some even say the number of bowls you can eat is the age to which you will live.
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Wanko soba | tipwam/Shutterstock ©


The Morioka Sandaimen

Alongside jajamen (じゃじゃ麵) and reimen (冷麵), wanko soba is one of the Morioka Sandaimen (盛岡三大麺; three great noodles). Jajamen is a boiled wheat noodle topped with a miso-mince paste, sliced cucumber, green onion and grated ginger – something locals mix together and accent with chilli oil or vinegar. Noodles eaten, you can mix in egg and hot broth to create a soup. Reimen has chewy noodles made with wheat flour and potato starch that are served in a spicy chilled soup with a topping of kimchi, boiled egg, a slice of grilled beef and a chunk of watermelon or Japanese pear.



WHERE TO STAY IN MORIOKA

Daiwa Roynet

An unassuming hotel with a convenient location for city centre strolls and nights out. ¥

Dormy Inn

Smart business hotel with extra touches: hot-spring baths, free late-night noodles and post-bath ice creams. ¥¥

Richmond Hotel

Upscale Western-style hotel by the station. Spacious doubles plus triples to fit a family of four. ¥¥

A Glimpse of Morioka’s Past

STROLL IWATE-KŌEN

When Morioka Castle was completed by the Nanbu clan in the early 1600s, it was said to be one of the Tōhoku region’s great fortresses. While the towers are gone, the remains of the moats and imposing outer walls have become a sprawling public park. Called Iwate-kōen (岩手公園), it’s one of central Morioka’s defining features – well worth a slow hour or two to get a feel for both Morioka’s past and its mellow present.

For a primer on the Nanbu clan and their castle, it makes sense to start at Morioka History and Culture Museum (もりおか歴史文化館) in the park’s northeastern corner, a small but well-constructed facility that documents Morioka’s development as a castle town. At the museum, you can also pick up an English map of Iwate-kōen. This will lead you to a patch of moat that now feels more like a traditional pond garden and then on to Sakurayama-jinja (櫻山神社), a shrine where the most notable feature is a 6m megalith traditionally said to hold the spirit of a guardian deity.

This is a park where people come to paint, kids come to play, or you can just hang out with a coffee and a book. Across the road from the shrine is a shopping street dotted with crafts, antiques, cafes and a cluster of lively restaurants.
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Koiwai Farm | Shawn.ccf/Shutterstock ©


Best Cafes & Bars in Morioka

Flag

A coffee stand opposite Sakurayama Shrine brewing speciality beans alongside caramel and matcha (powdered green tea) lattes.

Sundance

Irish bar meets Tex-Mex at this expat hangout near Iwate-kōen.

Treflod

A bright and airy cafe with excellent hand-drip coffee and desserts, such as carrot cake.



WHERE TO EAT IN MORIOKA

Pairon

The cramped restaurant where jajamen noodles were born 60 years ago. Still a local favourite. ¥

Pyon Pyon Sha

Serves one of the chewiest, most highly rated bowls of reimen noodles in town. ¥

Lamb Gen

Lamb and mutton from rural Tōno dominate the menu at this casual joint. ¥¥

Visit Koiwai’s Rolling Pastures

A DAY ON THE FARM

Just beyond Morioka’s western outskirts, 30 minutes by bus from Morioka Station, Koiwai Farm (小岩井農場) makes for a family-friendly jaunt into the countryside. Spread over 3000 hectares of forest and pasture, and with mountains lining the horizon, it’s an idyllic setting. You’ll see horses, cows and sheep grazing in rolling fields, while in the Kamimaru (上丸) section there’s a collection of silos and farming buildings from the early 1900s – long before Koiwai became one of Japan’s most-recognised dairy brands.

Elsewhere, there are balls, hula hoops, and other toys to rent for playing on the vast lawns. There are hammocks to chill out in and playground equipment to climb on. Then there are experiences like butter-making workshops, pony rides, dairy cow ‘meet-and-greet’ sessions, and guided tours in the farm’s forest, planted here 120 years ago on barren volcanic ash but now teeming with life. When the farm is blanketed with snow in winter, snowshoe trekking is another option.

With most of the charged activities each costing ¥500 to ¥800, not to mention a bus fare of ¥710 each way, the extra costs can add up. You can bring in your own packed lunch, although the farm’s milk ramen, pizzas and ice creams are very good. Also, keep hold of your tickets, as you’ll need them to get through the unstaffed gates between Kamimaru and the main farm area.


Morioka Handcrafts Village

A 15-minute taxi ride from Koiwai Farm, or 30 minutes via bus from Morioka Station, the Morioka Handcrafts Village (盛岡手づくり村) is an option for a couple of hours of hands-on activities. Not much English is spoken, but there are English pamphlets to guide you to the village’s 15 craft workshops, where you can see local artisans at work and take a variety of 30- to 60-minute classes. These include reimen noodle-making classes, tie-dying, ceramic painting, sweet-making, weaving and crafting Nanbu ironware accessories.




Cycle Rural Tōno

For an even deeper rural experience in Iwate Prefecture, head to the farmland of Tōno, an area ideal for a day cycling around rice paddies and learning about local folklore.




Getting Around

Most of Morioka’s central attractions are to the north and east of the station, and being a compact city centre it’s easy to get around on foot. Buses from Morioka Station serve sights on the outskirts, such as Koiwai Farm and Morioka Handcrafts Village.






Beyond Morioka
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Morioka is the perfect staging post for adventures in Iwate Prefecture, from historic temples to folklore-infused farmland and scenic coastline.


To the south of Morioka, the World Heritage-designated Chūson-ji Temple in Hiraizumi makes for an easy day trip or a detour on the route between Morioka from Tokyo, while nearby is the option of a boat trip in the scenic Geibikei Gorge. To the southeast, the farmland of Tōno provides an opportunity to experience rural life and learn about Japanese folklore. East of there is the Sanriku Coast, a rugged stretch of coastline with hiking trails that take in picturesque bays and dramatic clifftop views. You could even do quick trips beyond Iwate with Morioka as your base. Kakunodate in Akita Prefecture and Hachinohe in Aomori Prefecture are less than an hour away by shinkansen.
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Subtemple, Chūson-ji | yspbqh14/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The Tourist Information Center (TIC), located on the 2nd floor of Morioka Station, has English-speaking staff who can give up-to-date travel information.



The Legends of Tōno

DISCOVER IWATE’S RURAL FOLKORE

In the early 1900s, folklorist Kunio Yanigata travelled to Tōno (遠野), 1¾ hours by train from Morioka, to compile what’s now considered a classic collection of Japanese folktales – Tōno Monogatari (The Legends of Tōno). Tōno’s 119 tales give us some wonderful moments, from the story of a farmer’s daughter who eloped to the stars with her beloved horse to the mythical kappa, a green-skinned pond-dweller with a fondness for nibbling cucumbers and drowning people.

Just strolling or cycling around Tōno, the tales are never far away. Anime-like kappa faces appear on signposts, while even the police box by the station is designed to look like the head of a kappa. There are numerous sites where the tales come to life. At the Tōno Folktale Museum (遠野物語の館), a short walk south of Tōno Station, the tales are documented with colorful kiri-e (paper-cutting art), video installations and traditional storytellers who begin each tale with the words ‘mukashi, mukashi’ (once upon a time). You can also catch live storytelling at Tōno Furusato Village (遠野ふるさと村), although the main reason to go there is the collection of Edo-era farmhouses brought together to recreate something akin to a traditional hamlet, complete with rice paddies and horses grazing in pasture.

Away from the centre of town, surrounded by rice paddies and the occasional hop field, Denshōen (伝承園) also has preserved thatched farmhouses that give similar insights into traditional life, while also celebrating Oshira-sama, a deity that protects homes and appears in several of the Tōno legends. In the back of one farmhouse, beyond a smoky hearth and down a creaking corridor, is a room decorated with 1000 Oshira-sama dolls on which are hung wishes written on colourful pieces of cloth. This is where the tragic story of the farmer’s daughter and her horse comes into play. So upset was the farmer with his daughter’s equine love, he hung the horse from a mulberry tree, only to find his daughter clinging to the body weeping the next day. Enraged, the farmer picked up his axe and hacked off the horse’s head, at which moment the daughter and horse flew off into the sky. From their love the Oshira-sama was born, and so the dolls are carved from a pair of mulberry sticks, one with the head of a horse, one with the head of a girl.

Near Denshōen you’ll also find a pond called Kappabuchi (カッパ渕), where legend has it kappa dwell. Today, a little kappa statue sits here, fresh cucumber in hand. In the unlikely event you meet a real kappa, remember Tōno’s time-honoured kappa safety rule – bow at it. Being unerringly polite, the kappa will instinctively return your bow, causing the water to pour from its basin-shaped head and sending it running to the nearest water source for a refill.
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Kenji Miyazawa & the SL Ginga

A novelist, poet, teacher and social activist born in Iwate in 1896, Kenji Miyazawa didn’t receive great acclaim for his work during his relatively short life, but posthumously his children’s stories have earned him a soft spot in Japanese hearts. His most famous novel, Night on the Galactic Railroad, was made into a hit animated movie in 1985, but also serves as thematic inspiration for the Ginga steam locomotive. Running only some weekends (details at Morioka’s TIC) between Miyazawa’s birthplace in Hanamaki and Kamaishi on the Sanriku Coast, the SL Ginga also stops at Tōno – a fun trip for train buffs, anime fans or anyone after slow views of the countryside.



WHERE TO STAY IN Tōno

Aeria Tohno

Tōno’s plushest Western-style hotel comes with hot-spring baths and a great location by the Folklore Museum. ¥¥

Kuranoya

Countryside B&B with welcom-ing English-speaking owners who offer a station pick-up and excellent home cooking. ¥¥

Tōno Youth Hostel

Cosy hostel with well-maintained dorms and private rooms, plus optional meals. ¥


The Michinoku Pilgrimage

Chūson-ji and Mōtsu-ji temples in Hiraizumi form part of a four-temple pilgrimage along with Zuigan-ji in Matsushima and Risshaku-ji in Yamadera. The connection? All four were founded by the priest Ennin in the 800s, as well as being visited by Bashō on his journey around Northern Honshū in 1689. To prove you’ve done the pilgrimage, you can collect a shūin (red stamp) at each temple or you can transcribe a sutra, the latter of which can be exchanged for a talisman to commemorate the journey.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN Tōno

Tōno Brewing

Taproom serving six of its own craft beers on tap, guest brews and bar bites. ¥¥

Bob Boardgame Cafe

Chilled cafe next to the TIC with a large collection of board games. ¥

Tōno Shokuniku Centre

Specialises in jingisukan – an all-you-can-eat type of mutton barbecue named after Genghis Khan. ¥¥



A Pedal Through Rural Tōno
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This rural ride starts at 1 Tōno Tourist Information, across from Tōno Station, where you can rent a bicycle or e-bike and pick up an English map of the area. From here, pedal east to Rte 340, where heading north (left) takes you through the outskirts of town and into an expanse of rice paddies.

After 4km, take a left onto Rte 160. At the next right you’ll see a sign to 2 Denshōen. You could leave your bike here and stroll across the road to 3 Kappa’s Teahouse (かっぱの茶屋) for a drink or ice cream break, before visiting the neighbouring 4 Jōken-ji Temple (常堅寺) and 5 Kappabuchi Pond – the latter where the mythical kappa are said to live.

If you’re keen for a long ride, get back on your bike and take Rte 160 over the Kogarasegawa River and a couple more kilometres to 6 Fukusen-ji Temple (福泉寺), home to a 25-tonne wooden statue of Buddha. Then 4km north on Rte 160 is 7 Tōno Furusato Village. From here, retrace the route back to the Kogarasegawa, where you can turn right onto the Tōno–Towa cycling road, which traces the river west before looping back into central Tōno. These 7km are arguably the prettiest and most relaxing part of the ride, taking in rice paddies and idyllic countryside.

To end the ride, follow the cycling path 1km past the town centre to 8 Unetori Shrine (卯子酉神社), before riding back to the station on Rte 238, stopping en route at the 9 Tōno Folktale Museum.



Hiraizumi’s World Heritage Temples

PARADISE ON EARTH

Eighty minutes from Morioka on the JR Tōhoku line, the town of Hiraizumi (平泉) is home to one of Northern Honshū’s finest temples – the World Heritage-designated Chūson-ji (中尊寺). Although thought to have been founded in 850, it wasn’t until the 1100s that Chūson-ji was developed into a sprawling complex of 40 or so halls by regional clan lord Fujiwara no Kiyohara, hoping to recreate a Buddhist paradise on earth to console the souls of those who had died in recent wars. Over the centuries, war, fire and Hiraizumi’s fall from grace ravaged the Chūson-ji complex, but a collection of charming buildings still stands – some old, some faithful reproductions. That includes a bare nō stage where stylised dance-dramas are performed by firelight during an annual summer event, as well the Hondo (main hall) where many of Chūson-ji’s religious ceremonies take place. However, it’s the Konjiki-dō (golden hall) that steals the show. This wooden mausoleum covered in gold leaf is the only 12th-century structure fully intact in Hiraizumi and is deemed so precious that it’s now housed inside its own concrete building. Next door, in a modern building, another must-see is the Sankōzō Museum, which houses some 3000 National Treasures and Important Cultural Properties, including Buddhist statues, scrolls and items connected to the Fujiwara clan.

Elsewhere in Hiraizumi, Motsu-ji Temple (毛越寺) also received World Heritage designation alongside Chūson-ji in 2011, although all but a few of its buildings remain. For the fee, it’s a 50-50 call whether it’s worth a visit, but for anyone into landscaping, the remains of the gardens, designed around a large pond to replicate the Buddhist Pure Land, will appeal – they are especially nice when irises bloom in late June.


Boating in the Geibikei Gorge

About 10km east of Hiraizumi, the Geibikei Gorge (猊鼻渓) is one of many scenic highlights in Iwate Prefecture, in this case one that makes for a relaxed 90-minute boat trip. Punted by boaters who occasionally burst into song, the journey follows the Satetsu-gawa as it gently flows at the foot of 50m to 100m cliff faces. At its halfway point, before the boat retraces its route upriver, there’s a brief stop to visit a sandbar and waterfall, where you can try throwing lucky stones across the water into a hole in the cliff face – good fortune awaits anyone who makes the tricky shot.



HIRAIZUMI’S SEASONAL EVENTS

Fujiwara Festival

From 1 to 5 May, remember Hiraizumi’s glory days with dances, period-costume parades and more.

Gokusui-no-En

People in Heian-era costumes partake in a traditional poetry contest/recital by Motsu-ji’s pond in late May.

Firelit Nō

In mid-August traditional nō dramas and kyōgen comedy are performed on Chūson-ji’s grounds.

The Stunning Sanriku Coast

ADVENTURES by the sea

Roughly 1½ hours by car from Morioka, the Sanriku Kaigan (三陸海岸) is a 300km stretch of coastline dotted with beaches, fishing communities and pretty coves and bays. Being such a large area, there are numerous ways to experience it. From Tōno, one option is to take the JR Kamaishi line an hour to Kamaishi (釜石) to see the 48m statue of the goddess of mercy at Kamaishi Dai-Kannon Temple, hike a little of the Michinoku Coastal Trail, and then head up the coast to Yamada (山田) for a fishing boat trip into Yamada Bay – running between April and September, these boat tours (bookable via Yamada Tourism Association) stop at aquaculture rafts where you can try Yamada’s oysters, scallops and sea-
pineapple straight from the bay.

From Morioka, another option is to rent a car or take a 2½-hour bus ride to Miyako (宮古), home to the white sands of Jodogahama Beach and boat trips that hug the rocky shoreline. Another 40km north, via car or the infrequently running Rias line, you could also do a two-day hike between Fudai (普代村) and Tanohata (田野畑村) villages, on a section of the Michinoku Coastal Trail dubbed the ‘Alps of the ocean’ because of its steep, jagged cliffs. Alternatively, for a great one-day hike that’s easy to access without a car, take the shinkansen from Morioka to Hachinohe (八戸;) in Aomori for the northernmost part of the trail.
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The Tsunami of 11 March 2011

Visiting the Sanriku Coast or any of Tōhoku’s eastern coastline, you won’t be far away from reminders of the 11 March 2011 tsunami. Triggered by a 9.0-magnitude earthquake that hit 75km offshore, the tsunami’s impact was horrific – it approached at speeds of 700km per hour, reaching land at up to 40.5m in height. That afternoon Tōhoku lost almost 20,000 lives, with several thousand still officially listed as missing, while hundreds of thousands were displaced. While communities and infrastructure have been rebuilt, memorials, tsunami warning signs and remnants of the damage are common sights along the coast. The region is still grappling with long-term issues, such as mental health and economic revitalisation.




Getting Around

If you are taking public transport, it pays to use a ¥20,000 JR East (Tōhoku) pass. That alone saves money on the shinkansen trips between Tokyo and Morioka, as well as on all trains and buses from Morioka to and from Hiraizumi, Tōno and Sanriku Coast – or anywhere else you might go in the five days the pass is valid. However, to fully explore the Sanriku Coast area, a car helps greatly. Nippon Rent-a-Car and JR Rent-a-Car have branches by Morioka and Miyako Stations.






Kakunodate
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In 1620, a local lord was ordered to demolish his castle and relocate his people to Kakunodate (角館), eventually building a thriving town where the remnants have become one of Northern Honshū’s most-recognised sights. That’s thanks mainly to the former samurai manors that line Bukeyashiki St, plus the cherry blossoms that repaint the street and nearby riverbank pink in spring. Beyond the samurai roots and blossoms, staying in Kakunodate also offers up a bunch of great side trips. With Tazawa-ko 20km to the northeast, there’s potential for cycling, boat trips on the lake or kayaking, while just north of Tazawa the mountainside hamlet of Nyūtō Onsen is home to rustic inns and a magnificent collection of hot-spring baths. Then there’s the Dakigaeri Gorge, with trails alongside a vivid blue river that’s surrounded by lush greenery in summer and fiery red foliage in autumn.
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SIGHTS

1Andō Jozo

2Aoyagi Samurai Manor Museum

3Bukeyashiki Street

4Gozanoishi Shrine

5Ishiguro House

6Kakunodate Cherry Bark Woodcraft Museum

7Tatsuko

ACTIVITIES

8Dakigaeri Gorge

9kyōgen Onsen

10Tsuru-no-yu

SLEEPING

11Enishi

12Hotel Folkloro

13Machiya Hotel Kakunodate

14Tae-no-yu

15That Sounds Good

see 10Tsuru-no-yu

EATING

16Domanin

17Naruhodo

18Sakura no Sato




TOP TIP

Book breakfast with your accommodation. Kakunodate is a quiet town with very few cafes, let alone any open before 10am. Other than the Lawson convenience store near Bukeyashiki St, it’s hard to find anywhere to grab coffee or something to eat for breakfast.
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The Little Kyoto of Tōhoku

KAKUNODATE’S HISTORIC SAMURAI DISTRICT

Kakunodate‘s star attraction, Bukeyashiki Street (武家屋敷), is a window into the town’s samurai past. Lined with traditional manors discreetly tucked behind dark wooden walls, weeping cherry trees and towering cedars, this Edo-era throwback has been given the nickname ‘the Kyoto of Tōhoku’ for its uber-traditional vibe. Even though the occasional rickshaw sends Bukeyashiki veering towards tourist-trap territory, it’s nevertheless a charming area to explore.

At its peak, close to 100 samurai families would have lived in this district, and nowadays a collection of these former residences are open to the public – some free, some for a fee. The finest of the lot is the Aoyagi Samurai Manor Museum (青柳家). Spread over 10,000 sq metres, the manor brings into stark focus the wealth of the Aoyagi family, from decorated roofed gateway to compact botanical garden and 200-year-old thatched main house, which would have been divided into separate sections to accommodate people of different social status. Walking through the complex, you’ll come across displays of armour and weaponry from the 15th to 19th centuries, but also signs of the Westernisation of Japan’s elite from the Meiji era (1868–1912) onwards – the antique camera and gramophone collections must have cost a fortune to bring to Japan in their day. You could ponder that over something caffeinated at the European tearoom or traditional Japanese teahouse. Alternatively, if you fancy strolling Bukeyashiki St in a kimono, the manor can arrange that with a reservation.

Elsewhere on Bukeyashiki, you could stop by several more manors (Ishiguro House is the best of the rest) or visit the Kakunodate Cherry Bark Woodcraft Museum to learn how artisans in town use cherry-tree bark to craft items like tea canisters. Alternatively, leave Bukeyashiki behind and go hunting for Kakunodate’s less famous historic buildings, like the 150-year-old red-brick storehouse of traditional miso- and soy-sauce maker Andō Jōzō in what was once the town’s merchant district – when the north of town was for samurai and the south for traders.
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The Blossoms of Spring

From 20 April to 5 May, the otherwise sleepy Kakunodate is buzzing with visitors for the annual cherry-blossom festival. They come to see now-iconic weeping blossoms along Bukeyashiki St, which gets illuminated at night, as well as a 2km stretch of blossom along the Hinokinai-gawa on the west side of town. Add to that food and drink stalls, and people wearing colourful kimonos and yukata (light cotton kimonos), and it’s an excellent event. Just book rooms well in advance for cherry-blossom season and expect to pay a premium. Or stay elsewhere and get the train in for a day.



WHERE TO STAY IN KAKUNODATE

Enishi

Family run B&B near Bukeyashiki, with two lovely Akita dogs on the premises. ¥¥

Hotel Folkloro

Small hotel; simple, smart rooms, including deluxe twins with extra sofa beds to sleep four. ¥¥

Machiya Hotel Kakunodate

Compact singles, twins and doubles in a modern hotel taking design motifs from the nearby Bukeyashiki. ¥¥

Cycle Around Tazawa-ko

A DAY BY THE LAKE

Northeast of Kakunodate, the azure waters of Tazawa-ko (田沢湖) offer a scenic and activity-packed side trip. You could drive around it or walk it, even stand-up paddleboard it, but the most laid-back way to explore the lake (especially if coming by train from Kakunodate) is to rent an e-bicycle at the TIC inside Tazawa-ko Station, then grab one of its English maps that detail the cycling routes and bicycle drop-off points. The lightest option, the mostly flat Green Route (about 18km), covers the northern half of the lake, taking in scenic spots like the lakeside torii of Gozanoishi Shrine, as well as passing opportunities to take to the lake in tour boats, swan-shaped pedalos, or kayaks and paddleboards. It also leads to the gilded bronze statue of Tatsuko, Akita’s answer to Copenhagen’s Little Mermaid, set upon the lake to honour the tale of a young woman said to have drunk a spring dry in the hope it would give her eternal beauty. Sadly, things didn’t turn out quite as planned for Tatsuko, as she turned into a dragon that, legend has it, guards Tazawa-ko’s depths – quite a task given Tazawa-ko is the country’s deepest lake. At least her statue now gets to enjoy some of the most beautiful views in Northern Honshū.

Other routes are more challenging, including the full 35km loop with a hard slog over the lake’s southern hills. Or there’s a steep pedal north to Nyūtō Onsen, where you could drop off the bike, hit the hot-spring baths and get a bus back to Tazawa-ko Station.
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The Dakigaeri Gorge

Along the Tama-gawa, which meanders between Kakunodate and Tazawa, the Dakigaeri Gorge (抱返り渓谷) has short hiking trails that make for a scenic stroll, especially when the cobalt-blue water contrasts with lush greenery in July and August or the annual explosion of autumnal colours in October. The main trail follows a 1.5km route to a waterfall, on the way taking in a photogenic suspension bridge and a few pools, before you need to retrace your steps. Dakigaeri translates roughly to ‘hug and turn back’, because the path was once so narrow that the only way to pass another walker would be to embrace and turn each other around.



WHERE TO EAT IN KAKUNODATE

Domanin

Izakaya staples, such as yakitori, along with draught beer, plus a helpful English menu. ¥¥

Naruhodo

Busy izakaya with an extensive menu and a range of excellent local sake. ¥¥

Sakura no Sato

Lunchtime venue for udon and soba noodles or oyakodon (chicken and egg rice bowl). ¥


Nyūtō Hot Spring Pass

Onsen fans in Japan often like to hop from bath to bath in hot-spring towns. At each of Nyūtō Onsen’s bathhouses you can buy a couple of handy passes for bath-hopping. The ¥600 Yumeguri Map bus pass gives a day of unlimited rides on a shuttle bus that runs between all the bathhouses. For anyone staying at one of the bathhouse inns overnight, there’s also the ¥1800 Yumeguri Chō pass, which functions as a shuttle-bus pass and allows one-time entry to each of the seven bathhouses.



WHERE TO STAY IN Nyūtō & TAZAWA

Tae-no-yu

Nyūtō’s upscale option has Japanese and Western rooms, plus indoor and outdoor baths. ¥¥¥

Tsuru-no-yu

Old honjin rooms are rustic, while the Yamanoyado annex is a traditional ryokan. Meals included in fee. ¥¥¥

That Sounds Good

Homely guesthouse and cafe on Tazawa-ko’s northeastern shore, with woody twins and family-size rooms. ¥¥

A Soak at Tsuru-no-yu

DEEP IMMERSION IN OLD JAPAN

Among beech forest in the mountains of Towada-Hachimantai National Park, yet still in the same municipality as Kakunodate and Tazawa-ko, the hamlet of Nyūtō Onsen (乳頭温泉) is one of the most rustic hot-spring experiences you’ll find in Japan.

There are seven hot-spring bathhouses in Nyūtō, open to day-trippers and offering varying levels of accommodation, but it’s Tsuru-no-yu (鶴の湯) that delivers the quintessential Nyūtō bath time. Older and a little removed from the cluster of other baths, Tsuru-no-yu takes its name from a crane (tsuru in Japanese) said to have been spotted by a local hunter healing its wounds in the springs, something that prompted locals and visiting dignitaries to do likewise for therapeutic purposes.

It’s hard to imagine what it was like reaching Tsuru-no-yu in the late 1600s, when it began functioning as a hot-spring retreat, but even by car today it’s sketchy in places, the road getting progressively more winding, bumpier and pothole riddled, as if you’ve taken a wrong turn and are headed towards a dead-end.

At the end of the bumpy drive, you are met by a low row of thatched buildings leading to a cluster of small wooden bathhouses alongside a mountain stream that’s surrounded by reeds and trees. This is where things start to get very different to a typical onsen – the main outdoor bath is konyoku (mixed gender), although the water is so opaque that, once fully in, your modesty is restored. It feels like you are soaking in the middle of nature, no different to the bathers back in the 1690s.

Of course, konyoku isn’t everyone’s thing, so thankfully there is also a women-only outdoor bath available, as well as several cramped, gender-separated indoor baths with none of the frills of a usual ryokan – washing before getting in the tub is with a communal bar of soap and you’ll need to bring your own towel. Afterwards, you could grab a chilled beer or soda from reception to cool off, then have a mountain vegetable hotpot or ramen in the tatami-mat dining area. With a reservation well in advance, there’s also the option of staying overnight in either traditional ryokan-style rooms or the creaking old honjin rooms, which have their own irori (hearths) on the tatami, where hotpots and grilled fish are cooked for dinner.

[image: jpg]

Tsuru-no-yu | Narongsak Nagadhana/Shutterstock ©


Akita’s Winter Festivals

Nyūtō Onsen and Bukeyashiki St are both stunning when coated with snow in Akita Prefecture’s deep winters, as are Akita’s winter festivals. In Kakunodate, that includes the Fire and Snow Festival on the evening of 14 February, when locals set bonfires around town and swing burning bales of charcoal in the air as an act of purification. Thirty-five kilometres south of Kakunodate, Yokote celebrates its own traditional festival in mid-February, with the 400-year-old Yokote Kamakura Matsuri. The highlight is 100 or so illuminated snow huts in which locals serve visitors grilled rice cakes and a low-alcohol sweet sake called amazake.




Getting Around

Once in Kakunodate, it’s easy to get around on foot, although be aware the station is a 10- to 15-minute walk from Bukeyashiki and most places to eat. For Tazawa-ko, it’s possible to take the shinkansen or local line from Kakunodate to Tazawa-ko Station, then rent a bicycle or use infrequent buses, while Nyūtō Onsen can be reached from Tazawa-ko by bus. However, driving is far more convenient. There’s a branch of Nippon Rent-a-car near Kakunodate Station with rates starting at ¥7000 a day.






Aomori


[image: jpg]

In the far north of Honshū, the port city of Aomori (青森) is best known for its long, cold winters and vibrant summer festival, the Nebuta Matsuri, when parades of giant floats, dancers and musicians transform the city centre into a weeklong outdoor party. Though hundreds of thousands descend on Aomori for the Nebuta, the city otherwise remains a low-key destination untarnished by tourism. That doesn’t mean there’s not lots to experience. Travellers who make it to the less-trodden north are rewarded with some of Japan’s finest prehistoric remains at Sannai Maruyama and contemporary art venues, such as the wonderful Aomori Museum of Art. There are also fun, hands-on activities like making a seafood breakfast at Aomori Gyosai Centre market, plus a year-round taster of the Nebuta at the Wa Rasse Museum. And while Aomori was once remote, it’s now only 3¼ hours from Tokyo by shinkansen.
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SIGHTS

1 Nebuta Wa Rasse Museum

SLEEPING

2 Daiwa Roynet

3 Hotel Aomori

4 Richmond Hotel

EATING

5 Shūsai Hatsuka

6 Tsugaru Joppari Isariya Sakaba

DRINKING

7 Aomori Brew Pub

SHOPPING

8 Aomori Gyosai Centre




TOP TIP

The shinkansen arrives at Shin Aomori Station, but the best place to stay is the far livelier Aomori Station area, 4km east. That’s where you’ll find most restaurants, bars, shops and things to do. The two stations are five minutes apart on the JR Ou line.



Journey to Jōmon Japan

SANNAI MARUYAMA’S PREHISTORIC REMAINS

In 1992, excavations at Aomori’s Sannai Maruyama Site (三内丸山遺跡) uncovered a settlement dating to Japan’s early and middle Jōmon period (approximately 3900 to 2200 BCE). As archaeologists unearthed the remains of dwellings and burial pits, tools and bones, a picture began to emerge of a well-
developed hub settlement, with community facilities and a sense of town planning, that at its peak could have been home to 500 people. The museum that’s since developed on the site provides a fascinating window into Jōmon Japan.

Starting outside at the Remains area (遺跡), enter a tranquil meadow with reconstructed buildings designed to replicate a Jōmon village, home to a dozen small dwellings with thatched, bark or mud roofs – the doors so small that getting inside is almost like performing a limbo dance. While those would have functioned as homes, the larger reconstructions on-site show collaborative community development, most notably the thatched hall that researchers believe would have functioned as both a communal workspace and ceremonial centre for up to 200 people at a time. Next to that, check out the unusual, pillared tower; its purpose isn’t entirely clear, but the exact spacing of its pillars suggests that the Jōmon had developed their own measurement system.

Back inside, the Sanmaru Museum (さんまるミュージアム) has a mixture of reproductions and archaeological finds unearthed on-site. Stone arrowheads and animal bones hint at how and what Jōmon people hunted, while the fish and nuts found in Sannai Maruyama’s dumping mounds give an insight into diet and the environment of the era. There are also pretty jade pendants and obsidian items on display, neither of which could have been sourced locally by the Jōmon, thereby highlighting that even in 3000 BCE, Northern Japan had organised trade routes between settlements. Finally, ritualistic tools such as flat clay figurines point to the importance of ritual and ceremony, as do the burial pots used for children. It’s all extremely insightful, and if you want to add a hands-on element at the end, stop by the workshop, where you can make clay figurines and Jōmon-inspired accessories.
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Beyond Sannai Maruyama

In 2021, 17 Jōmon sites in Aomori Prefecture and Hokkaido received joint Unesco World Heritage status. They include Sannai Maruyama, but also several others that are easy to access if visiting Sannai Maruyama whets your Jōmon appetite. In Hachinohe,
 the museum at the Korekawa Archaeological Institution (是川縄文館) houses a superb collection of artefacts that includes a goggle-eyed clay figurine called Gasshō Dogū (dated to 1500 BCE) – now a National Treasure of Japan. The Komakino Site (小牧野遺跡) in Aomori has stone circles, burial pits and a small museum.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN AOMORI

Aomori Brew Pub

Local microbrewery Be Easy Brewing’s has pub brews on tap, plus bottled domestic/international beers. ¥¥

Tsugaru Joppari Isariya Sakaba

Rustic izakaya, serving local seafood. Occasional Tsugaru-jamisen performances. ¥¥¥

Shūsai Hatsuka

Cosy izakaya doing excellent sashimi and sushi sets, as well as izakaya staples and sake. ¥¥

The Centre of Aomori’s Art Scene

VISIT AOMORI MUSEUM OF ART

Focusing primarily on Aomori artists who’ve left a mark on Japanese contemporary art forms, Aomori Museum of Art (青森県立美術館) is well worth a couple of hours for the quality and diversity of the work on display and the sleek, minimalist design of the facility itself.

Wandering from room to room, you’ll encounter woodblock prints and brush paintings by Munakata Shikō, then conceptual models and storyboards from visual artist Tohl Narita, who worked on such things as Godzilla movies and Ultraman TV shows. Add in the near-neon tones of Sano Nui’s oil paintings, Kōji Ishii’s handblown glass vases and table lamps, and frequent special exhibitions, and it’s an eclectic collection.

Then at the centre of the museum comes Aleko Hall, a 19m-high, white-walled atrium that’s something of a departure from the museum’s local theme, housing four fantastical backdrops created by Marc Chagall for the ballet Aleko. Beyond there, in a courtyard reached via a succession of outdoor staircases and concrete yards that makes you feel like you’ve accidentally wandered off-limits, comes the museum’s signature piece, Aomori-ken (Aomori Dog). By artist and sculptor Yoshitomo Nara, the 8.5m sculpture sits head bowed like a Buddha deep in contemplation, very different to Nara’s paintings of glaring-eyed figures elsewhere in the building.
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Double Up for Discounts

Sannai Maruyama and Aomori Museum of Art are next to each other in the south of the city – a 10-minute walk apart or one stop on the Nebutan-gō bus. That proximity is why the museum’s architect, Aoki Jun, took an element of inspiration from Sannai Maruyama, placing the museum’s main white building over deep, narrow channels dug in the ground like excavation trenches. One more connection is that both facilities offer mutual discounts: if you show the museum your Sannai Maruyama ticket, the museum will give you a ¥100 discount on admission, while Sannai Maruyama gives an ¥80 discount for a museum ticket stub.



WHERE TO STAY IN AOMORI

Daiwa Roynet

Above-average business hotel with excellent location, smart rooms, gym and 24-hour convenience store. ¥¥

Hotel Aomori

Large hotel with spacious singles and doubles, barrier-free options, or smart tatami rooms. ¥¥¥

Richmond Hotel

Well-maintained rooms that include triples able to fit an extra bed for families of four. ¥¥

The Nokke-don Experience

BUILD YOUR OWN SEAFOOD MEAL

A couple of blocks southeast of Aomori Station, the indoor Aomori Gyosai Centre (青森魚菜センター) has a fun system that makes visiting a fish market a much more immersive experience than usual. It allows you to create your own nokke-don seafood bowl for breakfast or lunch – any time between 7am and 3pm. To do it, start by buying a sheet of 12 tickets from the information desk, where staff will point you towards whichever stall that day is in charge of serving rice. With bowl of rice and tray in hand, you then simply browse the stalls, exchanging tickets at any stall displaying an orange or green nokke-don sign for whatever toppings catch your eye. There are lots of options, from tuna cuts, salmon roe and crab to rolled egg, sea urchin and seasonal specials like plump summer scallops from nearby Mutsu Bay. And the vendors are all keen to pop something on your rice, calling out the day’s specials and ushering you towards their stalls. Once your tickets are used up and nokke-don is complete, grab a seat, mix some soy and wasabi to dribble over the nokke-don, then tuck in.


Nebuta Matsuri

Held annually from 2 to 7 August, the Aomori Nebuta (青森ねぶた祭) is one of Northern Honshū’s great festivals, featuring nightly parades through central Aomori City of vibrant paper-covered floats, designed to resemble warlords and characters from traditional theatre and mythology – all accompanied by teams of hollering dancers and musicians pounding out an intoxicating beat. For anyone who can’t make the actual event, the Nebuta Wa Rasse Museum next to Aomori Station is a worthwhile alternative. The museum displays a collection of Nebuta floats, measuring 9m wide and 5m high, and puts on three short Nebuta demonstrations daily.




Getting Around

Aomori is in the far north of Northern Honshū, 700km north of Tokyo, 350km from Sendai and 185km from Morioka – all of which are served by frequent daily shinkansen connections. Aomori Airport has domestic routes to Nagoya, Osaka, Sapporo and Tokyo. The Tsugaru Kaikyō Ferry connects Aomori with Hakodate in Hokkaido in just under four hours. Buses run from Shin-Aomori and Aomori Station to Sannai Maruyama and Aomori Museum of Art, while central Aomori is easy to get around on foot.






Beyond Aomori
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Away from Aomori City, the wider Aomori Prefecture delivers everything from stunning coastal hikes to markets and unexpected art venues.


Modern-day Aomori Prefecture has its roots in two old regions, Tsugaru on the west and Nanbu on the east. To the southwest of Aomori City, a great base for discovering Tsugaru culture is the small city of Hirosaki, best known in Japan for the cherry blossoms that burst into pink by its pretty castle in spring. Just northeast of Hirosaki is the village of Inakadate, the birthplace of rice paddy art, which decorates the paddies from June to October. Southast of Aomori, the port city of Hachinohe represents Nanbu, and is well worth a visit for its vibrant morning markets, lively yokochō culture and a hike along its stunning stretch of coastline.
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TOP TIP

The best part of Hachinohe for hotels/nightlife is south of Hon-Hachinohe Station, but Hachinohe Station is where the shinkansen arrives.



History & Apples at Hirosaki’s Tsugaru

BEYOND THE BLOSSOMS

Forty-five minutes on the JR Ou line from Aomori, the city of Hirosaki (弘前) is famous in Japan for the cherry blossoms that bloom around its castle every spring. But year-round it’s also a lovely place to experience traditional Tsugaru culture.

Hirosaki Castle (弘前城), which was first built by the Tsugaru clan in 1611 before being rebuilt to its current state in the early 1800s, is a focal point for most visitors, not just because the three-storey main keep is so striking, but because with a small shrine, botanical gardens and picturesque moats its sprawling grounds are a mellow place to explore. Beyond the moat on the castle’s northeast corner, Tsugaru-han Neputa Village (津軽藩ねぷた村) is another cultural stop, worth visiting for the multiple daily performances of Tsugaru-jamisen, a regional version of the three-stringed shamisen, and to see the giant floats used in Hirosaki’s take on Aomori’s Nebuta Matsuri – the Hirosaki Neputa.

Elsewhere there are less-heralded traditional sights to check out. On the castle’s southwest side, the traditionally landscaped Fujita Memorial Japanese Garden (藤田記念庭園) uses Mt Iwaki as shakkei (borrowed scenery) and has a teahouse serving green tea. Also to the southwest of the castle is the very low-key Zen Temple Area (禅林街), where Tsugaru lord Nobuhira had 33 Zen temples relocated in the 1600s.

Then there are the ringo (apples), arguably the Tsugaru Plain’s most recognised export around Japan. This also has a samurai connection, with apple farming originally introduced to the region in the early Meiji era (1880s) to give samurai left unemployed by Japan’s modernisation a new way of making a living. Apple juice, apple pies, cider (and cidre) and apple jams are on sale all over the place – but Hirosaki Apple Park (弘前りんご公園) is an option for anyone wanting to learn more. The park is home to 50,000 sq metres of orchards where, depending on the time of year, you can try hands-on apple experiences such as tree pruning and apple picking, or stop by the on-site Kimori Cidre microbrewery to try its crisp cidre. Alternatively, pick up a copy of the Hirosaki Apple Pie Guide Map, which details roughly 40 cafes and bakeries selling apple pies.
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Tsugaru-ben

Nanbu and Tsugaru often appear as prefixes in Aomori, whether that’s the traditional Nanbu-senbei crackers in Hachinohe or the twangy Tsugaru-jamisen three-stringed instrument in Hirosaki and Aomori. They refer to two old regions and cultures, Tsugaru being the west side of Aomori Prefecture and Nanbu the east (as well as parts of northern Iwate Prefecture). Arguably the most distinctive Tsugaru quality is the dialect and broad accent, aka Tsugaru-ben. The tendency is to use short words that, coupled with different inflections and particles, can make things hard to grasp – even for Japanese. Examples include mee instead of oishii (delicious) or super-short questions like Do sa? for Doko ni ikimasuka? (Where are you going?).



WHERE TO EAT IN HIROSAKI

Anzu

Close to the castle’s southeast corner, this izakaya mixes Tsugaru dishes with nightly Tsugaru-jamisen shows. ¥¥¥

Kikufuji

Cooks up regional specialities, such as soba noodles, igamenchi (squid croquette) and jappa-jiru hotpot. ¥¥

Taishō Roman Tearoom

This teahouse at Fujita Memorial Japanese Garden serves excellent apple pies. ¥



HIKING TOUR
First Steps on the Michinoku

One of Japan’s great hiking routes, the 1000km Michinoku Coastal Trail was conceived post-2011 earthquake and tsunami to help with the region’s long-term recovery. The northernmost section of the trail on the Tanesashi Coast, accessed year-round by train from Hachinohe, makes for an easy day hike, offering a taste of everything that makes the full Michinoku so special.
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1 Kabushima

Begin at the northernmost trailhead at Kabushima, a short walk from Same Station. Topped by a small shrine where locals have traditionally come to pray for wealth and popularity, this tiny hill protruding into the ocean is also a protected breeding ground for black-tailed gulls – some 40,000 of them from March to August. With that many gulls around, things do get rather messy, though it’s considered good luck to be pooped on by one of them.

The Hike: It’s a mostly flat, but occasionally bendy 2.5km to Ashigezaki, initially on a footpath then on a two-lane road. Start towards the big blue building, then follow signs for the Tanesashi Coast.

2 Ashigezaki Viewpoint

The next stop is the remains of a military lookout that takes its name from the dappled grey (ashige in Japanese) horses that used to graze along the coast. With panoramic views of the rugged coastline, this is where the hike gets scenic. If you need a feed, there’s a cafe here selling light meals and drinks.

The Hike: From Ashigezaki, leave the road behind and take the coastal trail south through Nakasuka, a 1km-long stretch of craggy shoreline that’s accented by fields of wildflowers in spring/summer.
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3 Ōsuka Beach

After Nakasuka, there’s a sudden change of scenery with this curving, sandy beach popular with surfers. As well as its beauty, the 2km-long Ōsuka is known for its ‘singing sand’ because of the way it can squeak when you walk on it barefoot.

The Hike: At the far end of the beach cut left through Shirahama fishing harbour. Trail markers lead around a cape to Fukakubo fishing harbour, beyond which is the entrance to Yodo-no-Matsubara.

4 Yodo-no-Matsubara

The next point of note is another scenic switch, as the trail enters the Yodo-no-
Matsubara pine grove. Walking here, you’ll get glimpses of the rocky coast through the swaying pines, which give the light a calming soft filter after the glare of the beach.

The Hike: After 1km in the pine grove, the trail reaches a campsite. On the other side of this is the Tanesashi Natural Lawn.

5 Tanesashi Natural Lawn

Once horse pasture, this undulating natural lawn runs alongside a rocky shoreline, like a golf course. You’ll also find the Tanesashi Coast Information Centre here, which runs guided tours and experiences, ranging from yoga on the lawn to nature walks. Trains and buses run back to Hachinohe from the station here.



Inakadate’s Rice-Paddy Art

A NATURAL CANVAS

In 1993, the village of Inakadate (田舎館), 1½ hours by local train from Aomori City (transferring at Hirosaki), planted a rice paddy with several varicoloured varieties of rice so it would grow into a simple piece of perspective art. The aim then was to highlight Inakadate’s connection to rice production, as remains of rice paddies dating back two millennia had been found in the village. Thirty years on, the now annual rice-paddy art (田んぼアート) has become a nationally renowned attraction, as well as having spawned similar art projects in other rice-
growing regions of the country.

While the early years of rice-paddy art in Inakadate produced basic artworks, the two rice-paddy venues you can visit in the village today feature incredibly vivid and detailed creations, ranging from a 2023 rendering of Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring to images of characters from Star Wars and scenes from popular Japanese TV dramas. Standing next to the paddies, you could be forgiven for not noticing the art, but viewed from observation decks the rice comes to life, especially when there’s a breeze ruffling the paddy.

As the displays at Inakadate’s Village Office (the site of the main rice art) explain, the rice paddy art now uses 10 varieties of edible and ornamental rice that grow into green, white, purple, red and orange hues. Everything is designed, planted and tended as a community effort by multiple generations of locals – an intensive effort that begins with design and surveying every November, then planting in early June, before the rice art is viewable from late June to early October (and at its best from mid-July into August).
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Blossom Mania

Held annually from 23 April to 5 May, Hirosaki Cherry Blossom Festival sees roughly two million people visit the city for what is considered one of Northern Honshū’s finest sakura (cherry blossom) sites. The festival takes place at Hirosaki Castle Park, where the castle serves as a backdrop to some 2600 blooming trees, which are tended to year-round by a team of several dozen tree doctors and gardeners. For four days in early to mid-February, the castle grounds are also transformed by hundreds of snow statues, mini-igloos and lanterns for the Hirosaki Castle Snow Lantern Festival. Book hotels well in advance if visiting during these times.



WHERE TO STAY IN HACHINOHE

Daiwa Roynet

Smart chain hotel in an excellent location for exploring the city’s yokochō at night. ¥¥

Dormy Inn

Business hotel that comes with central location, plus hot-spring baths and a sauna. ¥¥

Minshuku Ishibashi

Traditional B&B by Tanesashi Kaigan with tatami-mat rooms, homemade cooking and shared baths. ¥¥

The Food Culture of Hachinohe

FROM ASAICHI TO Yokochō

Twenty-five minutes by shinkansen from Aomori, a trip to the port city of Hachinohe is an opportunity to explore the region’s food culture, thanks to its morning markets and yokochō (横丁) – the name used for narrow alleys crammed with tiny bars and cafes.

Held from sunrise to around 9am every Sunday from mid-March to December, the biggest draw is the Tatehana Wharf Morning Market (舘鼻岸壁朝市), a venue for close to 300 stalls lining the wharf. A much smaller alternative is the Mutsuminato Morning Market (陸奥湊朝市), held Mondays to Saturdays by Mutsuminato Station. While it doesn’t have the snack stalls of Tatehana, you can buy cooked rice and fresh cuts of raw seafood to make your own kaisendon (raw fish served on rice) breakfast.

Come evening in the centre of Hachinohe, a lot of the produce from the morning markets ends up in the city’s yokochō. There are yokochō all over Japan, but in Hachinohe they are woven into the fabric of local culture, having developed to welcome sailors coming into port from all corners of Japan. There are eight yokochō to choose from, but a good starting point is the largest, Miroku Yokochō (みろく横丁), which has 26 covered yatai (stalls) along a zigzagging alley, each just about big enough to fit six to eight people around its counter seats. The food on offer varies by stall, although a combination of seafood and local sake is a consistent theme – as is conversation with the owners and other guests. One classic Hachinohe dish to look out for is senbei-jiru (せんべい汁), a hotpot with a fish or soy-based stock to which can be added any combo of chicken, fish and vegetables, plus the defining ingredient, hard Nanbu-senbei wheat crackers that turn chewy in the broth. Why wheat crackers? Hachinohe’s cool climate and the Yamase wind blowing from the Pacific in summer make growing rice a challenge in this part of Aomori. Instead, flour (unusually for Japan) became a staple, with homemade Nanbu-senbei in turn becoming an easy way to add carbs to the diet.
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The Aomori Gokan

Where Aomori has the excellent Aomori Museum of Art, Hirosaki has the equally good Hirosaki Museum of Contemporary Art (弘前れんが倉庫美術館). Housed in a red-brick building that functioned as a brewery in the Meiji period (1868–1912), the museum shows work by local and international artists, but with a particular focus on Hirosaki-born Yoshitomo Nara, whose internationally acclaimed paintings and sculptures often mix Japanese cuteness with dark humour. Both museums are part of an art project called Aomori Gokan (青森５館), which along with Hachinohe Art Museum (八戸市美術館), Towada Art Centre (十和田市現代美術館) and Aomori Contemporary Art Centre (国際芸術センター青森) aims to promote Aomori as an upcoming art hub.



WHERE TO EAT IN HACHINOHE

Rapuraza-tei

Rustic setting for Hachinohe’s signature dish, senbei-jiru (hotpot), plus sashimi and other seafood dishes. ¥¥

Torimasa

Cooking up oden (fish, tofu and veggie stew), yakitori and drinking nibbles in the middle of Miroku Yokochō. ¥¥

Totoya Ikasen

One of the larger yatai (stalls) in Miroku Yokochō, Ikasen specialises in squid and mackerel dishes. ¥¥


Apple Pie Taxi

How seriously does Hirosaki take its apple pies? Well, one local taxi firm now runs an Apple Pie Concierge service, using drivers who’ve passed a written exam on the characteristics of Hirosaki’s 40-something apple-pie stores, so they can take visitors on an adventure to find a pie that best fits their tastes – whether that’s something extra sweet, on the tart side or heavy on the cinnamon. It’s not hard to spot the taxis, as they are plastered in pictures of apple pies.




Hike Hachinohe’s Tanesashi Coast

Between visiting Hachinohe’s morning markets and having dinner and drinks in the city’s yokochō, there’s enough time to walk the northernmost part of the Michinoku Coastal Trail.




Getting Around

Hachinohe is 25 minutes from Shin-Aomori on the shinkansen and is best done as an overnight trip if you want to check out the morning markets and then have enough time for hiking the coast. Hirosaki is doable as a day trip but is also pleasant for a night. It’s 45 minutes on the JR Ou line from Aomori, while Inakadate is then 27 minutes on the trundling Konan line from Hirosaki – get off at Tambo Art Station, then use the free shuttle bus between the two rice-paddy sites. Hirosaki is compact enough that you can get around with a rental bike from Hirosaki TIC, although there’s also a loop bus. A rental car from Aomori is a good way to cover Hirosaki and Inakadate in a day.






Dewa Sanzan
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For more than a thousand years, people have been hiking the sacred peaks of Dewa Sanzan (出羽三山) in Yamagata Prefecture seeking enlightenment and spiritual rebirth. For travellers today, the three mountains offer up varied hiking opportunities, but also open a window into ancient Japanese spirituality and the world of yamabushi ascetics. The three Dewa Sanzan peaks all fall within the boundaries of Tsuruoka City (鶴岡), which is also home to hot-spring towns and a cluster of historic attractions that recall Japan’s early steps towards internationalisation. Although the word ‘city’ can be a bit deceptive. It’s the translation of the Japanese designation -shi, and with a population of 129,000 spread out in numerous communities across 1300 sq km, Tsuruoka isn’t even in the top 100 biggest Japanese cities – central Tsuruoka has a quiet town vibe, while Dewa Sanzan feels like an entirely different world.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mt Gassan

2Mt Haguro

3Mt Yudono

SIGHTS

4Chidō Museum

5Heishindō

6Shōnai-jinja

7Tsuruoka Park

ACTIVITIES

8Atsumi Onsen

9Yunohama Onsen

10Yura Onsen

11Yutagawa Onsen

SLEEPING

12Daishinbō

13Route Inn

14Saikan

EATING

15Blanc Blanc Gastropub

16High Noon Diner

DRINKING

17 Ayatsuru




TOP TIP

Consider combining Dewa Sanzan with Niigata and/or Nagano. The ¥18,000 JR East Pass Nagano & Niigata covers five consecutive days of rail travel in Niigata and Nagano Prefectures, including the shinkansen to and from Tokyo, but it also covers the train from Niigata to Tsuruoka, even though that’s in Yamagata Prefecture.
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Hiking Mt Haguro

A STEP TOWARDs REBIRTH

As its shortest and easiest-to-reach peak, a walk up 414m Mt Haguro (羽黒山) is the perfect starting point for an exploration of the Dewa Sanzan mountains (出羽三山) – an opportunity to see why pilgrims and yamabushi (see sidebar) have long considered hiking here a way of communing with nature and a route to spiritual rebirth.

From the Zuishin-mon gateway at the foot of Mt Haguro, a 2446-step stone stairway meanders its way to the summit, a wonderfully mystical and immersive experience, taking in a five-storey pagoda dating to the 1300s, rows of several hundred-year-old cedars and flights of stairs enshrouded by thick forest. Stop to catch your breath and you can hear the woods creaking, maybe insects and birdsong too. You might also spot some of the 33 engravings on the steps – find them all and legend says your dreams will come true.

Once at the top, you’ll find a collection of buildings, including a small history museum and the thatched Sanjin Gosaiden, a nationally designated Important Cultural Property that enshrines the deities of all three Dewa Sanzan peaks. From here, you could take a bus back to Tsuruoka Station or down to the Zuishin-mon, where you are a short walk from a street of shukubō (traditional pilgrim’s lodges), some open only to pilgrims from certain regions of Japan, but others happy to offer accommodation and shōjin-ryōri meals to any traveller. The experience varies from ryokan-like private rooms to tatami-mat dorms.

If staying, it sets you up to hike all three mountains of Dewa Sanzan, something that has traditionally been considered a journey of spiritual rebirth. It begins with Mt Haguro, which represents the present and fulfilment of worldly desires, before proceeding to 1984m Mt Gassan (月山), which symbolises an ancestral resting place and the past you want to leave behind. It then ends at 1504m Mt Yudono (湯殿山), where pilgrims are spiritually reborn. Just don’t head off on a whim – while Haguro is easily accessible (albeit steep), Gassan and Yudono are harder hikes that require planning and proper hiking gear. The tourist offices in Haguro and Tsuruoka can give advice and trail info.

[image: jpg]

Mt Haguro | Manuel Ascanio/Shutterstock ©

[image: jpg]
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The Yamabushi Experience

Climbing the steps to Mt Haguro, you’ll very likely come across folk dressed in traditional white clothing, perhaps with staff in hand and conch-shell bugle slung over a shoulder. Meet the yamabushi, mountain ascetics who follow a set of beliefs called Shugendō, a mix of Buddhism, Shintoism, Taoism and folk-religious practices. For more than 1000 years, yamabushi have sought enlightenment through ascetic practices in nature. It’s possible to join yamabushi for training here, taking mindful treks, meditating under waterfalls and jumping over burning coals. It involves dressing up and showing substantial deference to your trainer, but it is essentially ancient mindfulness that can be extremely grounding. The Haguro Tourism and Yamabushidō websites have details.



WHERE TO STAY IN HAGURO & TSURUOKA

Daishinbō

Three-hundred-year-old shukubō at foot of Haguro, run by a yamabushi family. Private rooms available. ¥¥

Route Inn

Budget business hotel in central Tsuruoka. Small public bathhouse, good access to buses and trains. ¥

Saikan

Shukubō run by the Sanjin Gosaiden shrine at the top of Haguro, serving well-rated shōjin-ryōri meals. ¥¥


Shōjin-ryōri

The culinary highlight of staying at a shukubō lodging in Dewa Sanzan is shōjin-ryōri, which elsewhere in Japan refers to a traditional, plant-based form of Buddhist cuisine, typically served as a trayful of small dishes centred around in-season produce and mountain vegetables. That’s almost what you get in Dewa Sanzan, but with the shukubō here having a mix of Buddhist, Shintō and Shugendō influences, there might also be river fish and fish stock in the shōjin-ryōri meal (you can request vegan-only dishes when booking). The key is that it’s all sustainably taken from nature. Oh, and it’s all beautifully presented.




The shukubō of Kōya-san

Mountaintop Kōya-san, which has been home to Shingon Buddhism since the early 800s, also offers shukubō experiences. In Kōya-san that includes fully vegan shōjin-ryōri and opportunities to take part in temple rituals.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN TSURUOKA

Ayatsuru

Sake bar in the same building as tourist information, with regional sake taster flights and nibbles. ¥¥

Blanc Blanc Gastropub

Small and fashionable bistro with a French-influenced menu and focus on local produce. ¥¥¥

High Noon Diner

Like a classic diner from 1950s America, serving burgers, steaks and chilled beers. ¥¥

Traces of Tsuruoka’s Past

RETRO SIGHTS IN CENTRAL TSURUOKA

Although central Tsuruoka is in many senses a non-
descript chunk of modern, regional Japan, there is a scattering of retro buildings that offer fascinating insights into Tsuruoka’s past. A couple of kilometres south of Tsuruoka Station, the Chidō Museum (致道博物館) is arguably the best, bringing together half a dozen historic buildings, including a police office and magistrates’ office from the 1880s that, with their pseudo-European style, show the influence of Western architecture on Japanese designers of the Meiji era. On-site, there’s also a small Japanese garden, a thatched farmhouse relocated from the foot of Mt Yudono, and parts of the retirement home of a regional daimyō (feudal lord). Dotted about the buildings, you’ll also find displays of pottery, lacquerware, agricultural tools and other folk materials from the region.

Next door, Tsuruoka Park is also worth an inspection. The castle that was initially built here in the 1400s has long gone (a victim of the Meiji Restoration in 1868) but within the remains of the moats you’ll see the pretty Shōnai-jinja shrine, while from late April to early May hundreds of cherry blossoms turn the park pink. Then a short walk from there back towards the station brings two more traditional sights to check out – the former merchant’s residence Heishindō, which was built in the late 1800s and features an unusual stone roof, and nearby a villa called Shakadō (once owned by the same merchant) with a lovely Japanese garden.

Tsuruoka’s Onsen Collection

SOAK AWAY HIKING ACHES

If you fancy soaking something other than yamabushi-style in the frigid flow of a waterfall, don’t worry, Tsuruoka has relaxing bathing options too. A 40-minute bus ride west of Tsuruoka Station, coastal Yunohama Onsen has a swimming beach, plus traditional inns and hotels that open their hot-spring baths to nonguests, while another 10km down the coast (also about 40 minutes from Tsuruoka Station) Yura Onsen also has baths and a beach, as well as a short coastal walking trail. Further south again, along a river that flows towards the coast, there’s Atsumi Onsen, where one of the town’s features is an outdoor cafe with footbaths. Or you could remain inland for Yutagawa Onsen, 25 minutes by bus from the station, a quiet town with a cluster of traditional inns and soothing baths.


The Mummified Monks

Spread around Dewa Sanzan are the mummified remains of almost a dozen monks, some on display (and worshipped) at temples. Called sokushinbutsu, these now grisly-looking mummies essentially starved themselves to death to reach a Buddha-like state. With this multiyear ascetic process, the monks would first retreat to the mountains, give up rice and beans to lower their body fat and then transition gradually, until only consuming leaves, tree bark and roots. At that emaciated point, they’d entomb themselves, only drinking water served from the outside through bamboo tubes until passing in a state of mummification.




Getting Around

Dewa Sanzan is within the boundaries of Tsuruoka City, 140km north of Niigata. The JR Inaho Express makes the journey between Niigata and Tsuruoka Stations half a dozen times a day in 1¾ hours. From Tsuruoka Station buses run to the foot and peak of Mt Haguro (30 to 45 minutes) and less often to the eighth station of the more remote Mt Gassan. When it comes to accommodation, there are basically two options: stay in a shukubō at Mt Haguro or at one of the chain business hotels by Tsuruoka Station. Basing yourself in Tsuruoka gives you far more options for dinner, drinks and additional side trips, but staying in a pilgrim’s lodge makes for a far more immersive experience.






Niigata
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Think Niigata (新潟) and most Japanese think rice, sake or snow. The wider Niigata Prefecture area has the highest rice yield in Japan and, with varieties like Niigata Koshikihari, some of the best-regarded rice in a country where rice is the staple. Couple that with rice varieties and water ideal for brewing, and Niigata’s sake is arguably the best in the land too. Try a tour and tasting in English at the Imayotsukasa sake brewery or hit the self-serve sake-vending machines of the Ponshukan. As for the snow, there are multiple options for skiing and snowboarding in Niigata, but in Yuzawa and Naeba the prefecture has two wonderfully varied winter-sports areas that are extremely well geared to non-Japanese-speaking travellers. Yuzawa also has one of the easiest weekend ski trips you can take from Tokyo – just 77 minutes on the shinkansen to the foot of the slopes.
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SIGHTS

1Imayotsukasa Sake Brewery

2Saitō Villa

ACTIVITIES

3Komako-no-yu

4Naeba Ski Resort

5Shukuba-no-yu

see 3Yuzawa

SLEEPING

6ANA Crowne Plaza

7Hotel Mets

8Hotel Nikko Niigata

see 4Naeba Prince Hotel

see 3NASPA New Otani

see 3Sansan Yuzawa

see 3Yuzawa Grand

EATING & DRINKING

9El Mirasol

10Ikinariya

11Marui

12Oven Bar STOVE

13Pier Bandai

see 7Ponshukan




TOP TIP

The JR East Pass for Niigata and Nagano is an excellent money saver; ¥18,000 gives five consecutive days of unlimited rail travel, plus some bus access. It can cover the journey from Narita to Tokyo, then shinkansen to and from Echigo-Yuzawa and Niigata, and trains up to Tsuruoka.
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Bandai-bashi, Niigata | Tanya Jones/Shutterstock ©

Tour & Taste at Imayotsukasa Brewery

A SAKE PRIMER

Hyōgo Prefecture might win Japan’s prefectural sake war on volume, but Niigata Prefecture tops the charts when it comes to the most breweries, with 90 of Japan’s 1000-something sake makers in the prefecture. That makes Niigata the ideal place to learn a little about sake, or nihonshu (日本酒), as Japan’s traditional tipple is more commonly called in Japanese.

A great place for that is the Imayotsukasa Sake Brewery (今代司酒造), where the weekday English-language tours cover the basics of how sake is made, from the core ingredients of water, rice, yeast and kōji (rice mould) to the main steps of the brewing process. Along the way, you pick up little bits of information that can make your next drink of sake more immersive; how, for example, different sakes are graded based on how much the rice has been polished and whether brewer’s alcohol has been added to the mix. As the guide explains during the 30- to 40-minute tour of the small brewery, one key word to look out for is junmai (純米), the term given to sake made with only rice, water, kōji and yeast. Then look at the words that follow. If it’s just junmai, it means the rice has a polishing rate of up to 60% (meaning up to 40% has been removed), so as well as the starchy centre of the grain, you’ll also be getting some of the proteins and fats on the outer part of the grain in the brew. With junmai ginjō (純米吟醸), the polishing rate will be between 50% and 60%, with the resulting sake becoming a little less harsh. Then comes junmai daiginjō (純米大吟醸), which has a polishing rate of 50% or less (35% isn’t uncommon), giving a very smooth finish. Which is better? That’s personal preference, but as the tour also explains, junmai daiginjō costs more as it takes more rice to produce.

Although that sounds complicated (especially when you add in all the non-junmai grades), it does start to make more sense during the post-tour tasting, where for ¥1000 you can sample a dozen or so of Imayotsukasa’s brews in different junmai categories.


The Ponshukan

Back at Niigata Station, another sake experience is the Ponshukan (ぽんしゅ館), a sake-tasting facility connected to a shopping complex selling rice, sake and other regional produce. For ¥500, you’ll be handed a small tasting cup and five coins to use on a bank of 100 or so silver vending machines serving sake from each of Niigata’s 90 breweries. Most samples cost one coin, with some premium brews two or three coins each, but if you aren’t sure what to go for, look at the chalkboard where staff list their current favourites – each machine and recommendation is numbered so you won’t have to try and decipher the kanji.



WHERE TO STAY IN NIIGATA

Hotel Mets

Connected to Niigata Station, a smart business hotel giving easy access to cafes, bars and restaurants. ¥¥

Hotel Nikko Niigata

Atop Niigata’s tallest building; spacious rooms and sweeping views of the city or nearby port. ¥¥

ANA Crowne Plaza

Handy central location for nightlife, with well-maintained rooms and extra touches, such as a gym. ¥¥
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Visit the Historic Saito Villa

TAISHO-ERA LANDSCAPING AND ARCHITECTURE

Okay, so there is more to Niigata than rice, sake and snow. Built in downtown Niigata City in 1918 by a local industrialist, the Saitō Villa (旧齋藤家別邸) is a lovely example of a traditional house and garden, once used by the Saitō family as a venue for welcoming politicians and VIPs. The airy wooden house’s defining features are tatami-mat rooms that open onto a stroll garden, where the pathway leads around a central pond fed by a small waterfall. After taking in the garden, you can stop for green tea, sweets and garden views on the tatami matting. If you want to learn more about the house’s history and design, there are guided tours available in English on weekends at no extra cost. Just email in advance to book a tour.
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WHERE TO STAY IN YUZAWA

NASPA New Otani

Resort hotel; spacious Western and Japanese rooms. Connected to the skiers-only Naspa Ski Garden slopes. ¥¥¥

Sansan Yuzawa

Backpacker guesthouse with dorms and small private rooms, plus a cafe-bar. ¥¥

Yuzawa Grand Hotel

Tatami-mat rooms, outdoor hot-spring baths and close to restaurants if you want to eat out. ¥¥


Niigata’s Best Eats

El Mirasol

Homely Mexican restaurant for lunch and dinner tacos, burritos, enchiladas and other casual classics. ¥¥

Ikinariya

In business for 300 years, this upscale venue serves classic kaiseki courses in traditional surrounds. ¥¥¥

Marui

Lively sushi and seafood restaurant, with a choice of tables or counter seats. ¥¥¥

Oven Bar STOVE

Casual izakaya. Small selection of craft beers and dishes like grilled meats and steamed mussels. ¥¥

Pier Bandai

Fresh produce market with a selection of small restaurants/cafes opening from late morning to early evening. ¥



The Slopes of Yuzawa

NIIGATA’S SNOW COUNTRY

Located in the Japanese Alps, roughly 90km south of Niigata City, the town of Yuzawa (湯沢) is one of Northern Honshū’s best and most easily accessible winter-sports areas, offering up a dozen ski resorts.

The most prominent of Yuzawa’s ski areas is Gala, which during the late-December to mid-April winter season has its own seasonal shinkansen stop near the foot of the slopes – ideal for a ski or snowboard day trip from Tokyo or Niigata. The resort itself has 16 courses catering to multiple levels of skier and snowboarder, with highlights including the 2.5km Falcon Course and several non-compacted runs in the off-piste Powder area, and areas where small children can enjoy sledding and playing in the snow away from skiers and snowboarders. The resort is well-geared to non-Japanese speakers, so rentals and lessons can all be done in English. Elsewhere, the smaller Naspa Ski Garden is another popular spot for non-Japanese speakers and families, although in Naspa’s case it’s for skiers only.

Post-ski, Yuzawa is a chilled town to hang out in. The area around Echigo-Yuzawa Station (越後湯沢駅), where the shinkansen arrives, has a good range of restaurants and bars, including a Ponshukan (ぽんしゅ館) sake-tasting centre like Niigata. Especially good after a day on the slopes are Yuzawa’s half dozen or so public hot-spring bathhouses, such as Komako-no-yu (駒子の湯) and Shukuba-no-yu (宿場の湯), with soothing indoor (and sometimes outdoor) onsen and saunas.
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Naeba

About 20km south of Yuzawa, the Naeba Ski Resort (苗場スキー場) is another of Northern Japan’s top winter destinations. Technically still in Yuzawa Town, though it’s a good 45 minutes by bus, the mountain has 24 ski and snowboard runs for beginner, intermediate and advanced levels, plus the sprawling Naeba Prince Hotel complex at the foot of the mountain. In summer, Naeba changes tack, when over three days in late July it hosts the Fuji Rock Festival, attracting major international and Japanese acts.




Getting Around

Niigata Station is 370km north of Tokyo, facing the Sea of Japan coast. Frequent shinkansen make the journey in two hours. Once there, the Niigata City Loop Bus is a handy way to get around the city – one-day passes are ¥500. Alternatively, you could rent a bicycle from Niigata Rent-a-Cycle, which has a station in the basement area under the buses, as well as other pick-up and drop-off points around the city. It’s ¥500 for up to six hours. Yuzawa (Echigo-Yuzawa Station) is 45 minutes on the shinkansen from Niigata. Naeba is 40 minutes by bus from Yuzawa.






Sado
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Fifty kilometres off the coast of Niigata, Sado (佐渡) has a storied past. The rugged island is where Emperor Juntoku was banished after a failed rebellion against the ruling Kamakura shogunate in 1221, while other important figures in Japanese history have shared a similar Sado fate. Then came an Edo-era gold rush that turned the sleepy island of exile into a busy commercial centre, its population rocketing to 200,000, with the now mellow town of Aikawa supposedly home to 100,000. Today, the population of Sado is a far less crowded 55,000 and the gold mining is gone, but mining heritage is a major draw, with sites like Sado Kinzan gold mine. Other experiences include learning taiko (drumming) with the internationally acclaimed Kodō drummers and exploring the preserved houses and streets of Shukunegi. Add in Sado’s scenic beauty and a journey here offers a wonderfully different view of Japan.
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SIGHTS

1Ogi Folk Museum

2Ogi Port

3Ryōtsu Port

4Sado Kinzan

5Shukunegi

6Toki Forest Park

see 5Triangle House

ACTIVITIES

7Sado Island Taiko Centre

8Ya-jima-Kyō-jima

SLEEPING

9Ikoi Guesthouse

10Tabino

11Urashima

EATING

12Sushiya Maruishi

13Yakitori Yajima

see 5Yamashita

INFORMATION

14Ogi TIC

TRANSPORT

15Sawata Bus Station




TOP TIP

Getting to and around Sado can be expensive, but there are money-saving travel passes available, including (for JR East Pass holders) the Sado-Niigata Pass. For ¥8000 it covers the cheapest ferry seats in both directions, a three-day Sado bus pass, rental cycle discounts and more.



Explore Sado’s Abandoned Gold Mines

GOING UNDERGROUND

In 1601, a group of miners on Sado struck gold. The gold rush that followed transformed Sado from a windswept backwater where exiles were sent to live far from the consciousness of the imperial court to a thriving island that served as a cash cow for the new Edo shogunate (based in what’s now Tokyo).

While the last active mine closed in 1989, the Sado Kinzan (佐渡金山) mines do a great job of documenting Sado’s mining heritage and the harsh conditions Edo-era miners faced underground, with robotic miners reenacting scenes in the dank tunnels. There are several admission options when you visit, but you can get a comprehensive experience with the basic ¥1500 ticket to explore the Sōdayu and Dōyu tunnels. Sōdayu, in particular, is extremely atmospheric, with robotic miners chiseling into the dripping rockface and operating screw pumps to remove water where the hand-dug tunnels burrow below sea level. Elsewhere, a group taking a lunch break on clumps of straw in a cramped side tunnel talk forlornly about going to the surface for a drink of sake.

Back at ground level, between visiting Sōdayu and the modern Dōyu tunnel, Sado Kinzan’s museum does a good job of highlighting the scale of the mining operation and effect it had on Sado. Beyond the basic ticket, you could also spend an extra ¥3000 for the Island Mirrorge tunnel tour that mixes virtual reality and projection mapping, or if you are okay with cramped, dark spaces, don a helmet and headlamp for the Guided Prospector Tour in a bare tunnel.


Saving the Toki

Keep your eyes peeled when travelling around Sado – you might spot a rare toki (Japanese crested ibis). The toki was listed as extinct in the wild in Japan when the final five on Sado were taken into captivity in 1981. What followed was an artificial breeding program that eventually saw the toki reintroduced to Sado in 2008, where there are now close to 400 living in the wild. You can learn about the breeding program and ongoing efforts at Toki Forest Park or head to the small Toki Terrace, a free viewing facility where you can try and spot wild toki through telescopes.



WHERE TO STAY IN SADO

Ikoi Guesthouse

Modern minshuku in well-placed Sawata, with shared bathrooms and kitchen, English-speaking owner and adjoining cafe. ¥¥

Tabino

Cosy, modern hotel in Kanai. Smart, functional rooms, public baths and bus access to Ryōtsu Port. ¥¥

Urashima

Plush boutique hotel by the ocean in Sawata, with high-end French restaurant. ¥¥¥

Island Traditions

EXPLORE THE OGI COAST

To take in Sado’s non-mining traditions, the Ogi Coast (小木海岸) in Sado’s southwest is a charming area to spend a few hours exploring. If time is limited, head straight for the preserved Shukunegi (宿根木) district, a hamlet of 100 or so old wooden houses, with narrow alleyways that transport you to Sado’s past – back when this tiny port was home to shipwrights and merchant seafarers who prospered on the coattails of Sado’s gold rush. Many of the buildings here are still lived in, but a few are open to the public as restaurants or time-capsule museums. Make sure to stop by the Triangle House, a ramshackle example of how structures were built in odd shapes to fit available plots; it can be hard to grasp all the details because of language barriers, but the 2nd-floor exhibits tell the sweet story of the house’s final inhabitant, Asa-san, who among other things did the Skukunegi paper round into her 90s. Very different is Seikurō’s Residence, the plush former home of a ship’s captain, with magnificent lacquered wooden interiors and open hearth. To use a Japanese buzzword, Shukunegi is Sado at its most insutabae (Instagrammable).

Nearby, you could also drop by the Ogi Folk Museum, a former elementary school that now houses a collection of tools and items connected to Sado’s traditional fishing and shipbuilding industries, including a restored wooden freight ship that in the 1800s would have plied the waters between Sado and the mainland. From there you could tag on the Sado Island Taiko Centre for a drumming workshop or continue along the coast to the pillow lava plateau and lighthouse at Sawasaki. Alternatively, on the road into Ogi town, stop at Ya-jima-Kyō-jima for something that’s admittedly a bit touristy, but nevertheless fun – a short ride in a taraibune (tub boat), which traditionally were used for catching abalone and molluscs along Sado’s rocky shoreline.

If you aren’t driving, the Ogi Coast is all very doable by bicycle, which can be rented at the TIC in Ogi town, where buses arrive from Sawata and elsewhere. Staff can also give you a handy map of the area.
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Sōdayu, Sado Kinzan | TONY MCNICOL/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Where to Base Yourself

At 855 sq km, Sado is Japan’s sixth-biggest island, with a lot of space between points of interest. Basing yourself in the wrong place can mean a lot of driving or bus time. Ryōtsu Port has some accommodation but isn’t the most convenient location for exploring. Instead, Sawata on Sado’s west side is handy, especially with buses running from Sawata Bus Station to Ryōtsu Port, Sado Kinzan and the Ogi Coast. Just up the coast from Sawata, Aikawa is also convenient. Ogi also has accommodation options, if you wanted to arrive or leave from Ogi Port.



WHERE TO EAT IN SADO

Sushiya Maruishi

Conveyor sushi restaurant near Sawata. Also does sushi sets. All excellent value for the quality. ¥¥

Yakitori Yajima

Locals’ haunt in Sawata for grilled chicken skewers, izakaya nibbles and chilled beer or sake. ¥¥

Yamashita

Tea, sweets and pasta dishes served in one of Shukunegi’s lovely old houses. ¥

Drum with Sado’s Kodō Drummers

ISLAND BEATS

For three days every August, Ogi becomes the site of one of Sado’s main annual events, the Earth Celebration. Held since 1988 by Sado’s taiko ensemble Kodō, it attracts world-music fans from around Japan and overseas. However, you don’t need to be on Sado for the event to experience the local drumming. At the Sado Island Taiko Centre (たたこう館), a few kilometres outside central Ogi, the Kodō drummers run hour-long drumming workshops in English, where you can learn basic rhythms in a laid-back atmosphere and feel the good vibrations of pounding on the taiko, the two largest of which at the Taiko Centre are hand-carved from 600-year-old zelkova. Whether Earth Celebration or drumming workshop, just book ahead – hotels sell out fast for the celebration, and the Taiko Centre can sometimes be busy with school groups and tours.
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Sado’s Nō Traditions

When actor and playwright Zeami was exiled to Sado in 1434 after a disagreement with the emperor, he brought with him nō theatre. Almost 600 years on, this traditional dance-drama performed by masked actors is still thriving on Sado – almost a third of the country’s nō stages are found here. Between mid-April and mid-October (mostly June to August), local nō troupes put on roughly 20 firelit outdoor shows, some of them free. The TICs at Aikawa, Ogi and Ryōtsu have details.




Getting Around

Sado Kisen Ferry operates a choice of car ferry (2½ hours) or jetfoil (65 minutes) between Niigata and Sado’s Ryōtsu Port, both of which have multiple daily services. There’s also a Sado Kisen service between Sado’s Ogi Port and Naoetsu in the west of Niigata Prefecture. Once on Sado, the best way to get around is by car. Nippon Rent-a-Car and several other major rental companies have branches by Ryōtsu Port. Budget around ¥8000 a day for that. Buses also connect the main sights in Sado, just not quickly. That said, with a three-day bus pass costing ¥3000 (and ferry-bus packages available), bus is a more affordable way to explore. You could also rent bicycles from the TICs in Aikawa, Ogi and Ryōtsu.






Aizu-Wakamatsu
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For Aizu-Wakamatsu, the Edo era (1603–1868) was a period of peace and growth. As the capital of the Aizu Domain, trade and culture flourished in the town that grew around the Aizu clan’s imposing fortress, Tsuruga Castle. So, too, the region become famed for its samurai, loyal to Japan’s ruling Tokugawa shogunate. Then came the Boshin Civil War of 1868, which threw Japan into turmoil and, in the process, brought the Aizu Domain to a bloody yet storied end – punctuated by the tragic tale of a group of teen samurai who committed suicide after mistakenly believing Tsuruga Castle had fallen. What that means for travellers to this part of Fukushima Prefecture is a city with a rich legacy of samurai culture, including a rebuilt castle and a samurai training school, not to mention a wealth of crafts and culinary culture that developed under Aizu clan patronage.
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SIGHTS

1Bukeyashiki Samurai Mansion

2Byakkotai Memorial Hall

3Hoshiban

4Iimori-yama

5Nanoka-machi

6Sazae Temple

7Tsuruga Castle

ACTIVITIES

8Higashiyama Onsen

SLEEPING

9Harataki

10Mooi Guesthouse

11Tagato

EATING

12Mitsutaya

see 3Shibukawa Donya

13Takino

DRINKING

14Suehiro Sake Brewery

SHOPPING

15Fukunishi

16Inachū

17Kizuna

18Nuriichi

19Shirokiya

see 5Toshinobō




TOP TIP

There are budget business hotels by Aizu-Wakamatsu Station, but for accommodation with local flavour and better access to restaurants and shops, try the Nanoka-machi area 1km south of the station. Nanoka-machi is served by the same loop buses as Aizu-Wakamatsu Station, so it’s no less convenient.
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Aizu-Wakamatsu | Wipark Kulnirandorn/Shutterstock ©

Learn About Aizu’s Samurai Roots

REMNANTS OF THE AIZU CLAN

Nowhere in Aizu speaks to the former power of the Aizu clan quite like Tsuruga Castle (鶴ヶ城). Taking its name from a Japanese crane (tsuru) because of its white walls and roofs capped by red tiles, the current version is a modern replica of the five-storey castle demolished after the end of the Boshin ar in 1868, but it’s still some sight. Inside, Tsuruga-jo also has slick displays documenting the castle’s and Aizu clan’s history, though arguably the highlight is the 360-degree, open-air views over Aizu-Wakamatsu from the top floor.

Two kilometres east of the castle, Bukeyashiki Samurai Mansion (会津武家屋敷) gives a different glimpse into the lives of high-ranked members of the Aizu clan. Its several dozen rooms are decorated with mannequins in period outfits, bringing to life everyday scenes of staff at work and samurai receiving important guests. Heading a couple of kilometres north of Bukeyashiki, another samurai spot is Iimori-yama (飯盛山), the hill that gives us the most tragic of Aizu tales. During the Boshin War, 20 teen samurai from the Byakkotai brigade retreated to this outlook after battle – only to look across Aizu to see what they mistakenly thought were flames engulfing Tsuruga Castle. Believing the castle had fallen, and their war was lost, the boys did what defeated samurai were trained to do – they committed ritual suicide. Today, Iimori-yama is the solemn site of 19 of the boys’ graves (one survived). At the foot of the hill there’s also the small Byakkotai Memorial Hall, as well as the unrelated, but striking Sazae Temple – built in 1796, the rickety three-storey wooden building has an unusual double-helix rampway that allows worshippers to walk through the temple without having to pass another visitor.
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The Story of Akabeko

Walking out of Aizu-Wakamatsu Station, one of the first things you see is a vivid red statue of what looks almost like a hippo. It won’t be the last time you encounter one in Aizu – images of it adorn everything from cookies and key rings to buses. Little akabeko figurines, complete with bobbing head, have become a classic Aizu souvenir. At places like the Nisshinkan, there are even workshops where you can paint your own. But what is it? The akabeko comes from the story of a red cow, who in the 1600s appeared from the woods to help locals repair a temple in nearby Yanaizu. Today, it’s a symbol of good luck and strength.



WHERE TO STAY IN Aizu-Wakamatsu

Harataki

Upscale ryokan experience in the Higashiyama Onsen area, featuring tatami mat guest-rooms and hot-spring baths. ¥¥

Mooi Guesthouse

Very basic Western-style rooms, shared bathrooms, laid-back common area and friendly English-speaking owner. ¥

Tagato

Small, homely ryokan with warm English-speaking staff, and excellent Japanese breakfast included. Shared bathrooms. ¥¥

Where Samurai Were Made

THE NISSHINKAN SCHOOL FOR SAMURAI

A meticulous reproduction of the Aizu clan’s sprawling samurai training school, the Nisshinkan (日新館) is where the sons of samurai families were taught how to be (as the Nisshinkan puts it) elite members of society. While this included martial arts such as sword skills and a swimming pool where one discipline was to read while treading water, on a visit here you’ll also see that these young samurai were taught sciences, literature and social skills. While here, you can try some training of your own – there are Zen meditation sessions and akabeko painting workshops, as well as an archery range. This is the one central Aizu attraction not on the loop bus route – it’s near Hirota Station, two stops north of Aizu-Wakamatsu.
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Sake Behind the Scenes

If walking around Nanokamachi makes you thirsty, take an easy detour to Suehiro Sake Brewery (末廣酒造), housed in gorgeous mid-19th-century white stone-and-wood buildings two blocks south of the main street. There are free tours of the brewery every hour from 10am to 4pm, and although these are conducted in Japanese, non-
Japanese speakers will still come away with a rough sense of how sake is produced. Better than that, you get to see inside a fabulous old building and can try a sake tasting in the brewery shop post-tour.



WHERE TO EAT IN Aizu-Wakamatsu

Mitsutaya

Miso dengaku (grilled skewers of miso-coated mochi, vegetables and tofu), has been the focus here since 1834. ¥

Shibukawa Donya

Traditional regional lunch and dinner courses served in a plushly renovated 130-year-old warehouse in Nanokamachi. ¥¥

Takino

Tatami-mat rooms. Local wappameshi – rice and toppings, such as seafood, steamed in bamboo baskets. ¥¥

A Stroll Through Nanoka-machi

DISCOVER AIZU’S TRADITIONAL CRAFTS

Aizu’s time as the capital of the Aizu Domain didn’t just leave behind samurai tales; there’s also a legacy of crafts – many of which you’ll find with a walk along Aizu’s once-main street Nanoka-machi-dōri (七日町通り).

Heading east from Nanoka-machi’s western end, the first example of that is Hoshiban (ほしばん), which has been making thin white candles hand-painted with seasonal images, such as peonies and chrysanthemums, since 1772. For ¥1870, you can try painting your own here – ask for the e-tsuke taiken (painting experience), which only takes 30 minutes. The wax for Aizu candles is extracted from the fruit of lacquer trees, which also play a key role in the next craft you’ll encounter on Nakamachi – Aizu-nuri, or Aizu lacquerware, an industry that developed here in the Edo era under Aizu clan patronage. A few doors down from Hoshiban, Nuriichi (会津漆器ぬり一) sells Aizu-nuri that varies from minimalist red or black dishes and bowls to more ornate work decorated with gold and silver patterns.

At the crossroads 50m further on, Kizuna (きずな) sells traditional fabrics, kimono, yukata gowns, and classic Aizu souvenirs like akabeko figurines. Then a few more minutes east Toshinobō (としの坊) is a fabric shop using traditional momen (a patterned cotton made in Aizu since the Edo era) to craft modern sneakers.

By this part of the street, the Taisho-era (1912–26) buildings that give Nanoka-machi’s western end a retro air are largely replaced by newer, taller buildings, though as the street comes to an end you’ll still find traditional spots like tatami-mat maker Inachū (稲忠) and the Fukunishi (福西) and Shirokiya (白木屋) lacquerware stores. Outside the latter is a stop for the Aizu Town buses that can take you to the station or the rest of Aizu’s main sights.

To get to Nanoka-machi’s western end, take the Haikara-san bus 10 minutes from Aizu-Wakamatsu Station to the Nanoka-
machi Ekimae bus stop. The whole street is just under 1km long.


Higashiyama Onsen

A few kilometres southeast of Tsuruga Castle, Higashiyama Onsen (東山温泉) is Aizu’s traditional hot-spring area – a quiet enclave of ryokan nestled alongside the Yukawa-gawa that makes for a very tranquil place to stay. The common traits of the dozen or so ryokan here are the tatami-mat guest rooms, communal hot-spring baths and multicourse kaiseki dinners. Some also offer geisha performances and open their baths to nonguests.




Getting Around

Aizu-Wakamatsu is 300km north of Tokyo and 170km southwest of Sendai. From either, the trip entails taking the Tōhoku shinkansen to Kōriyama (40 minutes from Sendai, 80 minutes from Tokyo), then changing to the Banetsu West line for a sedate 65-minute ride through the countryside. With Aizu-Wakamatsu’s main sights scattered far and wide, the best option is to grab a ¥600 one-day pass and English timetable for Aizu Bus’s Town Bus service. It runs in two colour-coded loops that stop at all the key locations: the red Akabe bus runs clockwise every 30 minutes, while the blue Haikara-san bus is anticlockwise and hourly.







SAPPORO & HOKKAIDŌ
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DEFYING THE IMAGE OF CROWDED JAPAN

It’s a different world up here, or at least it feels like it, with 20% of Japan’s land area but only 5% of its population.
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Drift-ice cruise, Sea of Okhotsk | atthle/shutterstock ©

Japanese identify this northern land with its wildlife and mountains, greenery and agriculture, snowy winters, temperate summers and arrow-straight roads disappearing into the horizon. But there’s more to Hokkaidō than just the scenery. Largely ignored by the Japanese until the 1860s, Ezo, as it was known, had previously been left as the realm of its indigenous people, the Ainu. Come the Meiji Restoration of 1868, however, and Ezo became Hokkaidō and the land of opportunity, and pioneers travelled north to here in the 1870s and ’80s from all over Japan.

There’s still a bit of a ‘wild west’ feel about the Hokkaidō, a haven for outdoors enthusiasts. Cool, dry summers, compared to the rest of Japan, draw hikers, cyclists and campers, making the most of plentiful mountains, rivers, lakes, offshore islands, onsen and national parks. Winter is a different beast entirely. Cold fronts from Siberia bring huge dumps of light, powdery snow, which has earned Hokkaidō a reputation as a paradise for skiers and snowboarders.

While Hokkaidō’s stunning natural scenery tends to steal the limelight, keep in mind that the food is superb, especially the bounty from the surrounding seas, the capital city of Sapporo is a vibrant and bustling drawcard, and the Ainu are making a determined comeback after finally being legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan in 2019.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SAPPORO

The bustling prefectural capital.

NISEKO

Ski resort of international renown.

SHIKOTSU-TŌYA NATIONAL PARK

Volcanoes, caldera lakes and onsen.

HAKODATE

Southern port city with history.

FURANO

Wine, cheese, flowers and winter sports.

DAISETSUZAN NATIONAL PARK

The ‘rooftop of Hokkaidō’.

RISHIRI-REBUN-SAROBETSU NATIONAL PARK

Remote islands in the north.

ABASHIRI

Drift-ice cruises in winter.

SHIRETOKO NATIONAL PARK

World Heritage–listed peninsula.

AKAN MASHū NATIONAL PARK

Ainu culture and onsen.



FIND YOUR WAY

Hokkaidō covers a vast area, with limited train lines and major roads, especially once you’re away from the prefectural capital of Sapporo and its nearby towns. Its major attractions are its scenery, nature and national parks.
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Plan Your Time

Visitors to Hokkaidō often leave wishing that they’d had more time. Outdoors types could spend two to three weeks here and feel they’ve barely scratched the surface. Skiers and boarders could come for months – many do!
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A Week with a Rail Pass

• Train from Honshū through the Seikan Tunnel to Hakodate for a night or two.

• Heading north, drop off for a few hours in Ōnuma Quasi-National Park on your way to a night or two in Niseko, to enjoy the resort atmosphere and views.

• The train line then heads through Yoichi, where you can visit the Nikka Whisky Distillery, then to the atmospheric port city of Otaru on its way to Sapporo.

• Use your rail pass for a day trip from Sapporo to Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park in Shiraoi.




Two Weeks Driving Around

• Pick up a rental at New Chitose Airport and drive to Sapporo to explore the capital.

• Drive to Furano for wine and cheese tasting, plus flower viewing or cycling, before heading up to Asahidake Onsen to check out Daisetsuzan National Park and potentially climb Asahi-dake.

• Drop into Sōunkyō Onsen as you drive east towards Akan Mashū National Park. It’s easy to spend a few days here in open-air onsen, hiking and enjoying the outdoors.

• With a day or two left, consider visiting Shiretoko National Park before heading back to the airport to fly out.




Three Weeks with a Rental Car

• Now you’re talking! Follow the ‘two week’ itinerary to Asahidake Onsen, but after climbing Asahi-dake, drive to the top of Hokkaidō to Wakkanai, before taking the ferry out to Rishiri and Rebun islands for a few days of hiking, cycling or flower-finding.

• Do the Wakkanai to Abashiri Driving Tour, check out Abashiri and its legendary prison, then spend a couple of days exploring at World Heritage–listed Shiretoko National Park.

• It’s only a short drive to Akan Mashū National Park before heading back to drop off your car.



Seasonal Highlights

Winter means snow and that brings some of the best skiing and snowboarding on the planet. Summers are relatively cool and dry compared to the rest of Japan.

JANUARY

Ski resorts are pumping, especially at the start of the month, with New Year holidays. Lots of snow!
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FEBRUARY

Sapporo’s Snow Festival virtually doubles the population of the prefectural capital; book early!
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APRIL

Expect Golden Week crowds and cherry blossoms from late April up here. Snow is on the way out.
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JUNE

Tsuyu, the rainy season, which afflicts the rest of Japan, is virtually nonexistent up here in higher latitudes.
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JULY

The island teems with Japanese visitors, especially once the summer holidays kick in around the 20th.
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AUGUST

Book early as Japanese head north for the cooler climes during the holiday season, especially those of O-Bon.
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SEPTEMBER

Students are back studying, so it’s not as busy; gorgeous autumn colours from later in the month.
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SAPPORO
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Hokkaidō’s prefectural capital and the fifth-largest city in Japan, Sapporo (札幌; population two million) is a dynamic and cosmopolitan urban centre that pulses with energy. Ainu first called the area Sari-poro-pet, meaning ‘a river on a plain lined with reeds’. Designed by European and American architects in the late 19th century, Sapporo is shaped by its wide grid of tree-lined streets and ample parks, giving it a high level of livability. It boasts a thriving food scene, stylish cafes, neon-lit nightlife and shopping galore, and provides visitors with a city fix before they head out into the wilds of Japan’s largest prefecture.

But don’t disappear before trying some of that liquid gold, Sapporo beer, followed up by some famous Sapporo ramen. Summer is the season for beer and food festivals, while in February, despite the bitter cold, Sapporo’s population literally doubles during the legendary Snow Festival.
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SIGHTS

1Ōdōri-kōen

2Sapporo TV Tower

3Susukino Crossing

SLEEPING

4JR Tower Hotel Nikko Sapporo

5Nakamuraya Ryokan

6SappoLodge Guesthouse & Bar

EATING

7Daruma Honten

8Ganso Ramen Yokochō

9Kani Honke

10Sapporo Ramen Haruka

DRINKING

11Bearfoot Bar

12Beer Inn Mugishutei

ENTERTAINMENT

13King Xmhu

SHOPPING

14Nijō Ichiba

15Tanuki-kōji Shōtengai




TOP TIP

While the Sapporo Snow Festival takes top prize, there are exciting events and festivals throughout the year. The Yosakoi Soran dance festival, Summer Festival and Autumn Fest are huge, plus Ōdōri-kōen becomes a massive beer garden in summer.
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on east, over the Sosei-gawa, the small riverThe Legendary Sapporo Beer Museum

SAPPORO IS SYNONYMOUS WITH ‘BEER’

Although it’s thought that Dutch traders introduced beer to Japan in the 17th century, beer was virtually unknown before the arrival of the American Navy in 1854. With the opening of Japan to foreign trade, imported beers became available in limited quantity, mostly in foreign settlement areas. With the Meiji Restoration, however, Japanese went far and wide around the world to learn new skills and bring them home. In 1876, German-trained beer brewer Seibei Nakagawa was selected to be the first brewer for a new venture in the north. Kaitakushi (Pioneer) Beer was set up by the Hokkaidō Development Commission, a government agency tasked with securing the northern frontier and promoting the economic development of Hokkaidō. Privatised in 1886, Kaitakushi Beer became the Sapporo Beer Company.

The Sapporo Beer Museum (サッポロビール博物館), a must for beer and history buffs, is in a pretty ivy-covered brick building, 1.5km east of JR Sapporo Station. There’s no need to sign up for the guided tour, as there are good English explanations throughout. Star Hall is the tasting room (beers ¥200 to ¥300) at the end where you can try Sapporo’s Black Label, the Sapporo Classic (found only in Hokkaidō) and Kaitakushi Beer, a recreation of the original recipe. Once through the museum, purists should note that pints of Sapporo were meant to be enjoyed with the local grilled-mutton speciality, jingisukan (Genghis Khan). There are three on-site restaurants where you can partake, the most raucous being Genghis Khan Hall, with a good old beer-hall-style atmosphere.
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LOCAL SPECIALITY: JINGISKAN

This dish of grilled mutton is an unofficial symbol of Hokkaidō, a legacy of the island’s short-lived sheep-rearing program. It’s eaten all over Hokkaidō, though you’ll find a jingisukan (ジンギスカン) restaurant on virtually every corner in Susukino. Best accompanied by copious amounts of beer, it got its name from the shape of the peaked cast-iron hotplate it’s grilled on, said to resemble the helmet of the legendary Mongolian warlord, Genghis Khan. The meat is grilled on the peak, allowing the juices to run down the sides to the onions and leeks sizzling on the brim. You’ll be hard-pressed to spot many sheep on your travels around Hokkaidō, though, and restaurant staff may admit, a tad sheepishly, that the meat has been imported!



WHERE TO STAY IN SAPPORO

SappoLodge Guesthouse & Bar

Excellent budget option near Susukino; a magnet for outdoorsy types in the city. ¥

Nakamuraya Ryokan

Charming, foreigner-friendly Japanese-style inn only a 10-minute walk from Sapporo Station. ¥¥

JR Tower Hotel Nikko Sapporo

Optimal location, on top of JR Sapporo Station. Plush rooms, fabulous views. ¥¥¥



Sapporo Walking Tour
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Start at 1 JR Sapporo Station by heading south along Eki-mae-dōri. Turn left at the fourth set of traffic lights, the major road, Rte 12, and walk for a block to find the 2 Sapporo Clock Tower (Tokei-dai) on your left. No Japanese can leave Sapporo without snapping a photo of the city’s signature landmark, built in 1878, though it’s somewhat dwarfed by surrounding buildings these days. Walk one block south to reach 3 Ōdōri-kōen, the 13-block-long park that stretches east–west across central Sapporo. Enjoy the trees, fountains, flower gardens and statues before making your way to 4 Sapporo TV Tower, the 147m Eiffel Tower–shaped affair at the eastern end of the park. Views of Ōdōri-kōen and the city from the observation deck at 90m are impressive. Back on the ground, carry on east, over the Sōsei-gawa, the small river, then turn south for two blocks to find blue-roofed 5 Nijō Ichiba, the old food and vegetable market. This is a decent spot to eat, especially if you like fresh seafood.

It’s time to head back west over the Sōsei-gawa and into the 6 Tanuki-kōji Shopping Arcade, browsing its stores, cafes and restaurants. 7 Bearfoot may entice you in for a cold one. Back on Eki-mae-dōri, walk south to 8 Susukino Crossing, with its distinctive Nikka Whisky neon sign, marking the start of the entertainment district. There’s lots to peruse around here, but you won’t want to miss 9 Ganso Ramen Yokochō, the original ramen alley, dating from the early 1950s. Consider jingiskan for dinner at 10 Daruma Honten, while if it’s getting late, 11 King Xmhu nightclub is the spot for a night out.



Enjoy a Walk in Ōdōri-kōen

THIRTEEN-BLOCK-LONG CENTRAL PARK

Ōdōri-kōen (大通公園) splits Sapporo into its north–south grids. Originally designed in 1869 to separate the city into a government area to the north, and a commercial and residential area to the south, the 13-block stretch was then remodelled to become a fire-break in the middle of the new city. It went on to become a park, a haven in the heart of growing Sapporo, with beautifully manicured flower gardens, green lawns, overhanging trees and plentiful artwork, fountains, statues and benches to relax on. Ōdōri-kōen is also home for a number of the city’s major events and festivals, such as the Sapporo Snow Festival in February. Four blocks become a massive beer garden in summer.

It’s a 10-minute walk south from JR Sapporo along Eki-mae-dōri (駅前通); give yourself plenty of time to explore the park. It’s remarkably laid out. Thirteen city blocks, each 65m north to south, 110m east to west, with 4m of sidewalk surrounding each block and 20m-wide roads on all four sides. Zebra crossings connect the lot. Once in the park, look east to spot the 147m Sapporo TV Tower at the eastern end of the park. Views of the park from its 90m-high observation deck are impressive. Sapporo central city addresses have a north–south component, depending on their position north or south of the park, and while technically the small river at the eastern end of Ōdōri-kōen, Sōsei-gawa, marks the split for the east–west component of each address, the TV Tower is such a visible landmark that locals use it as the east–west splitting point.


LOCAL MARKETS

Nijō Ichiba (二条市場)

Just over the Sōsei-gawa at the eastern end of Tanuki-kōji Shopping Arcade, Ni-jō Ichiba may be looking a tad tired, but there is still plenty to poke your nose into in the city’s old market area. Buy a bowl of rice and select your own sashimi toppings, gawk at fresh delicacies such as sea urchins and crab, or try Hokkaidō’s version of ‘Mother and child’ (oyako-don), rice topped with salmon and roe.

Curb Market (札幌場外市場, Sapporo Jōgai Ichiba)

Seafood and local produce heaven at Sapporo’s large, modern Central Wholesale Market, a 10-minute walk from either JR Sōen Station or Nijuyonken subway station. Check out the stalls and chow down on some of the freshest seafood around. Sushi for breakfast!



WHERE TO EAT IN SAPPORO

Daruma Honten

This is where locals come for a jingiskan; outlets around Sapporo. ¥¥

Kani Honke

These are the top Hokkaidō crab guys, with a huge crab on the side of the building. ¥¥¥

Sapporo Ramen Haruka

The best ramen reviews in Sapporo, and that says a lot! A street back from Susukino Crossing. ¥

Eat, Drink & Play in Susukino

LARGEST ENTERTAINMENT DISTRICT NORTH OF TOKYO

A 20-minute walk south of JR Sapporo Station along Eki-mae-dōri will bring you to the city’s vibrant entertainment district of Susukino (すすきの), home to countless restaurants, cafes, bars, clubs, cinemas, pachinko parlours, hotels, and houses of various repute. Susukino was designated an entertainment district in 1871, when those charged with the development of Hokkaidō realised that such an area was needed to entice labourers engaged in pioneering the new prefecture to stay in Sapporo city rather than disappear into the wilds. Susukino was, and still is, the proverbial ‘bright lights, big city’ of Hokkaidō.

Walking south from Sapporo Station, via Ōdōri-kōen, you’ll know you’ve hit it when you reach Susukino Crossing, famous for its neon lights, especially the Nikka Whisky Scotsman sign on the Susukino building, backlit with changing colours. If it’s cold out, keep in mind that you can actually walk all the way from Sapporo Station along an underground shopping arcade, or simply ride the Namboku subway line south for two stops. Both were constructed in time for the 1972 Winter Olympics when the world’s spotlight shone on Sapporo.

The entertainment district sprawls south of Susukino Crossing for a number of blocks, and suffice to say, it’s a fun stroll, more so if you wander the small streets and side alleys. Don’t miss Ganso Ramen Yokochō (元祖ラーメン横丁), an alleyway of over 15 ramen shops that’s been around since the early 1950s.

A few blocks north of Susukino Crossing, running parallel to Ōdōri-kōen, you’ll find Tanuki-kōji Shōtengai (狸小路商店街), a lengthy covered shopping arcade of shops, hotels, restaurants and bars.
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Marvel at Amazing Ice Sculptures

SAPPORO SNOW FESTIVAL IN FEBRUARY

Drawing more than two million excited visitors and literally doubling the population of Sapporo, the annual Yuki Matsuri (さっぽろ雪まつり, Snow Festival) takes place over a week in early February. It’s arguably one of Japan’s top festivals and is not to be missed if you have the opportunity. From humble beginnings in 1950, when local high-school students built six statues in Ōdōri-kōen, these days the festival hosts an international snow-sculpture contest attracting teams from around the world.

There’s everything from entire frozen stages for visiting musical acts to ice slides and ice mazes for the kiddies, and, of course, a cutesy Hello Kitty statue or two. You can view icy behemoths in Ōdōri-kōen, which becomes a 1.5km length of huge snow sculptures, some up to 15m high and 25m wide. Views from Sapporo TV Tower at the eastern end of the park are stunning. Susukino features a fantastic ice sculpture show and contest. Statue illuminations last far into the night. The festival also highlights the best in food and drink from across Hokkaidō in countless street stalls. Expect all sorts of well-lubricated revelry, particularly once the sun sets, but don’t forget to wrap up against the cold. One of the best ways to stay warm is to consume a bowl of steaming Sapporo miso-rāmen.

Finding reasonably priced accommodation in Sapporo can be extremely difficult at this time, so book as far in advance as possible. With some clever planning, a visit to the Snow Festival can be combined with a skiing trip to Hokkaidō.
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HOKKAIDō-STYLE RAMEN

Hokkaidō takes its noodles seriously and has no fewer than three ramen (ラーメン or らーめん) cities, each specialising in a different style. In Sapporo the signature dish is a hearty miso-rāmen; in Asahikawa it’s shōyu-rāmen in soy sauce-seasoned soup; and in Hakodate shio-rāmen, a light, salt-seasoned broth, is the local style. In a nod to two of the prefecture’s staple products, butter and corn, you’ll often have the option to top off your ramen with either (or both!). While there are countless ramen shops all over Sapporo, a visit to Ganso Ramen Yokochō (Original Ramen Alley) in Susukino is an experience in itself. There’s also a Shin Ramen Yokochō (New Ramen Alley) dating from the 1970s. You’ll find ‘Sapporo Ramen’ branded places all over Japan.



WHERE TO PARTY IN SAPPORO

Bearfoot Bar

Meet local foreigners at this upbeat sports bar, open daily in the Tanuki-kōji shopping arcade.

Beer Inn Mugishutei

With 300 brews from over 50 countries and thousands of relic cans on the walls, what more can we say?

King Xmhu

Thumping nightclub in Susukino, with dancing, drinking and an ancient South American temple theme.


CYCLE SAPPORO
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Hiro Takahashi, owner of Hero Hokkaido (hero-hokkaido.com), operating summer cycling tours.

Rent a bike. You can get Porocle share bikes all over Sapporo.

Maruyama Park  (円山公園)

Ride west, passing the length of Ōdōri-kōen, out to this beautiful park, home of Hokkaidōjingū, constructed in 1870 as Sapporo’s main Shintō shrine.

Makomanai Park (真駒内公園)

Cycle south along the Toyohira River Cycling Road to Makomanai, with its 1972 Winter Olympics ice-skating venue and over 10km of paths.

Moerenuma Park (モエレ沼公園)

For a longer ride, head north on the Toyohira River Cycling Road to this fascinating and expansive park, designed by renowned sculptor Isamu Noguchi.




Getting Around

Navigating your way around Sapporo is a breeze. From JR Sapporo Station, it’s only a 1km walk straight down Eki-mae-dōri via Ōdori-kōen to Susukino, and you can walk below ground if it’s cold out. There are also JR train lines, three useful subway lines, a cute streetcar and a good bus system to take you further afield. Sapporo is also easy to bicycle around given its flat, gridded streets. Porocle is the excellent bike-share system, with ports all over the city.






Beyond Sapporo
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Some marvellous places for day trips are within easy reach of Sapporo, including a famous whisky distillery.


Head west to nearby Sapporo Teine for winter sports on slopes that hosted events for the 1972 Winter Olympics and put the world’s focus on Hokkaidō’s capital. Further west, still less than an hour from Sapporo by train, is Otaru, a romantic Sea of Japan port town, steeped in history, extremely popular with Japanese visitors and easily explored on a day trip. With Sapporo being inland, Otaru was effectively its port and Hokkaidō’s first railway linked it with the capital. Otaru’s neighbouring town, 20km further west, is Yoichi, home to Nikka Whisky’s main distillery. It was founded in 1934 by Taketsuru Masataka, the man known as ‘the father of Japanese whisky’.
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TOP TIP

Heading to the Nikka Whisky Distillery by rental car? You’ll need a serious designated driver.



Hit the Slopes at Sapporo Teine

SO CONVENIENT TO SAPPORO

It’s tough to beat Sapporo Teine (サッポロテイネスキー場) for both convenience and family fun, as the slopes that hosted events for the 1972 Winter Olympics lie quite literally on the edge of Sapporo. Teine has two zones: the lower, more family-orientated Olympia Zone, which hosted Olympic bobsled and luge events and still features the Olympic Torch, and the higher, more challenging Highland Zone, which hosted the slalom and giant slalom events and opened to the public in 1974, after the Olympics. Formerly two separate ski areas, the gondola that conveniently connects the two areas opened in 2004, and since 2005 the renamed Sapporo Teine has been operating as one resort. With a total of 15 runs and 12 lifts, the mountain caters 35% to beginners, 40% to intermediate and 25% to advanced. The season runs from late November to early May. Views from the 1023m summit of Mt Teine, at the top of the Highland Zone, are superb on a good day.

JR Teine Station is a tad over 10 minutes west from JR Sapporo Station on the JR Hakodate line. Change there to a shuttle bus to the Olympia Zone (15 minutes) or the Highland Zone (30 minutes). Alternatively, with a prior reservation, get a ‘Bus Pack’ that includes return bus transfers from various Sapporo hotels plus a lift pass for adult/child ¥7500/5000. This is a good option for families and those wanting to avoid pesky train and bus transfers. Check the Sapporo Teine website for details. Teine’s proximity to Sapporo means that it can get quite crowded at weekends and Japanese school-holiday periods.
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CLOSEST ONSEN TOWN: JōZANKEI ONSEN

Only 30km southwest of Sapporo, sitting in the Toyohira-gawa’s deep gorge, is the closest major onsen town to the capital, Jōzankei Onsen (定山渓温泉). An easy escape for those after some R&R, this hot-springs resort is especially pretty (and popular!) in autumn, when the leaves change colour, a sight that can be viewed from many an outdoor bath. Jōzankei Onsen makes an easy day trip from Sapporo, an hour by bus or less by car, and most ryokan and hotels allow nonguests to use their onsen for a fee (¥500 to ¥1500). The small township sprawls along Rte 230 in the gorge. Hōheikyō, 2km south of town, has a huge outdoor bath, claimed to be the largest in Hokkaidō.



WHERE TO STAY IN OTARU

Otarunai Backpacker’s Hostel Morinoki

Well-located spot with female and mixed-gender dorms plus all the facilities. ¥

Dormy Inn Premium Otaru

Opposite JR Otaru Station with all the perks of the Dormy Inn brand, including onsen. ¥¥

Hotel Nord Otaru

Overlooking the canal, this huge hotel oozes quality; everything is within strolling distance. ¥¥¥

Former Financial Powerhouse of Otaru

FAMOUS CANAL AND HISTORIC BUILDINGS

A popular destination for domestic visitors, Otaru (小樽) was the financial centre of Hokkaidō in the early 20th century, a bustling base for trade with Russia and China. The city’s elite invested some of those riches in the construction of grand Western-style buildings in the style of the time, stone and brick. Once known as the ‘Wall Street of the north’, Nichigin-dōri (Bank of Japan St) is lined with elegant buildings that speak to Otaru’s past life as a financial powerhouse. Historic Otaru Canal is lined with warehouses from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a time when Japanese architecture was infused with Western techniques, making for some interesting buildings. Most have been restored and now house museums and cafes.

Otaru makes the most of its appeal to visitors, and if you’re into music boxes or glass, you may feel like you’ve gone to heaven. The Otaru Music Box Museum features seven locations about town, with a staggering 80,000 music boxes in the main building alone! Renowned glass-goods producer Kitaichi Glass is a 15-minute walk east of the canal area, and virtually fills a street with shops, galleries, cafes and museums with everything imaginable made of glass. After all that perusing, you’re bound to need a brew at Otaru Beer. In a converted warehouse on the harbour side of the canal, it’s a German-style brew hall with dishes such as schnitzel and sausages.

Easily visited on a day trip from Sapporo, JR Otaru Station is a 500m walk up the hill from the canal, and most of the interesting places are within strolling distance.


SAPPORO’S AIRPORTS EXPLAINED

When flying to Sapporo, you may be surprised to find yourself flying into New Chitose Airport (新千歳空港; CTS), which is the main entry point to Hokkaidō, 45km southeast of the capital at Chitose. Domestic flights wing in from all over Japan, as well as a growing number of international flights. Rapid Airport trains take 35 minutes to JR Sapporo Station from there. This is a good place to pick up a rental car; an expressway links Chitose with Sapporo.

The much smaller Sapporo Okadama Airport (札幌丘珠空港), commonly called Okadama, is 7km north of central Sapporo. Most of its flights are within Hokkaidō to destinations such as Hakodate, Kushiro, Memanbetsu and Rishiri Island. Okadama Airport is linked with JR Sapporo Station by bus.



WHERE TO EAT IN OTARU

Otaru Beer

Backing onto the canal, this beer hall serves its own tasty brews and has good meals and snacks. ¥¥

Yabuhan

Traditional little soba noodle place with real atmosphere and vegan options near JR Otaru Station. ¥

Naruto Honten

Popular spot in central Otaru with set meals – think chicken, seafood and beer; handy picture menu. ¥¥

Legend: Yoichi Nikka Whisky Distillery

HOME TO ‘THE FATHER OF JAPANESE WHISKY’

Just a couple of minutes’ walk west of JR Yoichi Station, this is the main distillery of Nikka Whisky, one of Japan’s top distillers and an absolute must for whisky fans. It was founded by Masataka Taketsuru, the renowned ‘father of Japanese whisky’, who went to Scotland in 1918 to study whisky-making techniques, came back with his Scottish wife Rita, and then started his distillery here in Yoichi (余市) in 1934. Taketsuru chose Yoichi for its ‘clear water, brisk air and rich peat’, believing the conditions to be close to those in Scotland, giving him the best opportunity to recreate Scotch whisky. He also believed that being near the sea gave a ‘briny hint’ to the whisky during maturation. The processes he brought with him are still in use today, and Nikka Whisky, first sold in 1940, is a regular award winner when it comes to the world’s best single malt whiskies.

While guided tours are only in Japanese and are regularly booked out, it’s free to turn up and explore much of the Yoichi Distillery on a self-guided tour. Check out the impressive original stone buildings, wooden barrels and the copper distillation tanks that are still being used today. There are English-language display panels in the museum to learn plenty about Taketsuru’s whisky-making processes. And, of course, there’s a tasting room, with an astounding 28 different whiskies and more to taste. Make sure you’ve got a serious designated driver if you’ve driven here. Consider eating in the restaurant, Rita’s Kitchen, and buying some whisky from the source in the gift shop.
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MORNING DRAMA ‘MASSAN’

Japan is well versed in a fictionalised story of Nikka Whisky founder Masataka Taketsuru and his Scottish wife Jessie Roberta ‘Rita’ Cowan, who he met while studying in Scotland. The Nippon Broadcasting Association (NHK) has been running its popular Asa-dora (morning drama) series since 1961, with 15-minute episodes each morning, Monday to Saturday. Massan, the fictional account of Rita’s travels to Japan and Taketsuru’s attempts to begin the Nikka Whisky Distilling company, glued viewers to their television sets for 150 episodes from September 2014 and was the first Asa-dora series to feature a non-Japanese actor in a lead role. The real Rita died in Yoichi in 1961, and Rte 229, in front of Yoichi Station, was renamed Rita Rd in her honour.




Getting Around

Teine, Otaru and Yoichi are all on the JR Hakodate line to the west of Sapporo. The train station in Otaru is convenient for exploring the city, while Yoichi’s station is a short walk from the Nikka Whisky Distillery. If you’re heading to Teine to ski, consider a ‘Bus Pack’ package from downtown Sapporo. All are also easily reached by rental car.






NISEKO
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While Niseko (ニセコ) doesn’t technically mean ‘snow’, it may as well do, as this massive resort area is synonymous with ‘snow’ to both international and domestic skiers and snowboarders. The freezing winters for which Hokkaidō is known are a result of the island’s proximity to Siberia and cold northwesterly winds, which blow over the frigid Sea of Japan and bring significant snowfall to the west of the island, in particular. Niseko seems to be in just the right spot, receiving light powdery snow and an average snowfall of over 15m. An international resort town has grown here, with many skiers from abroad even owning second homes. A high proportion of visitors are internationals and English is spoken pretty much everywhere. As with resorts around the world, Niseko is striving to attract year-round clientele and a burgeoning set of summer activities is also available, including hiking, biking, canoeing, rafting, fishing and more.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Yōtei-zan

ACTIVITIES

2Grand Hirafu

3Hanazono

see 9Niseko Adventure Centre

4Niseko Village

SLEEPING

5Eki-no-yado

6Hilton Niseko Village

7Miru Niseko

EATING

8Afuri

9Jojo’s Café & Restaurant

DRINKING

10Graubunden




TOP TIP

Most of the restaurants, bars and nightlife are in Hirafu, so if that appeals, book accommodation there, especially in winter. In the other ski areas, guests tend to eat breakfast and dinner where they stay. Accommodation rates are lower in summer.



Powder Snow Galore at Niseko

WORLD-RENOWNED WINTER-SPORTS DESTINATION

Hokkaidō is dotted with world-class ski resorts, but the reigning prince of powder is unquestionably Niseko (ニセコ). There are four interconnected ski resorts covering a huge area on the eastern slopes of the mountain, Niseko Annupuri (1308m). Soft and light powdery snow and an average annual snowfall of more than 15m have made Niseko an extremely popular destination for international skiers, garnering it a top reputation all over the globe. There is also a diverse dining and nightlife scene that is atypical of rural, far-flung Japan. While it’s possible to do Niseko on a budget, be warned that it is getting increasingly difficult, especially in peak winter times.

Spread around the eastern base of the mountain are the towns and villages that compose Niseko ‘resort’. Most of the restaurants and bars are clustered together in Hirafu, while Annupuri, Niseko Village (also known as Higashi-yama Onsen) and Hanazono are much quieter, with accommodation, but less development as townships. Further east are Kutchan and Niseko towns, with more permanent population centres and less of a resort feel.

‘Niseko United’ comprises the four individual resorts of Annupuri, Niseko Village, Grand Hirafu and Hanazono. What makes Niseko so great (in addition to its powder snow!) is that you can buy a single all-mountain pass, an electronic tag that gives you access to all the gondolas, lifts and runs on the whole mountain. As so many skiers and boarders are from abroad, Niseko is very foreigner-friendly, with plenty of English-speaking instructors and backcountry guides. Rental shops also tend to have a few foreign staff on hand.


RUSUTSU RESORT

Only 20km southeast of Niseko, on the other side of Yōtei-zan’s volcanic cone, Rusutsu’s skiing and snowboarding is based around Rusutsu Resort (ルスツリゾート), with excellent snow and a bit of a different feel from Niseko. While there are 18 lifts and 37 trails spread across three mountains, family-friendly Rusutsu is a year-round resort destination, with high-rise hotel, golf course and amusement park. Popular with Japanese families, the slopes aren’t as crowded as Niseko, and the lack of foreigners results in a more traditional Japanese ambience. If you’re looking to head a bit further afield while staying at Niseko, a number of operators offer day trips to Rusutsu, only a 30- to 40-minute drive away.



WHERE TO STAY IN NISEKO

Eki-no-yado

Unique, rustic guesthouse with budget beds in out-of-the-way Hirafu Station. ¥

Miru Niseko

Quality, relaxed place with excellent restaurant and onsen a few kilometres west of Hirafu. ¥¥

Hilton Niseko Village

Ski-in, ski-out in winter, top golf course in summer; expect an upmarket Hilton experience. ¥¥¥

Chilled-Out Resort in Summer

ESCAPE HEAT AND HUMIDITY OF HONSHŪ

With Hokkaidō summers being relatively cool and dry compared to Honshū to the south, Niseko makes for an ideal escape once the snow has melted. Throw in that, like many major ski destinations around the world, Niseko is striving to become a year-round resort, and you’ve got a great place to chill out for a few days, or longer. Accommodation is relatively inexpensive, most of the cafe and dining options are open, and operators offer a range of outdoor activities such as rafting on the Shiribetsu River, lake and sea kayaking, canyoning, fishing, SUP tours, horse riding and ziplining. There are three ‘adventure parks’ around Niseko offering rope courses and tree-trekking through the treetops. There are also top golf courses nearby.

The combination of mountains and farmland means that Niseko is excellent for hiking and cycling too. Three of the gondolas also operate in summer, so you can ride up and hike down on various trails, or vice versa. Longer hikes include the Niseko Circuit, a 16km hike that starts around the back of Niseko Annupuri at Goshiki Onsen. Hiking up ever-present Yōtei-zan is also a great option. Mountain biking is growing, with two lift-access courses in Hirafu. To top things off, there are 25 onsen in the area, from luxurious hotel baths to mountain hideaways.

We suggest a visit to the Niseko Adventure Centre (NAC), based in a purpose-built building in Hirafu, where there’s a tonne of information, an excellent indoor climbing wall and Jojo’s Cafe & Restaurant on the top floor.
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SUMMER EVENTS IN NISEKO

While there are events and festivals year-round, August is a particularly busy season.

Kutchan Potato Festival

Jaga Matsuri is the largest summer festival in the region, paying homage to the humble, yet famous, Kutchan potato.

Niseko Town Fireworks Festival

A massive fireworks display, live music, traditional Japanese lanterns and a dazzling number of food stalls.

Hirafu Matsuri

A newer festival in the centre of Hirafu village that celebrates the international community of the Niseko area. Meet the locals!



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN NISEKO

Graubunden

Longtime sandwich, cake and tea cafe with outside and inside seating in eastern Hirafu. ¥

Jojo’s Cafe & Restaurant

Views off Yōtei-zan are mesmerising from the terrace at this casual spot upstairs at NAC. ¥¥

Afuri

Upmarket ramen, donburi (dishes served over rice) and dumplings restaurant on the main drag in Hirafu. ¥¥

Climb Yōtei-zan, Hokkaidō’s Mt Fuji

VOLCANIC CONE DOMINATES THE LANDSCAPE

Also known as Ezo-Fuji because of its striking resemblance to Mt Fuji, the stunning volcanic cone of Yōtei-zan (羊蹄山) towers up to 1898m. One of Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains, it sits within Shikotsu-Tōya National Park, just to the east of Niseko, seemingly within touching distance. In fact, we’ve put Yōtei-zan in the Niseko section here, as it’s the spectacular winter views from Niseko’s slopes of skiers and snowboarders with snow-covered Yōtei-zan in the background that have made the mountain’s reputation.

Be prepared for a big climb if you tackle Yōtei-zan once the snow has melted. The best trailhead is at Yōtei-zan Tozan-guchi, at 350m, meaning over 1500m of vertical climb. Most hikers get an early start, climbing and descending in a day. Allow six to 10 hours return, depending on how fit you are. There’s nothing too steep, but be physically and mentally prepared for a long day. Yōtei-zan is an exposed stand-alone volcano, so the weather can change extremely quickly, especially above the tree line. Check weather forecasts before you go, and take appropriate clothing and rainwear. There’s a refuge hut with minimal facilities at 1700m where you can overnight, then get up and climb to the top for sunrise. Do some homework on Yōtei-zan Refuge Hut if you’re planning to stay; bookings are a must in midsummer.

You can complete a loop of the crater rim in around an hour, with views of the Sea of Japan, the Pacific Ocean and Tōya-ko, unless, of course, you’re inside a cloud.
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MT FUJI LOOKALIKES

For hundreds, if not thousands of years, Mt Fuji has been the talk of Japan. Its perfect shape and dominating height made it the undisputed, and at times unifying, symbol of the country, even for many Japanese who had never seen it with their own eyes. Such was the awe of Mt Fuji’s beauty that villagers and townsfolk throughout Japan began creating their own local version of Mt Fuji to worship, admire and be proud of. Today, there are at least 30 well-known mountains called ‘something-or-other Fuji’, often attached to the old name of the province, before the new prefectural names were adopted from 1868. Hokkaidō’s Yōtei-zan is known as Ezo-Fuji, Kaimon-dake in Kagoshima Prefecture is Satsuma-Fuji, Iino-yama in Kagawa Prefecture is Sanuki-Fuji and so on.




Getting Around

If you visit Niseko in winter to hit the slopes, regular shuttle buses link the resorts and you’re unlikely to need your own wheels, unless heading further afield. In summer, if exploring, having a rental car will definitely enhance your visit.






SHIKOTSU-TōYA NATIONAL PARK
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To the south and southwest of Sapporo, Shikotsu-Tōya National Park (支笏洞爺国立公園) is somewhat oddly shaped, with pockets of wilderness carved out of a large swath of land. In the east, surrounded by soaring volcanoes, is the massive caldera lake of Shikotsu-ko, Japan’s second-deepest lake. In the south of the park, Noboribetsu Onsen is Hokkaidō’s premier hot-springs resort, while in the west you’ll find scenic Tōya-ko, a classically round caldera lake, easily circuited by bicycle. Also in the park is towering Yōtei-zan (1898m), resembling Mt Fuji, but so close to Niseko that we’ve included it in our Niseko section. While Upopoy, the new National Ainu Museum, opened in 2020, isn’t in Shikotsu-Tōya National Park, it’s close by on the coast in Shiraoi. The museum should be on the itinerary for those interested in the Ainu, now legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan.
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TOP TIP

Base yourself in Noboribetsu Onsen, but don’t miss Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park in Shiraoi, only a 30-minute drive away. It’s also only a 50-minute drive to Lake Tōya. Most visitors book accommodation with meals in Noboribetsu Onsen; there aren’t many outside restaurants in town.



Rejuvenation at Noboribetsu Onsen

BUSY LITTLE HOT-SPRINGS RESORT

Tucked away in its own valley near the coast, Noboribetsu Onsen (登別温泉) became famous throughout Japan for its rejuvenating waters when chosen as a health resort for injured soldiers following the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War. These days it’s Hokkaidō’s best-known onsen resort, with numerous hotels and a main drag called Gokuraku-dōri (Paradise St) extending up the narrow valley, featuring small restaurants, convenience stores and souvenir shops.

The source of Noboribetsu Onsen’s plentiful hot water is Jigoku-dani (Hell Valley), just above town, a hissing, steaming, sulphurous volcanic pit, part of the smoking crater of Kuttara-san. This resort is famous for the variety of its waters, with various types said to have differing rejuvenating characteristics. A wooden boardwalk in Jigoku-dani leads out to a boiling hot pool, while there are a number of short hiking trails to be enjoyed before or after a soak in town. According to legend, the hellish landscape is home to the oni (demon) Yukujin. Don’t worry, he’s kind and bestows luck; you’ll find statues of him all over town.

While you can have a bath at just about all the hotels without staying, Noboribetsu Onsen is worth an overnight visit. Top of the list of places to stay is Takimoto-kan, which has a rich history, with the original building opening in the late 1800s. The Grand Bath overlooks Jigoku-dani and features onsen water from five different source springs that feed 35 baths, both indoor and out, open 24 hours a day. The largest onsen facility in Hokkaidō, this place is well worth a splurge.


LAKE KUTTARA

A winding drive up a mountain road from Noboribetsu Onsen will bring you to the remarkable lake, Kuttara-ko (倶多楽湖). This volcanic caldera lake is known for its almost perfectly circular 8km circumference and for not having a single river flowing into or out of it. Fed only by rainwater and with no flow, Kuttara-ko has garnered a reputation as being one of the cleanest and most transparent lakes in Japan. It gets better. Tour buses aren’t allowed up the road, so it’s a remarkably peaceful, pleasant place to relax with nature. Take a picnic lunch, sit by the lake and enjoy. Paddle Street runs kayak, canoe and SUP trips (book ahead) and has a few rental ‘swan boats’ and rowboats.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN NOBORIBETSU ONSEN

Takimoto-kan

Well worth a splurge, Takimoto-kan has history, location and size on its side, just below Jigoku-dani. ¥¥¥

Adex Inn

Easier on the wallet; stay here and get free access to the Grand Bath at Takimoto-kan, over the road. ¥¥

Sobadokoro Fukuan

Popular spot for tasty soba noodle options for lunch and dinner, with an English menu; on Gokuraku-dōri. ¥

Cycling & Sculptures Around Tōya-ko

ENJOYABLE 36KM RIDE AROUND THE LAKE

In southwestern parts of the park, Tōya-ko (洞爺湖) is an almost classically round caldera lake, with a large island, Naka-jima, sitting in the middle. On the southern shores of the lake sits Tōyako Onsen, a sizeable town with some large hotels along its attractive waterfront and free hand and foot baths scattered about town (think of it as an onsen treasure hunt!). It’s a lovely natural environment here, deemed so impressive that the G8 Summit was held at Tōya-ko in 2008.

While paddle-steamers run lake cruises, the best way to see and enjoy Lake Tōya is to cycle around the 36km circumference on a rental bike. Pick one up opposite the Tourist Information Center (TIC) in town and allow three to five hours for an unrushed ride. There isn’t a marked cycle route, but if you stick to roads and routes nearest to the lake you can’t get lost. While the warmer months are best for this ride, the perimeter road is cleared of snow in winter, so you could take it on, though you’d likely need a soak in Tōyako Onsen afterwards to warm up.

A real highlight of the ride is the Tōya Gurutto Sculpture Park, with a total of 58 very impressive statues of stone, bronze, stainless steel and other materials that have been carefully placed around the lake. Information on each of the pieces, by well-known Japanese sculptors, can be found in English on the Tōya-ko town website. The volcanic cone of Yōtei-zan, to the north, makes a wonderful backdrop, while Usu-zan and its smoking neighbour, Shōwa Shin-zan, just to the south of Lake Tōya, seem somewhat surreal.

[image: jpg]

Noboribetsu Onsen | Akkhawin Lertsodsai/500px ©


LAKE SHIKOTSU

In the east of the park, you’ll find Shikotsu-ko (支笏湖), the second-deepest lake in Japan, renowned for its clear water. While it’s 250m above sea level, its deepest spot is 363m, or 113m below sea level. Not easy to reach without your own wheels, this is a superb area for independent exploration and camping. Shikotsu-ko Onsen, on the eastern side of the lake, is the only township. On the northern shores, Marukoma Onsen boasts a fantastic collection of lakeside baths. The caldera lake is surrounded by mountains, the best to climb being Tarumae-san (1041m), to the south. The trailhead starts at 650m and is only accessible with private wheels. Allow four to five hours return if you climb to the summit and circle the crater.



WHERE TO STAY, EAT & DRINK IN TōYA-KO

Tōya Kankō Hotel

Lakefront with stunning views, onsen in a cave and quality Japanese-style rooms. ¥¥¥

Hotel Cocoa Resort

High above Lake Tōya. You’ll need wheels to get here, but the rooms and views are superb. ¥¥

Bōyōtei

Serving up tasty Western-style dishes for reasonable prices in Tōya-ko Onsen for 70 years. ¥¥

Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park

LEARN ABOUT AINU TRADITIONS AND CULTURE

This wonderful complex in Shiraoi, opened in 2020, is the northernmost of Japan’s national museums and serves as the centre for the revival and development of Ainu culture. It was opened following the 2019 passing of an act in the Diet, the national legislature, that finally legally recognised the Ainu to be an indigenous people of Japan. After more than a century of forced assimilation and discrimination that saw Ainu culture and language almost disappear, there is now growing enthusiasm for an Ainu renaissance.

The flagship at Upopoy (ウポポイ) is the National Ainu Museum, charged with establishing an accurate and educational understanding of Ainu history and culture. Its exhibition hall is fascinating, focusing on various themes, including Ainu history, beliefs, language and daily life. Outside, the park sprawls around the southern end of Lake Poroto, with a kotan (village) of traditional Ainu buildings, where visitors can try on Ainu clothing, watch traditional performances, learn to play the mukkuri (mouth harp) and watch a dugout canoe demonstration on the lake. There are also craft studios and workshops with daily programs such as musical, woodworking, embroidery and Ainu language workshops. At the entrance to the park, there are a number of restaurants specialising in Ainu cuisine and shops selling Ainu handcrafts.

It’s all extremely well done and very heartening to see large Japanese school groups coming in to learn about Ainu history and culture. A visit to Upopoy is a must for anyone interested in indigenous peoples. The entrance is a 10-minute walk from JR Shiraoi Station.
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IRANKARAPTE! HELLO!

After almost dying out and being classified as a ‘critically endangered language’ by Unesco, the Ainu language is hopefully now on an upswing thanks to the Ainu people being legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan. Upopoy offers short Ainu language programs daily. The Foundation for Ainu Culture is training Ainu language instructors, while language courses for beginners are broadcast on STV (Sapporo Television) radio. The hope is for the Ainu language to be on the curriculum in Hokkaidō schools one day, and eventually, for Ainu television programming. If you’d like to learn some Ainu words, pick up a set of Ainu language playing cards at Upopoy. Each card has a different word on it to help with your Ainu study.




Getting Around

The national park is spread out and covers a large area. While you can get to both Noboribetsu Onsen and Lake Tōya by using a combination of train and bus, to do any further exploring, it would be more than useful to have rental wheels. Upopoy is within walking distance of JR Shiraoi Station on the coast.






HAKODATE
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The southern gateway to the island of Hokkaidō and the island’s third-largest city, Hakodate (函館; population 275,000) is built on a narrow strip of land between Hakodate Harbour to the west and the Tsugaru Strait to the east. Night views overlooking the city from atop Hakodate-yama (334m), at the tip of the peninsula, are the city’s most well-known attraction.

Under the Kanagawa Treaty of 1854, the city was one of the first two ports to be opened up to American ships; later, it hosted a small diverse foreign community. Much of that influence can still be seen in the Motomachi District, a hillside that is sprinkled with European buildings and churches. The waterfront boasts a red-brick warehouse district and hosts a popular morning market, and nostalgic trams still make the rounds of the city. Further north Goryōkaku Fort Park is in the shape of a five-pointed star and was Japan’s first Western-style fort.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hakodate-yama

SIGHTS

2Akarenga (Red-brick) Warehouse District

3Gotenyama Battery

4Hakodate Morning Market

5Old English Consulate

6Old Public Hall of Hakodate Ward

7Orthodox Church

SLEEPING

8Flexstay Inn Hakodate Station

9La Vista Hakodate Bay

EATING

10Daimon Yokochō

DRINKING

11Hakodate Beer

12Hakoniwa Cafe




TOP TIP

Hakodate’s highlights are time specific and can be visited in a day. Start early at the morning market, ride the tram out to explore Goryōkaku Fort Park, then stroll the waterfront and Motomachi District, before heading up Hakodate-yama for the famous night views in the evening.



Top-Ranking Night Views of Hakodate

CELEBRATED SCENERY FROM ATOP HAKODATE-YAMA

Since the concept of the ‘Three Best Views of Japan’ (Nihon Sankei) was first created in 1643, the Japanese have loved to come up with lists and rankings of celebrated scenic sights around Japan, such as the ‘Three Great Gardens’ (Nihon Sanmeien). Imagine the excitement in 1915, then, when Hakodate made the official list of Japan’s three most celebrated scenic night views, Nihon Sandai Yakei, also known as ‘the million-dollar night views’. Mention you’ve been to Hakodate and every Japanese person you know will ask if you took in the view from atop Hakodate-yama (334m) after dark – it’s that well known throughout the country!

On clear days and nights, in particular, the views from the mountain are spectacular. Head to the top for sunset or after dark to see the lit-up peninsula, which locals say is shaped like Hokkaidō itself, against the pitch-black waters of Hakodate Bay to the west and the Tsugaru Strait to the east. In addition to the multiple viewing platforms that look north out over the city, seek out the remains of an old fort known as Gotenyama Battery, and look for the Blakiston Monument.

There are various options for getting to the observatory at the summit. You can take a ropeway up from the base station in the Motomachi District below, catch a bus from Hakodate Station, drive up on the toll-free road (closed to cars in the evenings between 5pm and 10pm) or hike up on one of a number of trails, taking about an hour.


THE BLAKISTON LINE

Atop Hakodate-yama, there’s a monument dedicated to English naturalist Thomas Blakiston, who lived in Hakodate from 1861–84. Blakiston was the first to notice that the native animals of Hokkaidō are different species from those on the southern side of the Tsugaru Strait on Honshū. While Hokkaidō had land bridges with north Asia, via Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands, southern Japan’s land bridges connected it to the Korean Peninsula. Bears found on Honshū are Asiatic black bears, while Hokkaidō’s are Ussuri brown bears. Japanese macaque monkeys live on Honshū, but not Hokkaidō. Other species found north of what is called the ‘Blakiston Line’ are Siberian chipmunks, Hokkaidō red squirrels, ezo-jika (Hokkaidō deer), kita-kitsune (northern fox) and Blakiston’s fish owl, named after the man himself.



WHERE TO STAY IN HAKODATE

Flexstay Inn Hakodate Station

Small rooms but fresh and clean. Located opposite JR Hakodate Station. ¥¥

Hotel MyStays Hakodate Goryokaku

Budget option with Western-style rooms next to Goryō-kaku-kōen-mae tram stop. ¥

La Vista Hakodate Bay

In a perfect spot on the waterfront, La Vista has hot springs with a view on the top floor. ¥¥¥

Explore Historic Motomachi

ONE OF JAPAN’S FIRST FOREIGN COMMUNITIES

In the 1854 Treaty of Kanagawa, between the Tokugawa Shogunate and the USA (represented by Commodore Matthew Perry), Hakodate, along with Shimoda, was one of two designated ports to be opened to American ships. Subsequently, in 1859, along with Yokohama and Nagasaki, Hakodate was opened up to international trade, attracting foreign business people and creating a diverse international community. Motomachi (元町), on the lower slopes of Mt Hakodate, became home to foreign consulates, churches and residences, and these days makes an intriguing area to explore, with historic buildings scattered around the hillside among modern neighbourhoods.

Take a tram to Suehiro-chō, then head uphill to find the Old English Consulate (1913), now a small museum with an accompanying ‘tea room’. The Old Public Hall of Hakodate Ward (1910) is an ornate mansion of colonial-style architecture, awash in blues and yellows, and the Orthodox Church (1916), a Russian church, features distinctive copper domes and spires. The reason these buildings were built in the early 1900s is that they replaced older buildings burned down in a massive fire in 1907 that devastated Motomachi. The Foreigners’ Cemetery, overlooking Hakodate Bay, sits near a number of Buddhist temples and cemeteries, and features graves marked with English, French and Russian inscriptions, the oldest being those of two sailors from the American Navy’s 1854 visit.

At the southern end of the port, not far from Suehiro-chō tram stop, Hakodate’s Akarenga (Red-brick) Warehouse District, also constructed after the 1907 fire, is these days a popular home to food markets, cafes, shops and galleries.
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HAKODATE MORNING MARKET

Just south of JR Hakodate Station, the city’s vibrant asa-ichi has 250 stalls selling fresh seafood, dried fish, seasonal fruit, plus all sorts of confections and souvenirs. This is the place to try kaisen-don (seafood rice bowl), uni-ikura domburi (sea urchin and salmon eggs on rice), grilled crab or squid sashimi after you’ve just caught the squid out of a tank – all for breakfast! Stalls open from 5am-ish until around noon, but get there early for the freshest seafood. The market area sprawls over a number of blocks and you’re in for a fascinating wander. A visit here can be followed up by a stroll south in the popular part of town between the station and Motomachi.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN HAKODATE

Hakodate Beer

Order a tasting tray of beer brewed on-site and dine from a decent restaurant menu. ¥¥

Hakoniwa Cafe

Art, atmosphere and refreshments at this retro gallery and cafe next to the Jujigai tram stop. ¥

Daimon Yokochō

A couple of alleys full of tiny restaurants and bars, not far inland from JR Hakodate Station. ¥

A Star-Shaped Park, Goryōkaku-kōen

SITE OF JAPAN’S FIRST WESTERN-STYLE FORT

Completed in 1866, Goryōkaku (五稜郭; meaning ‘five-sided fort’) was Japan’s first attempt at building a Western-style fortress, based on the work of French architect Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban. Shaped like a five-pointed star, it was constructed by the Tokugawa Shogunate to protect Hakodate and the Tsugaru Strait from a possible Russian invasion. Just after the Meiji Restoration of 1868, however, it became the headquarters of the Republic of Ezo, a short-lived separatist state led by disgruntled officers of the former Tokugawa Shogunate that lasted for only five months. It fell to soldiers of the Meiji government in the Battle of Hakodate.

Nothing remains of the actual structure, but the footprint, a park encircled by a star-shaped moat, has became an attractive public park and green space, home to over 1600 cherry trees that run riot from late April. The park is considered the top cherry-blossom-viewing spot in Hakodate. The Goryōkaku Festival in mid-May commemorates those who died in the Battle of Hakodate, with a parade of locals clad in combat uniforms of that era.

While it’s virtually impossible to appreciate the shape of the site of the former fort from ground level, it’s easy to see when viewed from the observation decks of Goryōkaku Tower (五稜郭タワー), 90m above the ground. Going up the tower is highly recommended. There’s a good exhibition on Goryōkaku-kōen’s history on the upper observation deck. To get to the park, take a tram to the Goryōkaku-kōen-mae stop and walk north for about 15 minutes. The tower is easy to spot.
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CATCHING A FERRY TO HOKKAIDō

While it’s easy to get to Hokkaidō by flying or taking the train, you can also hop on a ferry. Hakodate has ferry links with Aomori City, and with Ōma, at the tip of the Shimokita Peninsula, Honshū’s northernmost point. Ferries also operate up and down the Sea of Japan side of Honshū, connecting various ports such as Maizuru (Kyoto-fu), Tsuruga (Fukui-ken), Niigata and Akita with Hokkaidō’s Otaru and Tomakomai ports. On the Pacific coast, ferries run between Tomakomai and the Honshū ports of Nagoya, Ōarai (Ibaraki-ken), Sendai and Hachinohe (Aomori-ken). Riding a long-distance ferry is an experience in itself. Even the cheapest tickets get you tatami space, and most overnight ferries offer public bath facilities. Enjoy the ride!




Getting Around

Hakodate City has an excellent tram and bus system. There are only a couple of tram lines, but they get you close to most places of interest. Keep in mind that while JR Hakodate Station is in the central city, the shinkansen (bullet train) from Honshū arrives at JR Shin-Hakodate-Hokuto Station, a 20-minute train ride to the north.






Beyond Hakodate
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Southern Hokkaidō, beyond Hakodate, offers some interesting places to explore, most of which see few international visitors.


Before the days of jet aircraft and undersea train tunnels, visitors arrived in Hakodate by ferry and spread out from there. There’s plenty to keep you occupied should you have an interest in exploring small-town southern Hokkaidō. Southwest of Hakodate is the historical town of Matsumae, the centre of Japanese political power on Hokkaidō before the Meiji Restoration of 1868, but these days well off the radar of foreign visitors. North of Hakodate is pretty Ōnuma Quasi-National Park, a peaceful mountain and lake playground well worth a visit. Lovers of open-air onsen will smile with glee at the prospect of soaking in hot pools in the sea at Mizunashi Kaihin Onsen on the east coast.
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TOP TIP

Both Matsumae and Mizunashi Kaihin Onsen make great day trips from Hakodate, but you’ll need wheels to get to them.



Hokkaidō’s Only Feudal-Era Castle

STRONGHOLD OF THE MATSUMAE CLAN

Matsumae (松前), about 100km southwest of Hakodate, is a fascinating town with an intriguing history. The Japanese left Hokkaidō to the Ainu until 1590, when the Matsumae clan of northern Honshū was given permission by shogun Toyotomi Hideyoshi to extend their domain to southern Ezo, to protect Japan from ‘barbarian’ attacks from the north. The Matsumae did just that, and their northern outpost at Matsumae, just west of Cape Shirakami, the southernmost point of Hokkaidō, became a prosperous town, protected by a garrison at Matsumae Castle. It was the only Japanese-style castle built on Hokkaidō, just 20km across the Tsugaru Strait from, and within sight of, Honshū. When Japanese colonisation began in earnest after the Meiji Restoration, Matsumae was effectively bypassed in the race north.

These days, Matsumae is a peaceful town that sees few foreign visitors, mainly due to its remote location. Although present-day, three-storey Matsumae Castle is a reconstruction, it dominates the town and its grounds boast 10,000 cherry trees of 250 varieties that explode with blossoms between late April and late May. The temple district behind the castle is home to historic buildings seen nowhere else on Hokkaidō, as the rest of the island was not populated by Japanese until the mid-1800s to late 1800s.

Sumō fans will enjoy visiting Yokozuna Museum in the neighbouring town to the east, Fukushima (福島). Two Grand Champions (yokozuna) hail from this tiny town: Chiyonoyama, the first yokozuna from Hokkaidō, active in the 1950s; and his hometown protegé, Chiyonofuji, known as ‘the wolf’, a legend from 1981 through 1991.


SEIKAN TUNNEL

A marvel of Japanese engineering, the Seikan railway tunnel (青函トンネル) travels beneath the Tsugaru Strait, connecting Hokkaidō with Aomori, the northernmost prefecture on Japan’s main island of Honshū. With a total length of 53.85km, including a 240m-deep and 23.3km-long undersea portion, the Seikan Tunnel was the deepest and longest undersea tunnel in the world when it opened with great fanfare in 1988. Shinkansen presently run through the tunnel to Shin-Hakodate-Hokuto Station near Hakodate, and the link through to Sapporo is expected to be running in 2030. Tunnel buffs can visit the Seikan Tunnel Museum, in a building designed like sections of the undersea tunnel, in the small town of Fukushima (福島), best incorporated with a visit to nearby Matsumae.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MATSUMAE

Onsen Ryokan Yano

Lovely place just below the castle; has large communal baths and Japanese-style rooms. ¥¥

Yokohama-sō

A real Japanese family-run ryokan experience with futon, shared bathrooms and local-style meals. ¥¥

Ogura

Small place below the castle with lots of soba noodle options; open for lunch daily. ¥

Relax at Ōnuma Quasi-National Park

PEACEFUL NATURAL RETREAT NEAR HAKODATE

Only 30 minutes north of Hakodate by express train, Ōnuma Quasi-National Park (大沼国定公園) is the coastal city’s version of a mountain and lake playground. Sitting beneath the impressive Komaga-take volcano (1131m) is the lovely lake, Ōnuma (big pond), and its sibling Konuma (small pond), formed when mudflows dammed up depressions at the base of the volcano during ancient eruptions. The Ōnuma area has been a haven for international visitors since the early Meiji period, when Hakodate was one of the few Japanese ports open for foreign trade. Members of the Italian and German royal families turned up in the late 1800s, but things really took off when Emperor Meiji himself came for a look in 1881, attracting national attention.

There’s a lot to do here in the warmer seasons. Consider taking a cruise on the lake, or walking one of the four trails that use the 18 bridges linking Ōnuma’s numerous small islands. There are rental bikes near the station and good cycling options; a leisurely ride around the lake (14km) will take a couple of hours. Expect gorgeous views across Ōnuma of Komagatake and to see a lot of waterbirds. There are a number of good campgrounds in the area and camping is popular in summer. If you’re here in winter, Ōnuma is known for its snowshoeing, ice fishing and snowmobiling.

There’s an excellent TIC in the building next to JR Ōnuma-kōen Station and the attractive areas nearby can easily be reached and explored on foot. Don’t forget to visit Bräuhaus Onuma, only a short walk from the station, for a refreshing local brew.
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ŌNUMA CRAFT BREWERY

It’s difficult for beer aficionados not to get excited by the brews at Bräuhaus Onuma, near JR Ōnuma-kōen Station. From the outside, the German-style brew house of the Ōnuma Craft Brewery screams ‘beer’ and if you’ve been walking, cycling or snowshoeing, this is your après-effort reward. These guys focus on small-scale, community-minded brews, using local southern Hokkaidō products such as Nanae apples, Hokuto rice and spring onions, and they use water from the foot of nearby Mt Yokotsu. Head in to taste the German-style Kölsch and Alt, both at 5%, plus a stronger 8% India Pale Ale. Hokkaidō-made sausage and cheese are on the food menu. Try the Negi Beer, made from spring onions, if its still around!



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN ŌNUMA QUASI-NATIONAL PARK

Hakodate-Ōnuma Prince Hotel

Lush retreat with great facilities and a station shuttle. Good prices outside high season. ¥¥

Pension Kaza

Good budget option near JR Ōnuma-kōen Station with Western-style rooms and a friendly atmosphere. ¥¥

Numa-no-ie

Opposite the station, head here to try Ōnuma Dango, the well-known local version of tasty sweet dumplings. ¥

Soak in an Onsen in the Sea

BATHING AT MIZUNASHI KAIHIN ONSEN

This is one of those hidden jewels; a remote onsen in rock pools by the sea that only shows itself when the tide is low. When the tide is in, the pools are completely covered by the sea, but turn up at the right time of day and you’re in for a special treat. Part of the fun is getting there. If you’re up for an adventure and have your own wheels, head out on Rte 278 to the Kameda Peninsula, east of Hakodate. When the road heads inland, follow it up and over to the far coast, then turn right on Rte 231 and drive southeast to the end of the road. The 52km drive will take a tad over an hour from Hakodate.

Here you’ll find Mizunashi Kaihin Onsen (水無海浜温泉), with rudimentary changing facilities and stone steps down to open-air hot pools in the sea. This is kon-yoku (mixed gender bathing), not for the bashful. While some bathers go naked, others wear bathing suits. It’s pretty much up to you, and unlike at most onsen in Japan, it won’t be frowned upon if you opt for a bathing suit. The onsen is free-to-use and there’s no officialdom on-site. To avoid disappointment, check tide times through the link on the Travel Hakodate website under Hot Springs, or ask at TICs in Hakodate.

Consider combining your onsen visit with a trip to Ōnuma Quasi-National Park (60km northwest), then drive 34km south back to Hakodate to complete the loop for an enjoyable day trip.
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HOKKAIDō’S PIONEER TOWNS

Immigration to Hokkaidō took off in the 1870s, with the Hokkaidō government compiling a guidebook for immigrants and even subsidising transport expenses. Groups came from all over Japan, in many cases staying together and forming new communities. After natural disasters devastated their hometown of Totsukawa-go in Nara Prefecture, a group settled by the Ishikari River, north of Sapporo in 1890, and called their new town Shin-Totsukawa (New Totsukawa). Another group from Hiroshima set up near Sapporo, calling their town Kita-hiroshima (North Hiroshima). The pioneers who settled in Obihiro came from Shizuoka, while those in Yakumo, in southern Hokkaidō, came from Nagoya.




Getting Around

You’ll need your own wheels to do some exploring in southern Hokkaidō, especially if heading southwest from Hakodate to Matsumae, or east to Mizunashi Kaihin Onsen. Ōnuma Regional Park is a stop on the JR Hakodate line, easily reached by train.






FURANO
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A delight in all seasons, Furano (富良野) is one of Japan’s most inland towns and considered the centre of Hokkaidō, a distinction that has earned it the cute nickname of Heso-no-machi (Belly-Button Town). At 43.3 degrees north, Furano is, somewhat surprisingly, the same latitude as Marseille in the south of France and the resemblance doesn’t end there. Furano produces wine, cheese and farm-fresh produce, boasts fields of flowers, especially lavender, in summer and offers lots of walking, hiking and biking opportunities. Winters are cold, bringing extreme amounts of powdery snow, making Furano one of Japan’s top skiing and snowboarding destinations.

Nearby, the small town of Biei is known Japan-wide for its Patchwork and Panorama roads, two routes that are renowned for their scenery and are enjoyed by both cyclists and drivers. One of Hokkaidō’s best free-to-use open-air mountain onsen, Fukiage Roten-no-yu, is also close at hand.
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SIGHTS

1Furano Winery

ACTIVITIES

2Furano Zone

3Kitanomine Zone

SLEEPING

4Cottage Morino Nakamatachi

5Furano Natulux Hotel

6Hostel Tomar

EATING

7Bus Stop

8Haus Von Frau Kurosawa

9Ice Milk Factory

10Kumagera

11Masaya

12Yuiga Doxon

SHOPPING

13Furano Cheese Factory

14Furano Marché

15Ningle Terrace




TOP TIP

Check where you’re staying. Accommodation is split in Furano, with winter-type places at the bottom of the ski lifts to the west. There are a number of hotels in the main part of Furano, near the station, a few kilometres east of the ski resort.
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Patchwork Road Course, Biei | DoctorEgg/Getty Images ©
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Tasting Wine, Cheese & Ice Cream

A TOUCH OF SOUTHERN FRANCE IN HOKKAIDŌ

With a similar latitude, climate and variety of attractions to the south of France, Furano has a lot to like once the snows of ski season have melted away. You can pretty much cover the bases in town by wandering around the Furano Marché shopping complex, with its cafes, wine shop, homemade bread (the Japanese word for bread is pan!) and produce market. But the best way to get a feel for Furano is to secure some wheels and cruise around the periphery of town – and those wheels could well be rental electric bikes from outside JR Furano Station.

On a hill a few kilometres northwest of JR Furano Station, and overlooking the valley with lovely views, is the brick building Chateau Furano, home to Furano Winery. It is the best place to check out the winemaking process and indulge in a complimentary tipple. This is a municipal winery, set up in the 1970s, run by Furano city using local Furano grapes. There’s a surprisingly large selection of whites, reds and rosés.

You’ll find Furano Cheese Factory about 2km south of Furano Station, producing and selling butter, ice cream and cheese made from Furano milk. There’s a very good pizza restaurant, using cheese made on-site, of course, plus the opportunity to try your hand at making cheese or ice cream, for which you’ll need to book ahead online.

A couple of local cuisine specialities may tickle your fancy too. Omu-kare, an omelette curry fusion, has legions of fans in Furano, while Chīzu-ramen is a concoction involving shredding local cheese over a bowl of ramen.
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NINGLE TERRACE

This very cutesy place for art and craft lovers features 15 log cabins connected by boardwalks in the forest outside the New Furano Prince Hotel, at the base of the Furano ski resort. Each specialises in a different craft, with everything from wooden toys to leather goods, ‘forest candles’ to handmade paper goods. ‘Kaleidoscope House’ is totally captivating. Most of the artists are on-site, creating more of their work while tending their studios. A charming spot in all seasons, Ningle Terrace is open noon to 8.45pm daily and the boardwalks are lit up by fairy lights after dark. The name comes from the novel Ningle by Sō Kuramoto, which features a wise little creature named Ningle, who lives in a forest in Hokkaidō.



WHERE TO STAY IN FURANO

Furano Natulux Hotel

Award-winning modern hotel within sight of Furano Station; top communal bathing area. ¥¥¥

Hostel Tomar

Popular hostel in central Furano with dorms, communal lounge, kitchen and friendly staff. ¥

Cottage Morino Nakamatachi

Well set-up cottages near Kitanomine Zone ski lifts; kitchen, parking and more. ¥¥

Furano Skiing & Snowboarding

GREAT DEALS FOR FAMILIES

Furano gets excellent light and dry snow, yet compared to Niseko remains relatively undiscovered by foreign skiers and boarders. A great incentive for families to show up here, however, is that children aged 12 and under ski for free. The slopes, in two connected ski areas to the west of Furano town and with a combined nine lifts, are listed as 40% beginner, 40% intermediate and 20% advanced. The Kitanomine Zone, to the north, has a top elevation of 943m and has an extensive accommodation area at its base, with a number of hotels, pensions, restaurants, bars and cafes. The Furano Zone, to the south, has lifts up to 1074m and features the Shin-Furano Prince Hotel and accompanying facilities at its base. The two zones are connected near the top of the mountain and one ski pass covers both zones. Views east across Furano township and the valley to the Tokachi mountains and Daisetsuzan National Park are spectacular on a good day.

Skiing in Furano dates back to 1931, while the first lift was installed in 1962. The season usually runs from late November to early May, dependent on snowfall. Furano has hosted numerous international events, giving it a growing reputation overseas, and while Niseko remains the kingpin in Hokkaidō for foreign skiers and boarders, Furano is an excellent option for those wanting to explore further afield. The base of the Kitanomine Zone is only 3km away from JR Furano Station and its surrounding township, which also offers a number of decent accommodation options.
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ASAHIKAWA AIRPORT

Sitting in the main valley, 15km south of Hokkaidō’s second-largest city of Asahikawa (旭川; population 330,000) and 40km north of Furano, Asahikawa Airport is a viable entry point to Hokkaidō. Skiers and snowboarders heading to Furano to hit the slopes in winter, and those aiming to explore Daisetsuzan National Park in summer, will find it especially convenient. There are direct flights from Tokyo and other large Japanese cities, plus Asahikawa Airport has been receiving short-haul international flights from various cities in Asia since 2018. You can pick up a rental car at the airport, or catch a bus to Asahikawa (30 minutes) or to Furano (one hour) via Biei.



WHERE TO EAT IN FURANO

Masaya

Close to Furano Station, Masaya has top meals and an English menu; sit at the counter and enjoy. ¥¥

Yuiga Doxon

Rustic log-cabin place in Furano, serving curry, handmade sausages, venison and omu-kare. ¥

Kumagera

Tasty Ainu sausages, beef, salted herring and more not far from Furano Station; English spoken. ¥¥

Furano’s Fabulous Flower Fields

SPECTACULAR DISPLAYS THROUGH SUMMER

These days a major visitor attraction, Furano’s lavender fields have changed focus from the 1950s, when lavender was simply a profitable agricultural product. With the arrival of cheaper, imported lavender into Japan in the 1970s, Furano’s lavender growers put their thinking caps on and came up with carefully organised, planted, sprawling flower fields of more than just lavender to attract visitors to Furano in summer. Expect to be dazzled by rainbows of colour, with staggered blooming seasons meaning that the full viewing season lasts from June until September. While the lavender is at its best mid-July to early August, you’ll see poppies, lupins and rape blossoms in June, lilies from July and cosmos, salvias and sunflowers in August and September. It’s a raging summer spectacle of colour.

You need to see Farm Tomita (ファーム富田) to believe it. More than a tad touristy, it produces squeals of delight from Japanese visitors. While the fields and flowers are the obvious highlight, the cafe and gift shop sell lavender-infused everything, including soft-serve ice creams, puddings, jellies, pastries and soft drinks. Farm Tomita is so popular that from June to September, JR even opens its seasonal Lavender-Batake (Lavender Field) Station, a five- to 10-minute walk away. Entry and parking at Farm Tomita are free.

Flower fields are everywhere, though, and if you’ve got a set of wheels, you’ll enjoy cruising around in the valley. Farm Tomita’s second location, Lavender East is also spectacular, while Flower Land Kami-Furano has a hillside location offering gorgeous flower fields with stunning mountain backdrops.


BELLY-BUTTON FESTIVAL

With Furano smack dab in the middle of Hokkaidō and the town having the nickname of Heso-no-machi (Belly-Button Town), it’s only natural that Furano celebrates one of Japan’s quirkier festivals, Heso Matsuri (へそ祭り), held annually on 28 and 29 July – the Furano Belly-Button Festival. This fun-filled festival, going since 1969, features all things belly-button. The highlight is Heso-odori (Bellybutton Dance), in which well-lubricated dancers have unique faces, known as zubara, painted on their bellies. Belly facial expressions change with the beat of the music. The dancers wear conical straw hats over their heads to hide their real faces, producing hysterical results. Around 5000 come to dance, with thousands more coming to watch. Join in the fun, with a humorous face painted on your midriff.



WHERE TO GET A TREAT IN FURANO

Ice Milk Factory

At the Furano Cheese Factory; your chance to try seasonal ice creams such as asparagus, pumpkin and corn. ¥

Bus Stop

In town at Furano Marché, try handmade manjū, a traditional Japanese confectionary with azuki bean filling. ¥

Haus Von Frau Kurosawa

Pick up traditional German cake, baumkuchen, also a popular dessert in Japan; two outlets in Furano. ¥¥

Exploring on Two Wheels from Biei

SCENIC PATCHWORK AND PANORAMA ROADS

Up the valley, 33km north from Furano, you’ll find the small town of Biei (美瑛), renowned throughout Japan as a scenic cycling destination, with the dramatic mountains of Daisetsuzan National Park as a backdrop. Biei’s surrounds boast meandering country lanes passing through fields of sunflowers, lavender and white birch. This is primarily a summer destination, with visitors coming to explore the countryside, maybe pick up local produce from farm stands and visit a cute little cottage cafe or two. Local scenery, in particular attractive trees and fields with mountains in the background, have been used in popular television commercials over the years, and many Japanese come to see where they were filmed.

Initially, get yourself sorted out by going to the superb Biei Tourist Centre, next to JR Biei Station. There are a number of rental shops nearby that rent out both road bikes and electric bikes. If you’re not a regular on two wheels, go for an electric bike as there are a number of hills on the various routes. Rental bikes come with maps and there is easy-to-follow signage. The Patchwork Road Course, to the northwest of town, is 18km long, taking two to three hours by bicycle. Hint: get an e-bike and watch out for cars, as you’ll be sharing the road with drivers following the same route. The longer Panorama Road Course, to the southeast of Biei, is 24km and takes around four hours, sharing the road with other vehicles. Both courses have lots of interesting places to stop along the way, so take your time and enjoy the ride.


SHIROGANE BLUE POND

Twenty kilometres southeast of Biei is the Shirogane Blue Pond (白金青い池), seen on computer screens worldwide since it was used at the unveiling of the Apple MacBook Pro in 2012 and then as a Mac wallpaper. Taken by Japanese photographer Kent Shiraishi, the image of the startlingly azure pond with bare trees coming out of the water was a big hit and helped put Biei on visitor bucket lists. While the pond is actually human-made, the result of works to protect Biei from volcanic mudflows, the spectacular colour is thought to be due to the presence of colloidal aluminium hydroxide in the water. Biei town has constructed a 20km (one-way) riverside bikepath out to the Blue Pond, which has become an extremely popular ride.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN BIEI

B Cycle

Close to Biei Station, this hostel is a good budget option with clean, comfortable rooms. ¥

Hotel Lavenir Biei

Located a stone’s throw from JR Biei Station. Good rooms and a warm, enthusiastic welcome. ¥¥

Kame Tsuru

This small place, popular with locals, morphs from restaurant at lunchtime to izakaya at night. ¥

Hot Steaming Water in the Forest

SAVOUR A SOAK AT FUKIAGE ROTEN-NO-YU

This is a very Japanese experience and something special! If you like sitting naked in small pools of hot steaming water, surrounded by pristine forest, then head to Fukiage Roten-no-yu (吹上露天の湯). It’s not for the shy, though. Basically, you just strip off and enjoy a soak. It’s kon-yoku, meaning that men and women bathe together, and there are no changing facilities. In fact, there’s nothing there at all. You might like to take a small modesty towel if you’ve got one.

This semi-secret spot is difficult to get to without your own wheels. It’s a 45-minute drive from Furano, high in the mountains to the east of the valley, in the southwestern corner of Daisetsuzan National Park, only a few minutes’ drive from Tokachi-dake Onsen. There’s a sign and parking lot on the downhill side of Rte 966, then a 200m track down through the quiet forest. If you’ve turned up in winter, anticipate an atmospheric dip in steaming pools surrounded by snow; be extremely careful on the track though, as it can get icy and slippery. We repeat: there’s nothing there except two hot pools. Both can get very hot, so test the water before hopping in. The lower pool is usually not as hot as the top one.

If you come after dark, bring a flashlight, as there is no artificial lighting. On clear nights, the moon and stars should provide ample light for manoeuvring around the baths. As there’s no form of officialdom, Fukiage Roten-no-yu is open 24 hours. Enjoy!
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WHY I LOVE OPEN-AIR ONSEN
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Craig McLachlan, writer

There’s something about getting into hot water! Especially when it’s somewhere outdoors in a natural environment, where it’s free, kon-yoku (mixed-gender) and culturally appropriate to be completely naked. Hokkaidō has lots of onsen like this. One of my favourites is Fukiage Roten-no-yu. I love strolling down the path through the forest to find a couple of steaming hot pools, potentially with no-one else around. Even better if there’s still snow on the ground, adding to the atmosphere.




Getting Around

Both trains and buses link Furano to Sapporo and, further north, to Asahikawa, with stops in Kami-furano, Bibaushi and Biei. If you’re based in Furano, you’re unlikely to need a rental car to hit the slopes in winter. But once the snow has gone, the freedom provided by a rental vehicle will make your visit much more enjoyable. Rental bicycles, including e-bikes, are available outside Furano and Biei Stations.






DAISETSUZAN NATIONAL PARK
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Known as ‘Nutakukamushupe’ in Ainu, meaning ‘big snowy mountain’, Daisetsuzan National Park (大雪山国立公園) is Japan’s largest national park. It was designated in 1934 and covers a huge 2270 sq km. Nicknamed ‘the rooftop of Hokkaidō’, it’s a vast wilderness of soaring mountains, with active volcanoes, remote onsen, clear lakes and dense forests.

With little infrastructure in the park, most visitors base themselves in the hot-spring villages around its periphery. It’s an outdoor enthusiast’s paradise, offering excellent hiking, magnificent flora and fauna, onsen-soaking and even winter-sports opportunities. The two access points in the north, Asahidake Onsen in the northwest and Sōunkyō Onsen to the northeast, offer ropeways to lift visitors up to altitude for marvellous alpine experiences. A magnificent wildcard is Daisetsu Kōgen Onsen, with its rustic accommodation and a hike celebrated for its brown bears.
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TOP TIP

Stay a night in the park if you can, but be prepared. Book meals where you stay if overnighting in Asahidake Onsen. There are a few outside restaurants in Sōunkyō Onsen, while at Daisetsu Kōgen Onsen meals will be included in your overnight cost.



Summit Hokkaidō’s Highest Peak, Asahi-dake

FROM ASAHIDAKE ONSEN IN THE NORTHWEST

In the northwestern corner of the national park, Asahidake Onsen (旭岳温泉) sits at 1100m and is relatively easily reached by car or bus. At the bottom of the Asahidake Ropeway, it has a small cluster of accommodation options and a well-equipped visitor centre, but no shops or petrol stations and only one restaurant (lunch only). Those who stay, and it’s a wonderful mountain location to overnight, should plan on eating at their lodging.

The ropeway lifts sightseers and hikers up to Sugatami (1600m), giving excellent views and making a day hike to Asahi-dake (旭岳; 2290m) a very feasible four- to five-hour return. The ropeway’s upper station is above the tree line, surrounded by an alpine tundra-type landscape. The trail is mainly volcanic gravel, and you’ll see plenty of steaming, sulphur-smelling, volcanic vents from the track on the way to the summit, especially around Jigoku-dani (Hell Valley).

Keen, fit and experienced hikers may wish to loop back to the top of the ropeway from Asahi-dake’s summit via Mamiya-dake (2185m) and Naka-dake Onsen, a potentially scalding little hot pool. Check the temperature before soaking your feet! This addition will mean you’re in for six to eight hours on the trails for the day. If you’re only after a short stroll, there’s a very nice, 1.7km loop around Sugatami-daira at the top of the ropeway that will take an hour or so. Its highlight is Kagami-ike (Mirror Pond), where you may get to enjoy gorgeous reflections of Asahi-dake.

Get advice and weather forecasts at the excellent visitor centre at the bottom of the ropeway.
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SKIING OPTIONS

While it’s definitely not a place for beginners, an exceptional skiing experience is to be had at Asahidake Onsen in winter. The Asahidake Ropeway is the only lift, whisking skiers and boarders from 1100m up to 1600m. The ski courses are listed as 50% intermediate and 50% advanced. Expect dry powder and scenic views. It’s recommended to ski with an experienced mountain guide, as there’s minimal signage and the courses are unpatrolled.

Similarly, there are skiing and boarding slopes using the chairlift at the top of the Kurodake Ropeway above Sōunkyō Onsen. Rated 50% beginner, 30% intermediate and 20% advanced, the runs here offer excellent snow conditions, with backcountry and snowshoe hiking options.

Check out snowjapan.com for more on both areas.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN ASAHIDAKE ONSEN

K’s House

Decent budget option with dorms, Japanese and Western-style rooms, kitchen-use and onsen. ¥

Hotel Bearmonte

Top hotel with onsen baths, good rooms and restaurant near the bottom ropeway station. ¥¥¥

Sugatami Restaurant

On the 2nd floor of the bottom ropeway station; lunch only, with a simple menu. ¥

Forays from Sōunkyō Onsen

ONSEN VILLAGE IN THE NORTHEAST

The national park’s main access point from the northeast, Sōunkyō Onsen (層雲峡温泉), at 670m above sea level, is a lovely little village at which to base yourself for forays into the park. There’s bustling pedestrian Canyon Mall, a number of accommodation and eating options, and plenty of hot water, as you’d expect in a remote hot-springs resort. Kurodake-no-yu offers handsome baths, including a 3rd-floor rotemburo (outdoor bath) with views. You can soak your feet for free at the ashi-yu next to Yumoto Ginsenkaku hotel.

The popular Kurodake Ropeway lifts both hikers and sightseers up to 1300m for gorgeous mountain views, particularly in autumn when the colours are spectacular. From there, a chairlift can take you up to 1520m, making for a relatively easy hike on a well-trodden trail up to Kuro-dake at 1984m. This hike is a favourite with alpine plant and flower enthusiasts. Most visitors to Sōunkyō Onsen ride the ropeway, but fewer hop on the chairlift. Once on the trail, you’ll likely see more chipmunks than fellow hikers.

The characters for Sōunkyō (層雲峡) are translated as ‘Layer Cloud Gorge’. A 13km string of scenic, narrow gorges along the Ishikari-gawa features waterfalls and stunning, perpendicular cliffs and rock formations that totally captivate visitors. This is the very same Ishikari River that empties out into the Sea of Japan just north of Sapporo. There are plenty of road pull-offs and observation points. Make sure to take the short detour to view Ryūsei-no-taki (Shooting Star Falls) and Ginga-no-taki (Milky Way Falls).
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LONGER HIKING OPTIONS

You’ll need to do your homework to take on the legendary Daisetsuzan Grand Traverse, a five- to eight-day, 80km route the length of the park. It’s anything but a walk in the park! You’ll need to carry all your gear and keep in mind that this is ‘bear country’, not recommended for the inexperienced.

A top day trip for the keen and organised is to take the ropeway up from Asahidake Onsen, hike up, over and across from Asahi-dake (2290m) to Kuro-dake (1984m), then take the ropeway down into Sōunkyō Onsen. You’ll need to time things with ropeway start and finish times and allow six to eight hours for the hike between the top ropeway stations.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN SōUNKYō ONSEN

Yumoto Ginsenkaku

Good Japanese-style rooms in this quality onsen hotel just down from the ropeway. ¥¥

Sōunkyō Hostel

Dormitories and private rooms, free bikes and shared lounge in this top budget option. ¥

Beer Grill Canyon

Pasta, pizza, curry and beer for lunch and dinner in the back of pedestrian Canyon Mall. ¥¥

Remote Daisetsu Kōgen Onsen

RECOMMENDED MOUNTAIN ADVENTURE WITH BEARS!

Ten kilometres up an unsealed road, way out in the middle of nowhere, you’ll find a couple of buildings in the heart of the national park that are among the most remote in Japan. Daisetsu Kōgen Sansō (大雪高原山荘) is a rambling mountain hut, open from around 20 June for exactly 123 days each year. It offers a ‘mountain hut adventure’ without climbing a mountain, as you can drive there, albeit on a remote, rough, unsealed road. Rates include lovely tatami rooms, two meals and access to the onsen. If you’re not staying, nonguests can use the onsen for ¥900. If you’re booked in and staying, there’s a free shuttle bus connection twice each day in both directions with Sōunkyō Onsen, 25km away. There are no shops, ATMs or petrol stations, so if you’re driving, come prepared.

Many Japanese come to hike the Kōgen-numa Meguri course, a four- to five-hour walk that will give you an excellent chance to see a higuma (brown bear) in the wild. This is highly organised in order to avoid any close-up encounters. Hikers must listen to a lecture at the Brown Bear Information Centre, are only allowed to head out on the track between 7am and 1pm, and must be back by 3pm. Staff are out on the track each day, radioing in bear whereabouts and keeping an eye on both the bears and the hikers. This is a wonderful day hike. The full circuit will take strong hikers four to five hours, while a return trip to Midori-numa will take about two hours.


HIGUMA: USSURI BROWN BEARS

Hokkaidō is bear country, and let’s face it, these aren’t those small black bears that inhabit Honshū. These are higuma, much bigger, much more aggressive, thought to be the ancestor of the North American grizzly, and every Hokkaidō hiker’s nightmare. If you’re going to do any hiking, make sure you have a kuma-yoke (bear repeller), in the form of a small bell tied to your backpack. The theory goes that if a bear hears you coming, it will head the other way. Much better than rounding a corner for a surprise meeting! Bear activity is at its peak in spring and early summer. Sansai-tori (mountain vegetable foragers) are really playing with fire, as they’re actively competing for the bear’s favourite food!




Getting Around

Public transport can get you to Asahidake Onsen and Sōunkyō Onsen, but your own wheels will be useful if you like exploring. There’s a shuttle to Daisetsu Kōgen Onsen from Sōunkyō Onsen, but your own wheels are a boon here too.






RISHIRI-REBUN-SAROBETSU NATIONAL PARK
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For a remote island adventure at the extreme northern tip of Japan, take a trip out to Rishiri-tō and Rebun-tō, which lie west off the coast of Wakkanai city. While these small islands spend much of the year in virtual hibernation, they spring to life for visitors from May to August, attracting hikers, outdoor types and wildflower enthusiasts. This is the perfect time to summit Rishiri-zan (1721m), a near-perfect cone rising like a miniature Mt Fuji from the surrounding sea, or to circumnavigate the island by bicycle.

Nearby Rebun is a totally different shape, long and low, a mecca for flower lovers, especially in June and July. Both islands are reached by Heartland Ferry from Japan’s northernmost city of Wakkanai. Also part of the national park are the Sarobetsu Wetlands on the Hokkaidō mainland, 40km south of Wakkanai, and known for spectacular wildflowers in summer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Rishiri-zan

SIGHTS

2Fujimio Bridge

3Himenuma Pond

4Motochi Lighthouse

5Otatomari Swamp

6Senhoshi-misaki Park

7Wakkanai Karafuto Museum

ACTIVITIES

8Momoiwa Course

9Usuyuki-no-yu Onsen

SLEEPING

10Dormy Inn

11Kushu-kohan Campground

12Pension Ūnii

13Rera Mosir

14Rishiri Greenhill Inn

15The Stay

EATING

16Maruzen Shokudō

see 9Robata Jidori

17Take-chan Izakaya

SHOPPING

18Fukuko-ichiba




TOP TIP

If you’re planning on climbing Rishiri-zan, give yourself a few days, as weather on the island may not cooperate on the day you plan to summit. Do your homework and be well prepared. A hot soak at Rishiri-Fuji Onsen is an excellent reward after your descent.
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Wander in Wakkanai, Japan’s Northernmost City

FERRY PORT FOR THE ISLANDS

Wakkanai (稚内; population 35,000) may seem to be at the northern end of the world, but at 45 degrees north, it is, surprisingly, at the same latitude as Portland, Oregon, and Milan, Italy. The weather changes wildly with the seasons. From November to March, it’s something akin to a remote Siberian outpost, with an average 6.6m of yearly snowfall. It’s home to hearty fishers, kelp farmers and a harp seal colony. Outside the winter months, though, it’s a pleasantly mild port city that serves as a departure point for ferries to the islands of Rishiri-tō and Rebun-tō. In addition to English, you’ll see Cyrillic on signs about town, testament to the number of Russian travellers who popped through before the Covid-19 pandemic.

Keep in mind that it’s a long way up here, fully five hours by train from Sapporo, similar if you’re driving. It’s the end of the line, literally. The reason you’re here is to head out to the islands, but before you go, take some time out to wander around Wakkanai. It’s a city with an intriguing history, especially when it comes to connections with Karafuto (now Sakhalin), barely 60km to the north. Don’t miss Fukukoichiba (Fukuko Market), a 10-minute walk south of Wakkanai Station, where you’ll find an indoor complex (think lots of snow in winter!) housing a food market, restaurants, an onsen and fascinating historical exhibitions at the Wakkanai Karafuto Museum.

From the port, Heartland Ferry has daily departures to both Rishiri-tō and Rebun-tō, more between April and October. It’s only a five-minute walk from JR Wakkanai Station.


SAKHALIN, FORMERLY KARAFUTO

Wakkanai has a significant Russian connection, evidenced by signs in Cyrillic about town. Pre-pandemic, Heartland Ferry was running regular trips between Wakkanai and Korsakov, on Sakhalin. In fact, southern Sakhalin, below the latitude 50 degrees north, was part of Japan from 1905 to 1945. When Japan won the 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War, Russia ceded southern Sakhalin in the treaty of Portsmouth, and it became Karafuto, a Japanese territory. When Russia invaded and took it back at the end of WWII, 400,000 were living there, mainly migrant Japanese. Most were eventually repatriated to Hokkaidō, though many had been born on Karafuto, had ohaka (family gravesites) there and strong emotional ties. Time will tell if ferry travel between Wakkanai and Sakhalin will resume. Watch this space.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN WAKKANAI

The Stay

Dorms plus private rooms in this popular hostel across the road from JR Wakkanai Station. ¥

Dormy Inn

Standard business hotel stuff, but a great location among the restaurants, close to the station. ¥¥

Take-chan Izakaya

Top spot for fresh seafood and drinks sporting a useful English picture menu; near the station. ¥¥

Climbing a Conical Peak in the Sea

TO THE TOP OF RISHIRI ISLAND

Author and alpinist Fukada Kyūya did Rishiri-tō (利尻島), 40km west of Wakkanai, a huge favour in 1962, ensuring its prosperity, when he named Rishiri-zan (利尻山) as one of his Nihon Hyakumeizan, Japan’s ‘100 Famous Mountains’. These days, every Japanese hiker has Rishiri on their bucket list, ensuring a steady supply of visitors throughout the northern summer. Also known as Rishiri-Fuji, for its resemblance to Mt Fuji, Rishiri is a big climb.The main trailhead is 4km inland from the ferry port at Oshidomari, at 220m above sea level. The peak is at 1721m, meaning a 1500m vertical climb and descent. While its an incredibly rewarding hike with amazing views, do not underestimate the fitness required to make such a climb or the changeable nature of the weather on this exposed, stand-alone volcano rising up out of the sea. Allow eight to 10 hours for the return hike.

It’s a steady climb from the trailhead at the Hokuroku Campground, initially through forest, then climbing along a ridge line. There’s an emergency shelter at 1230m, just past the eighth station, then the going gets tough – and the tough get going, up a ridge towards the peak. There’s a small shrine at Kita-mine (North Peak) at 1719m, marking the summit for hikers. Minami-mine (South Peak) is actually 2m higher at 1721m, but due to erosion, it’s strictly off limits. The 360-degree panorama views are stunning on a good day, with mainland Hokkaidō off to the east and Rebun-tō to the northwest. Most hikers descend the same way they came up, but you can also head down to Kutsugata on the western coast.


STAYING ON THE ISLANDS

You’ll find campgrounds, hostels, pensions and hotels on both Rishiri-tō and Rebun-tō, though you’ll want to head to the islands with either a booking or a plan, as both get busy from May to early October, especially through the July and August summer-holiday period. Oshidomari (鴛泊) on Rishiri-tõ is the main port and largest settlement, with the most lodgings and amenities. Kafuka (香深) is the equivalent on Rebun-tō. Rebun is also full-on in June when the wildflowers are in bloom. If accommodation prices on the islands are eye-wateringly expensive, it’s worth noting that both can be visited on day trips, as Heartland Ferry heads out to both islands early in the morning from Wakkanai and has return ferries in the late afternoon.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON REBUN-Tō

Kushu-kohan Campground

Lakeside camping and woodsy cabins at the northern end of the island; reachable by local bus. ¥

Pension Ūnii

Expect a cheery reception at this family-run place at the back of Kafuka; meals included. ¥¥

Robata Jidori

The place to try hokke chanchan-yaki, island-caught Okhotsk atka mackerel grilled with miso. ¥¥



Wakkanai to Abashiri Driving Tour
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The 325km drive around the coast from Japan’s northernmost city of Wakkanai to Abashiri on Hokkaidō’s eastern coast is likely to take five to six hours and will defy any thoughts you had that Japan is a densely populated, crowded country. Start out at 1 Wakkanai by heading east on Rte 238 around Sōya Bay, passing Wakkanai Airport before the road turns to the northernmost point in Japan at 2 Sōya-misaki, a target for ‘length of Japan’ walkers and cyclists. A further 43km north, across the La Pérouse Strait, named after the French explorer who sailed through in 1787, is Sakhalin, Russia, visible on a clear day. After rounding the cape, you’re in for a long, clear run southeast along the Sea of Okhotsk coastline of northeastern Hokkaidō. For Tokyo drivers, this is a dream come true, with few cars, towns and traffic lights. It’s easy to go over the speed limit, so ease your foot off the pedal or you’ll be contributing to the local economy through speeding fines.

Weather-battered port towns are few and far between, interspersed between long sections of farmland and nothingness. The towns of 3 Esashi and 4 Mombetsu both offer accommodation options, the latter having an airport southeast of town with flights to Sapporo. Savour the remoteness. Every now and then you’ll come across a michi-no-eki, a roadside stop, usually with simple food and drink options, toilets and wi-fi. The road curls around 5 Saroma-ko, then 6 Notoro-ko, a massive coastal lagoon known for its crimson ‘coral grass’, which blooms in September. The road finally deposits you in the city of 7 Abashiri, at the end of a drive you’re unlikely to forget.



Flower Hiking on Rebun Island

WILDFLOWERS ATTRACT THRONGS OF VISITORS

While neighbouring Rishiri-tō is a towering volcano rising up out of the sea, Rebun-tō (礼文島) is totally different, more like a long, dried squid laid out on the surface of the ocean. Visitors come here to hike, not up, but along the length of the island, to see fields of wildflowers that positively explode with colour through the summer. Top on the list of need-to-sees is the usuyuki-sō, the ‘Rebun edelweiss’, found only on Rebun-tō and a source of great pride to islanders.

The ferry terminal is at Kafuka (香深) in the south; ferries from Wakkanai take around two hours to get to the island, while a number of ferries connect Rebun-tō with Rishiri-tō, taking 40 minutes. Public buses run the length of the island to the northern point of Sukuton-misaki. As buses are infrequent, check timetables at the ferry terminal before heading out on your Rebun adventures. Scooters and bicycles can be rented outside the ferry terminal. With time to kill, Usuyuki-no-yu Onsen is right on the waterfront in Kafuka.

Rebun Tourism has an online map in English with seven different recommended hiking courses. The southernmost is the Momoiwa Course, a relatively easy 5.3km trail with lovely scenery, taking two to three hours. Take the public bus to the Momoiwa trailhead above Kafuka, climb to the viewpoint, then head south through fields of flowers with views down on the western coastline. From Motochi Lighthouse, looking south towards Rishiri-tō, finish by dropping down into the small village of Shiretoko, from where you can get the bus back into Kafuka.

Rounding Rishiri on Two Wheels

RIDE AROUND THE VOLCANIC CONE

Rent yourself a bicycle or scooter from just outside the Oshidomari Port Ferry Terminal for this 60km ride around Rishiri-tō. While the ride is pretty much around the coast, you’ve got a few options to consider when it comes to wheels. The bikes and scooters at Yukiguni Rentals, by the ferry terminal, can’t be booked; they are rented out on a first-come, first-served basis, and pretty much fly out the door when the place opens at 8am. If you want to pre-book a bike, including an e-bike, contact Rishiri Greenhill Inn via its website (in English). This hostel is also a decent place to stay.

Rishiri has a 25km ‘cycling road’ for bicycles around the north of the island, connecting the two ports of Oshidomari (鴛泊), where the ferry from Wakkanai arrives, and Kutsugata (沓形) on the west coast. For the rest of the trip around the island you’ll be on the coastal road. If you’ve opted to rent a scooter, the cycling road is off limits and you’ll be on roads for the day. It’s best to cycle clockwise around Rishiri to get the sun in both the morning and the afternoon. Whichever way you go, you’ll have fantastic views of towering Rishiri-zan inland for the whole ride.

Highlights include the views from Fujimio Bridge on the cycling road, Himenuma Pond, Otatomari Swamp, where you may get gorgeous reflected views of Rishiri-zan, and Senhoshi-misaki Park at the southern tip of the island. While there are places to eat in Oshidomari and Kutsugata, choices are somewhat limited in the south.
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Otatomari Swamp and Rishiri-zan | dah_ken/shutterstock ©


EATING ON THE ISLANDS

Uni (sea urchin) is the islands’ speciality, renowned Japan-wide. There are two kinds to sample: kita-murasaki uni (June to September) and Ezo bafun uni (July and August). The fresh seafood is delicious, but don’t expect bargain prices from the source. The going rate for uni-don (urchin roe on rice) is ¥4000 and up. The tourist season is short and just about every Japanese who heads out to the islands wants to eat uni-don, at least once. Also popular are locally harvested kombu (seaweed) and hokke (Okhotsk atka mackerel). There are restaurants and a Seicomart convenience store in both Oshidomari (Rishiri-tō) and Kafuka (Rebun-tō), though most visitors eat at their accommodation or bring food with them from Wakkanai on the ferry.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON RISHIRI-Tō

Rera Mosir

Clean rooms, excellent meals, guiding options and an onsen in this haven for outdoor types. ¥¥

Rishiri Greenhill Inn

Good budget option with dorms, port pick-ups, communal kitchen, piano and rental bicycles. ¥

Maruzen Shokudō

A surprisingly good restaurant in the ferry terminal, with English menu and views of Rishiri-zan. ¥¥


SAROBETSU WETLANDS

Part of the national park, but on the mainland 40km south of Wakkanai, the Sarobetsu Wetlands (サロベツ湿原) area was, around 10,000 years ago, a large lake connected to the sea. It’s now one of Japan’s most important wetlands. Head to the Sarobetsu Wetlands Centre (サロベツ湿原センター) to view fields of wildflowers that bloom here between May and September. They’re best appreciated on a series of boardwalks built out on the marsh. This is also a birding hotspot. Blackstarts and northern whiting breed here in summer, and in spring and autumn, migratory birds such as Swan geese and tundra swans stop over to rest. Steller’s sea eagles and white-tailed eagles migrate in winter. Snowshoeing on the ice pack is popular in winter.




Getting Around

Once in Wakkanai, by air, bus, train or your own wheels, you’ll be heading out to Rishiri-tō and/or Rebun-tō by Heartland Ferry. Make ferry bookings, especially if it’s the busy July and August summer-holiday period. There are local buses, plus rental cars, motorcycles and bicycles on the islands. You’ll want your own wheels if heading to the Sarobetsu Wetlands. Rishiri-tō has its own airport with direct flights from Sapporo.






ABASHIRI
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To the Japanese, Abashiri (網走) is as synonymous with the word ‘prison’ as Alcatraz is to Americans. Just mention the city’s name and Japanese will shiver involuntarily, for winters are as harsh as it gets and so is the prison’s somewhat gruesome reputation, thanks in part to the 1965 cult classic movie Abashiri Bangaichi (Abashiri Prison). This east-coast Hokkaidō city is also famous for the ryūhyō (drift ice) in the frozen Sea of Okhotsk, which can be explored on ice-breakers from its port in the colder months.

Throughout the warmer seasons, however, Abashiri serves as a jumping-off point for both Akan Mashū National Park and Shiretoko National Park. Visit the surprisingly interesting Abashiri Prison Museum, enjoy some yaki-niku (grilled meat) and famously colourful local beers at Abashiri Bīru-kan, or rent a bicycle and head out for a ride on the local rail trail, the Okhotsk Cycling Road.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Abashiri Prison Museum

SIGHTS

2Okhotsk Ryūhyō Museum

SLEEPING

3Abashiri Royal Hotel

4Minshuku Lamp

5Route Inn Abashiri

EATING

6Kangoku Shokudō

7Sushi Dining Kiyomasa

DRINKING

8Yakiniku Abashiri Bīru-kan

TRANSPORT

9Okhotsk Cycling Road




TOP TIP

Drop in to the helpful Tourist Information Center (TIC) at the Michi-no-eki Ryūhyō-kaidō Abashiri at the port in Abashiri. There are English speakers and rental bicycles here, where the ‘drift ice’ cruise boats depart in winter. A couple of doors down is the lovely Ryūhyō Glass Museum.



Drift-Ice Cruising in Winter

ON THE FROZEN SEA OF OKHOTSK

An absolute winter highlight is to head out on an ice-breaker from Abashiri port, cruising through the ‘drift ice’ (ryūhyō) that fills the Sea of Okhotsk in what is literally ‘a sea of white’. The drift ice forms where the Amur River enters the sea north of Sakhalin in Russia, a frozen mishmash of freshwater and saltwater, with mini icebergs and floating islands of ice, that then drifts south on the winds and sea currents, getting trapped on the Sea of Okhotsk side of Hokkaidō in the hook between Abashiri and the Shiretoko Peninsula. The drift ice usually builds up from late January before melting away in late March or early April.

During this period, popular one-hour ice-breaker cruises depart up to six times daily from the port at the michi-no-eki (roadside station) in downtown Abashiri. The large Aurora ice-breakers power through the ice, producing a snail-trail-like road with remarkable 360-degree panoramas of the surrounding whiteness. The ships are comfortable, well-heated and attuned to the elements. If you’re lucky, you may also get to see wildlife such as seals and sea eagles. During heavy winters, the drift ice can also be viewed from the coast, but with global warming, the amount and thickness of the drift ice has decreased quite considerably since the late 1980s. In lighter winters, the ice-breakers have to head further out in order to encounter the drift ice.

If you turn up in Abashiri out of season, it’s not going to be as fun or spectacular, but you can learn about the drift ice at the Okhotsk Ryūhyō Museum.


SEA OF OKHOTSK

If the name Okhotsk doesn’t sound very Japanese to you, you’re dead right. The Japanese never had a name for the sea that borders the eastern coast of Hokkaidō, so they adopted (and adapted) the Russian name. The Okhotsk Sea falls between Sakhalin (formerly known as Karafuto and part of Japan from 1905 to 1945), a long stretch of eastern Siberia, the Kamchatka Peninsula, the Kuril Islands (including the Northern Territories still in dispute between Japan and Russia) and Hokkaidō. The name Okhotsk may even make you shiver, given it’s 80% covered in drift ice in winter and was the scene of countless Cold War operations. Strange then that the Japanese call this part of Japan the Okhotsk Region (オホーツク地方; Ohōtsuku-chihō), using a very un-Japanese name.



WHERE TO STAY IN ABASHIRI

Route Inn Abashiri

Solid business hotel across the road from the station with good breakfast and big communal baths. ¥¥

Abashiri Royal Hotel

Upmarket hotel with both Japanese and Western-style rooms, restaurant and communal baths. ¥¥

Minshuku Lamp

Basic budget option with simple Japanese-style rooms around the back of JR Abashiri Station. ¥

Hokkaidō History at Abashiri Prison Museum

HARD LABOUR IN THE FROZEN NORTH

Abashiri Prison (網走刑務所) has a fearsome reputation in Japanese history. Over a thousand political prisoners were sent here in 1890, including many ex-samurai from the Tokugawa period who were convicted of rebellion against the Meiji Restoration. Many died while constructing infrastructure such as their own prison and the Prisoner’s Road, an overland link to connect the frozen eastern Hokkaidō outpost of Abashiri with Asahikawa in the centre of the island. Prisoners built 163km of road in just eight months, with 211 inmates perishing due to hard labour and the harsh winter weather.

The prison’s already formidable reputation was only enhanced by the 1965 film Abashiri Bangaichi (Abashiri Prison), the first big hit in the yakuza genre, which was so popular it became the first in a series of 10 Abashiri Bangaichi movies, helped make Ken Takakura the ‘Clint Eastwood of Japan’ and captured the imagination of Japanese just as much as Escape from Alcatraz did in the US. These days, it’s still the first thing older Japanese think of when they hear the word Abashiri.

The sprawling open-air museum is oddly pleasant, considering its history, and features gates, guardhuts and cells, including five wooden one-storey buildings radiating from the Central Guard House that were built in 1912 after fire burned down the original buildings. Check out the punishment chamber, the bathhouse and even try a ‘prisoner meal’ in the cafeteria. When the new prison, which is still in operation, moved to a modern concrete complex in 1983, the old prison became this fascinating piece of Hokkaidō history.
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OKHOTSK CYCLING ROAD

For a wonderful ride, pick up a rental bike (e-bikes available) from the michi-no-eki Rent-a-cycle in Abashiri and take on the Okhotsk Cycling Road. This 40km (one way) bikepath was constructed on the old Japan National Railways Yumō rail line once it was closed down in 1987, so gradients are fairly gentle and it’s a good course for just about everyone. The trail initially heads west beside the Abashiri-gawa, then along the foreshore of Abashiri-ko, before turning north and around the foreshore of Lake Notoro. It continues west along the Sea of Okhotsk coast to Saroma-ko. You’re unlikely to encounter many other riders, and if 80km return is too much, turn around at any point.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN ABASHIRI

Sushi Dining Kiyomasa

Abashiri’s top sushi place is excellent, easy to find and foreigner friendly to boot. ¥¥

Kangoku Shokudō

Serving up lunch to visitors at the Abashiri Prison Museum; try a prisoner’s meal. ¥

Risu-no-mori (RIMO)

Popular small ice-cream place south of town serving up award-winning homemade gelato. ¥

Innovative Colours at Abashiri Beer

SAVOUR A BRIGHT BLUE BREW

While in Abashiri, all beer-lovers, except perhaps the purists, should take the opportunity to visit the innovators at Abashiri Bīru-kan (網走ビール館), the guys who brought us ‘Bilk’. This amazing concoction, made up of 70% beer and 30% Hokkaidō milk, may not have survived its first season, due to lack of sales and some rather nasty reviews, but these guys keep trying.

On offer now is the most mind-bogglingly colourful range of beers on the planet. The Ryūhyō Draft, representing winter, is made with water from drift ice taken from the Sea of Okhotsk and is a startling bright blue; the Oto-no-Shizuku is made using fresh local cherries and is a bright red; and the Shiretoko Draft nicely represents the colours of the World Heritage national park by being an emphatic green. The brewers decided not to flout tradition when it came to their Kangoku-no-kuro (Prison stout), sticking with an extreme black, and continued in their efforts to support local producers, by using eastern Hokkaidō Kitahonami wheat in producing their Abashiri White Ale.

These brews and more, along with tasty yaki-niku meals, are on the menu at Yakiniku Abashiri Bīru-kan, their atmospheric brewery restaurant, about a 10-minute walk east of JR Abashiri Station. Try some Abashiri or Shiretoko wagyū beef, pork, chicken, lamb or local seafood, plus the full range of beers on tap. While you won’t get the opportunity to try Bilk, it will still be an unforgettable experience.

Keep an eye out for Abashiri Beer in bottles and cans in supermarkets, convenience stores and souvenir shops throughout the region.

[image: jpg]

JR Kitahama Station | Aflo Co., Ltd./Alamy Stock Photo ©


JR SENMō LINE

Travellers for whom train travel is part of the journey will want to experience the JR Senmō line (釧網本線), which links Abashiri with Kushiro on the south coast. Though trains can be few and far between these days, there are some lovely old stations from the 1920s and ’30s, some of which, now unstaffed, have turned their former offices and waiting rooms into charming cafes. JR Kitahama Station, the fourth stop south from Abashiri, is home to Teishaba, an attractive coffee stop, while the next stop, JR Gensei-kaen, offers a popular stretch of wildflowers and coastal views. JR Kawayu Onsen Station, in Akan Mashū National Park, features wonderful Orchard Grass Cafe, and further south, the line runs through Kushiro Wetlands National Park.




Getting Around

Some rental wheels will definitely enhance your visit to eastern Hokkaidō. Rental bikes (and e-bikes) are available at the Michi-no-eki Tourist Office. The JR Senmō line links Abashiri with Kushiro on the southern coast, and the JR Sekihoku line links the city with Asahikawa in the middle of Hokkaidō.






SHIRETOKO NATIONAL PARK
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Known to the Ainu as ‘the end of the world’, Shiretoko-hantō, the peninsula that makes up World Heritage–listed Shiretoko National Park (知床国立公園), is a magnificent finger of wilderness poking northeast into the sea. It’s mostly inaccessible, a draw for keen and adventurous hikers and sea-kayakers. Regular visitors can ride nature cruises up the coast, walk on short courses around lakes and to waterfalls, soak in hot springs in the forest and generally enjoy nature in the eastern extremes of Hokkaidō. Don’t be surprised to round a corner to find 30 or 40 people milling excitedly on a bridge, for Shiretoko is said to have the highest concentration of higuma (brown bears) in Hokkaidō and enthusiastic Japanese photographers seek them out with a passion. The park has two access points, at Utoro on the northwestern side of the peninsula and at Rausu on the southeastern side.
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SIGHTS

1Kamuiwakka-yu-no-taki

2Rausu-dake

3Shiretoko Pass

ACTIVITIES

4Iwaobetsu Onsen

5Kuma-no-yu

6Shiretoko-go-ko Field House

SLEEPING

7Iruka Hotel




TOP TIP

Shiretoko Nature Centre, 5km northeast of Utoro, has excellent facilities and staff. There’s lots of info on the park and its flora and fauna. The TIC in the michi-no-eki in Utoro is also good. Rental bicycles are available here.



Cruise Along the Shiretoko Peninsula

MAGNIFICENT SCENERY FROM THE SEA

One of the best ways to get a real feel for this spectacular, World Heritage–listed wilderness is to take a cruise up the rugged western coast of the peninsula from the cruise-boat base in the small port of Utoro (ウトロ). There are a number of companies running nature cruises from April to October, with Aurora Cruises using the same comfortable boats that head out on drift-ice cruises from Abashiri during the winter months. Godzilla-iwa Sightseeing uses smaller boats, giving them flexibility to get in closer to the shore when animal spotting. There’s a choice of a 1½-hour cruise up as far as the Kamuiwakka-yu-no-taki waterfalls and back, or a full 3¾-hour return cruise to the end of the peninsula.

While the string of volcanoes that run down the peninsula and otherwise inaccessible sea cliffs, marine caves and waterfalls onshore will be easy to see from out on the water, you may also get the opportunity to spot wildlife such as higuma (brown bears), deer and foxes ranging along the shoreline. Shiretoko is also home to countless seabirds, with colonies of slaty-backed gulls, black-tailed gulls and Japanese cormorants. Also keep an eye out for white-tailed eagles and Steller’s sea eagles flying above. If luck is with you, seals, dolphins and even possibly a whale or two may also be on the agenda. Your best chance to see the most wildlife is to take the long cruise to the end of the peninsula and back. Take weather and wave conditions into account when picking your cruise.


HOT WATERFALLS

Quite literally at the end of the road up the western side of the peninsula, Kamuiwakka-yu-no-taki (Kamuiwakka Falls) have long been the stuff of legend, but are now a bureaucratic casualty of their own popularity. In days past, hikers could freely climb up the mountain stream, wading through warm water, up small waterfalls, with the temperature steadily increasing until they were rewarded with a hot bath in a natural hot tub. From 2023, however, the falls are only open 1 July to 1 October, numbers are limited to 210 per day, advance reservations are mandatory, there is an admission fee of ¥2000 per person and visitors will need to wear a helmet and attend a lecture. Reserve online before turning up if you’re keen.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHIRETOKO NATIONAL PARK

Iruka Hotel

Lovely older place in Utoro, right on the water, with views and communal lounge and kitchen. ¥¥

Shiretoko Campground

A 20-minute walk from the bus station in Utoro, with tent sites and simple cabins. ¥

Kiki Shiretoko Natural Resort

The big white family-friendly onsen hotel above Utoro, with upmarket facilities. ¥¥¥

Walk the Shiretoko-go-ko Nature Trail

EASY HIKING OPTIONS IN THE PARK

The best and most accessible short walks for experiencing the national park’s natural environment are the Shiretoko-go-ko (知床五湖; Shiretoko Five Lakes) nature trails, 18km north of Utoro. Based out of the Shiretoko-go-ko Field House, this is a safety-first operation, which is very aware there are plenty of higuma living in the immediate vicinity. Free to walk for all is a 2m- to 5m-high, 800m-long good-fun boardwalk to the first of the five lakes – which is protected by electric fencing to keep the bears away! The boardwalk is wheelchair accessible, provides stunning views of both the peninsula’s high mountains and the Sea of Okhotsk, and is easy to walk in around 45 minutes return.

If you’re feeling adventurous, sign up for the ‘Ground Pathways’, either the short 1.6km loop trail or the longer 3km loop that takes in all of the five lakes. There’s a bit of rigmarole to go through to participate in these options, though, especially during the 10 May to 31 July ‘Active Bear Season’. You’ll need to sign up to a tour led by a licensed Japanese-speaking nature guide and head out in a group of up to 10, paying ¥3500 for the short (1½-hour) tour or ¥5000 for the long (three-hour) tour. You can walk the ‘Ground Pathways’ yourself from the late April park opening to 9 May and from 1 August to park closure in mid-November by paying ¥250 and listening to a short safety lecture. If the bears are out in force, the ‘Ground Pathways’ will be closed.
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Crossing the Peninsula by Car

SHIRETOKO PASS AND KUMA-NO-YU HOT POOLS

While most of the Shiretoko Peninsula is totally inaccessible unless you’re adventurous and on foot, Rte 334 presents a marvellous opportunity to cross over the peninsula by car to take in gorgeous views from the Shiretoko Pass (知床峠) lookout, which sits at 740m above sea level, surprisingly close to the southern slopes of Rausu-dake (1660m). It’s a 30km winding drive across the peninsula from Utoro on the western coast to the small town of Rausu on the eastern coast and the pass lookout sits at almost exactly the halfway point. This is a highly recommended, enjoyable drive, especially on a fine day. Views west from the lookout are down on the Sea of Okhotsk; look north and Rausu-dake towers above, while gaze east and you’re looking out at Russia’s southern Kuril Islands. Tenchō-zan and further wilderness stretch away to the south. Drive carefully if it’s near dusk as Ezo-jika (Hokkaidō deer) love to hang out around this road.

Descend for 15 minutes east of the lookout on the winding road and a few kilometres before Rausu (羅臼) township, you’ll get to one of those special outdoor onsen spots, Kuma-no-yu (熊の湯; Bear Hot Springs), a pair of steaming pools on the far side of the river. Park by the road and cross the bridge to find the rotemburo, which are free to use, maintained by a dedicated group of local volunteers. This outdoor public onsen is segregated by gender and has changing facilities. Some locals come every day and swear by the the onsen’s rejuvenating waters.
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CLIMBING RAUSU-DAKE

A top, tough hiking option is to climb Rausu-dake (羅臼岳; 1660m), an impressive volcano that rises above the Shiretoko Peninsula. Catch it on a sunny day, and this hike is nothing short of spectacular. You are, however, in for a seven- to nine-hour return hike, with an altitude rise of around 1300m. The track starts at Iwaobetsu Onsen, at the end of its own dead-end road. Use a bear-bell, as there are plenty of higuma around here. It’s a big climb, but from the peak you can look east to the Kuril Islands and west to the Sea of Okhotsk. Extremely good news is that three little rotemburo await in the forest at Iwaobetsu Onsen, near the start of the track.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SHIRETOKO NATIONAL PARK

Cowberry

Try venison burgers and lingonberry ice cream at the roadside michi-no-eki and information office in Utoro. ¥

Namishibuki

Ramen shop during the day, popular izakaya at night; you’ll find Utoro locals eating and drinking here. ¥¥

Utoro Fishermans’ Wives Co-operative

Top seafood for breakfast and lunch at the fishing port near Godzilla Rock in Utoro. ¥¥


NORTHERN TERRITORIES DISPUTE

It may be hard to believe, but that big island you can see looking east from Shiretoko Pass is Russia! Known to the Japanese as Kunashiri-tō, it’s the southernmost major island of the Kuril Islands, a volcanic archipelago that stretches 1300km from the Kamchatka Peninsula and separates the Sea of Okhotsk from the Pacific Ocean. With tit-for-tat squabbles between Japan and Russia over who owned what since the 1800s, the southern Kurils belonged to Japan until the end of WWII. Not party to the Potsdam Declaration under which Japan surrendered, Russia took the Kurils after the Japanese believed the war was over. It’s been a bone of contention ever since and the two countries have yet to sign a post-WWII peace treaty.




Getting Around

The closest train station is Shiretoko-Shari on the JR Senmō line, 50 minutes by bus from Utoro and an hour from the Shiretoko Nature Centre. While public transport will do the business, visitors definitely appreciate the freedom of rental wheels in the national park. Some roads are closed to private traffic in the busy August holiday period.






AKAN MASHū NATIONAL PARK


[image: jpg]

Among the first of Japan’s national parks, established in 1934, Akan Mashū National Park (阿寒摩周国立公園) covers 905 sq km of volcanic peaks, large caldera lakes, thick forests and rejuvenating onsen. A highlight is the opportunity to glimpse modern life for the Ainu people at the kotan (village) in Akanko Onsen and at the smaller village at the southern end of Kussharo-ko (Lake Kussharo). The latter also boasts a number of open-air lakeside hot springs to be enjoyed at your leisure. In the east, Mashū-ko has a reputation as Japan’s clearest and most beautiful lake, Iō-zan is a hissing, sulphur mountain of intrigue, and tiny JR Kawayu Onsen Station has a couple of top eating options. In the west, Akan-ko (Lake Akan) is known throughout Japan for its remarkably spherical green balls of algae, called marimo, its Ainu village and excellent hiking on the hissing volcano, Meakan-dake.
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SIGHTS

1Ainu Folklore Museum

2Iō-zan

3Kussharo Kotan Ainu Folk Museum

4Marimo Observation Centre

5Mashū-dake

6Meakan-dake

ACTIVITIES

7Ike-no-yu

8Kawayu Onsen

see 3Kotan-no-yu

9Mashū-dake Trailhead

10Nonaka Onsen

11Suna-yu

12Wakoto-yu

SLEEPING

see 1Akankohan Camping Ground

see 3Marukibune

see 11Recamp Sunayu

see 1Recamp Wagoto

EATING

13Cream Dōwa

14Mori-no-hall

see 14Orchard Grass Cafe

see 14Pana Pana

see 1Poronno




TOP TIP

Allow for a couple of days to explore the park, preferably with your own wheels. Teshikaga township is a decent base. Akanko Onsen is 40km west of Teshikaga, while Kussharo-ko, Iō-zan, Mashū-ko and JR Kawayu Onsen Station are 20km to the north.
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Meakan-dake | Ray Bartlett/Lonely Planet ©

Ainu Culture at Akanko Onsen

ADMIRE AINU CRAFTS IN THE KOTAN

The resort town of Akanko Onsen (阿寒湖温泉) in the western part of the park is home to the Ainu kotan (アイヌコタン), a collection of shops and households that is your best opportunity to get a decent look at modern-day Ainu culture in a community setting. The 120 or so residents make a living promoting their culture, singing and dancing daily on the stage at the theatre Ikor, cooking pochie (fermented potato dumplings) in restaurants and selling wood and leather crafts, made with traditional motifs. Lovingly run, tiny Poronno will have you admiring both Ainu handcraft and culinary skills. Try the yaku-don (venison on rice). At the top of the hill in the village, the Ainu Folklore Museum has changing exhibitions of contemporary Ainu artisan work and some traditional dwellings.

While some international visitors may consider the village a tad touristy, it’s worth pointing out that the Ainu are a people trying to make a comeback after over a century of attempted assimilation at the hands of the Japanese government, during which they were forced to learn and receive their education in Japanese. They were only legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan in 2019. Only a handful of Ainu can still speak their language, and while there are determined efforts at an Ainu renaissance, the kotan at Akanko Onsen is a way for the local Ainu to make a living by promoting their culture. Filmed in Akanko Onsen, with a cast of local actors, the 2020 award-winning movie Ainu Mosir provides excellent insights into Ainu culture, both modern and old.
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Ainu kotan, Akanko Onsen | Christian Kober 1/Alamy Stock Photo ©


AINU PLACE NAMES

While it’s sad to say that few people today can speak the Ainu language, the old tongue has left an indelible mark on the map of Hokkaidō. The names of many mountains are not ‘-san’ or ‘-yama’ (as they are in Japanese), but ‘-nupuri’, as in Niseko’s village and ski area of Annupuri. ‘Nupuri’ is the Ainu word for mountain. Iō-zan is known in Ainu as Atosa-nupuri (naked mountain). Similarly, ‘-nai’ and ‘-pet’ are the words for river. Wakkanai literally means ‘cold water river’ in Ainu. The ‘-pet’ became ‘-betsu’ when pronounced in Japanese, a common suffix in Hokkaidō place names, as in Memanbetsu (river with a spring) and Noboribetsu (dark-coloured river). ‘Shir’ in Ainu means island, with Rishiri translating to ‘high island’.



WHERE TO STAY IN AKAN MASHū NATIONAL PARK

Marukibune

The Ainu room here in the kotan at the southern end of Kussharo-ko is a marvellous experience. ¥¥¥

Lake Akan Tsuruga Wings

On the waterfront in Akanko Onsen, this top-notch place has Western and Japanese-style rooms. ¥¥¥

Mashū Onsen Hotel Mashū

Ageing hotel with Japanese-style rooms and private bathroom in Teshikaga; decent budget option. ¥¥

Ainu Village at Lake Kussharo

RELAXED SPOT ON THE LAKE

The small Ainu kotan at the southern end of Kussharo-ko (屈斜路湖) is a very relaxed affair in comparison to the more commercialised village at Akanko Onsen. There are a couple of real highlights here, though, topped off by Kotan-no-yu rotemburo, a superb lakeside, free-to-use, open-air hot-springs bath that is maintained by local volunteers for the benefit of the whole community. Basically, there’s one big hot pool right on the side of the lake, with a huge rock down the middle to segregate it by gender. There are changing rooms and you can wear a bathing suit if you wish, but most locals and Japanese will be naked, using ‘modesty towels’. This is an unforgettable experience at any time of the year, but particularly so in winter and spring, when the lake is partly frozen over and large whooper swans come in close for the warmer water. It’s lovely in the evenings, with beautiful sunsets over the lake and surrounding mountains.

Only a few steps away, enthusiastically run Marukibune offers a great Ainu experience. There’s an atmospheric restaurant downstairs, with tasty Ainu dishes on the menu, such as sashimi of parimomo (a local river fish). The restaurant doubles as a venue in the evenings with impromptu Ainu music sessions. Upstairs there is some lovely visitor accommodation, including an onsen with a view out over the lake and a luxurious Ainu-style twin room that resembles an art museum. Check it out online in English and stay if you can!

A few steps further south, the Kussharo Kotan Ainu Folk Museum may be small, but it has some interesting displays of Ainu tools and crafts.
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Mashū-ko | rayints/shutterstock ©


LAKE KUSSHARO’S OPEN-AIR ONSEN

If you like soaking in hot water in the open air, try these:

Suna-yu

On the lake’s eastern shore, hot water comes up through the sand. Bury your feet in it or dig a hole and wallow.

Ike-no-yu

This lakeside pool of hot water may be difficult to find on the eastern shore, but that may mean you have it to yourself!

Wakoto-yu

At the start of the Wakoto Peninsula Nature Trail at the south of the lake; there are changing rooms here.



WHERE TO EAT IN AKAN MASH

Mori-no-hall

Outside JR Kawayu Onsen Station. Head here for lunch sandwiches, pizza, homemade cakes and coffee. ¥

Bar de Pan

This ‘Bakery & Bar’ in Akanko Onsen is good for lunch or dinner. Just back from the waterfront. ¥¥

Teshikaga Ramen

Top ramen, gyōza (dumplings) and more at the original shop of the Teshikaga Ramen brand in Teshikaga. ¥


More on Ainu culture

Check out Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park, opened in 2020 in Shiraoi, on the coast near Shikotsu-Tōya National Park.



Exploring in the East of the Park

LAKE MASHŪ, IŌ-ZAN AND KAWAYU ONSEN

If you’ve got your own wheels, the eastern parts of Akan Mashū National Park are well worth your attention. The caldera lake of Mashū-ko (摩周湖), considered by many to be Japan’s most beautiful lake, once held a world record for clarity. The island in the middle is known by the Ainu as the ‘Isle of the Gods’. You need to drive up to the crater rim on the western side for views down on the lake. While you can’t get down to lake level, there are two official viewing points, Viewpoint 1 and Viewpoint 3 (there’s no Viewpoint 2!); no parking fee at the latter. Keen hikers should consider climbing Mashū-dake (857m), known in Ainu as Kamui-nupuri, from the trailhead at Viewpoint 1 (400m), at the southern end of the lake. Allow five to seven hours for this 14km (return) hike. Views are stunning on a clear day.

Steaming Iō-zan (硫黄山), meaning sulphur mountain, is well worth a stop. Known as Atosa-nupuri (naked mountain) in Ainu, this 512m volcanic wonderland is stained sunshine-yellow in patches from the sulphur. Surprisingly, the famous Japanese ‘safety at all costs’ attitude is off the menu, and you can walk right up to steaming, hissing vents emitting bubbling hot water.

Iō-zan is the source of hot water for the hot springs resort of Kawayu Onsen (川湯温泉), 2km north. Kawayu means ‘hot water river’, and as the name suggests, a small river of warm water runs through town. There are good-fun ashi-yu (foot baths) here, where you can warm your feet for free.


ORCHARD GRASS CAFE

In the lovely old 1936-built JR Kawayu Onsen (JR 川湯温泉) Station building, only 2km east of Iō-zan, you’ll find Orchard Grass Cafe. This eclectic little place retains much of the original character of the building, with high, wood-panelled ceilings, antique pendant lamps, stained-glass windows and an iron stove. The atmospheric vintage interior is matched by tasty eating options such as hamburger steak, beef curry and omu-raisu (omelette and rice). The service is excellent. Don’t forget to check out the working part of the station, which is on the JR Senmō line. It connects Abashiri with Kushiro on the south coast. To top off your visit, drop into the indoor station ashi-yu and warm your feet.



BEST PLACES FOR A TREAT IN AKAN MASHū NATIONAL PARK

Cream Dōwa

Seriously good handmade ice cream, 1.2km from JR Kawayu Onsen Station; try the haskap berry. ¥

Pana Pana

Tasty handmade Japanese-style sweet and savoury bread snacks; at JR Kawayu Onsen Station. ¥

Pan de Pan

Cream puffs, doughnuts and other cakes and treats, just back from the lakefront in Akanko Onsen. ¥

Marimo: Remarkable Green Balls of Algae

BIOLOGICALLY INTRIGUING AND EXTREMELY CUTE

If you’re struggling with the idea that balls of green algae can be considered cute, think again. Akan-ko is legendary throughout Japan for its marimo, oddly perfect, slow-growing spheres of green that can take as long as 200 years to reach the size of a baseball. Marimo are only found in a few lakes throughout the world, including Akan-ko, where the movement of the waves causes them to gradually form into almost perfect spheres of soft, green algae with a fuzzy, velvet-like texture, considered by Japanese to be very, very kawaii (cute). Marimo became endangered after being designated a National Treasure in Japan – suddenly, everyone needed to have one. Considering they’re thought to be good-luck charms, are easy to care for and show great longevity, it’s understandable that they have even become family heirlooms and came close to extinction.

Fortunately, the local Ainu community came to the rescue, instigating the Marimo Matsuri, an annual festival that runs from 8 to 10 October, ceremonially returning marimo to Akan-ko. While visitors can see marimo in tanks at the Akan Kohan Eco-Museum Centre in Akanko Onsen, it’s far more fun to take an 85-minute lake cruise from the waterfront that includes a visit to the Marimo Observation Centre, where you can watch live footage of the velvety globes underwater. The surrounding scenery from out on the lake is spectacular on a good day. While in town, make sure to pick up some marimo yokan, a traditional, sweet jelly dessert that comes, of course, in the shape and colour of a small marimo.


SAKURA FALLS: JUMPING SALMON

Each year, from early June until late August, sakura-masu (cherry salmon) head upriver to spawn. They can be viewed attempting to jump up Sakura-no-taki (桜の滝; Cherry Falls) on the Shari-gawa, 24km north of JR Kawayu Onsen Station (outside the national park). The 3.7m-high falls make for a big jump and it’s absolutely fascinating watching the salmon as they try to battle gravity and hurtle themselves at the falls. Sakura-no-taki are about 5km off Rte 391 and you’ll have to keep your wits about you to find them, though there is signage in Japanese. Don’t forget, humans aren’t the only ones with an interest in salmon, and as signage at the falls says (in English!), ‘Bears may appear’.



BEST PLACES TO CAMP IN AKAN MASHū NATIONAL PARK

Recamp Sunayu

Camping sites lakeside at Kussharo-ko at Sunayu, where hot water comes up through the sand. ¥

Recamp Wagoto

Camping at the base of the Wakoto Peninsula at the southern end of Kussharo-ko. ¥

Akankohan Camping Ground

Popular spot just west of the Ainu kotan in Akanko Onsen with its own foot bath. ¥

Climbing Meakan-dake, a Hissing Volcano

EXTRORDINARY, RUGGED VOLCANIC LANDSCAPE

This is one for keen hikers and adventurers – climbing a surprisingly noisy, active volcano, only 7km southwest of Akanko Onsen as the crow flies. The highest mountain in the park, Meakan-dake (雌阿寒岳; 1499m) is one of the Hyakumeizan, Japan’s 100 Famous Mountains. The name Meakan-dake means ‘female Mt Akan’, as opposed to Oakan-dake (雄阿寒岳), ‘male Mt Akan’, which rises to 1371m to the east of Lake Akan. The Ainu names for the two mountains, Mat-ne-sir and Pinne-sir, mean female and male mountain and these original meanings were carried over into their Japanese names.

The best trailhead is reached by driving west from Akanko Onsen on Rte 241, then branching left on Rte 949 to Nonaka Onsen (also known as Meakan Onsen), where the trail starts just north of the onsen buildings at 720m. Initially, the climb is through dense forest, then once above the tree line you’ll catch glimpses of Lake Onnetō, far below. The final stretch to the top is on a rocky trail, sometimes steep, before you’ll find yourself gazing into the crater, with its ochre pool and roaring, steaming vents. It’s an awesome sight! The peak is barren and gravelly, a virtual moonscape.

While you can head back down the way you came for a three- to four-hour return hike, another option is to make a loop hike for the day by rounding the crater and dropping down to Lake Onnetō, before heading back north to Meakan Onsen and your car (allow four to six hours). Either way, you’ll want to relax in the indoor and outdoor sulphuric, milky waters at Nonaka Onsen (¥400).
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RED-CROWNED WHITE CRANE

The elegant tanchō-zuru (丹頂鶴), said to live for 1000 years, has become a symbol of longevity and of Japan. In the early 20th century, the cranes were thought to be extinct due to overhunting and habitat destruction. In 1926, however, some 20 birds were discovered in the marshlands north of Kushiro city. With concentrated conservation efforts, they now number over 1000. Cranes can be seen year-round, but the best time to spot them is during winter when they gather at feeding spots. You can visit various viewpoints around Kushiro Shitsugen National Park, Japan’s largest undeveloped wetland, south of Akan Mashū. There’s a small resident population at Kushiro Japanese Crane Reserve.




Getting Around

The national park is large and while the JR Senmō line runs north–south through the east of the park, with a stop at JR Kawayu Onsen Station, this is a place to explore and make the most of with some rental wheels.






SHIKOKU

[image: jpg]

ANCIENT CULTURE AND MODERN ART

From mountain temples and historic castles to contemporary art installations and epic adventure activities, a trip to Shikoku ticks all the boxes.


[image: jpg]

88 Temple Pilgrimage | Masayoshi Hirose/Shutterstock ©

Unassumingly tucked between its larger neighbours of Honshū and Kyūshū in the country’s southwest, Shikoku (四国) is the smallest and least populated of Japan’s four main islands. Meaning ‘four provinces’, this often-overlooked region, made up of four modern-day prefectures bordering the Inland Sea (Seto-nai-kai), has an appeal disproportionate to its size.

Of Japan’s 12 remaining original castles, a staggering one-third can be found here, and Shikoku’s vast looped network of 88 ancient temples makes it one of the most unique pilgrimage routes in the world. But even those not embarking on the 88 Temples can easily put together their own custom pilgrimage of highlights, given the island’s plentiful historic, cultural and natural sites.

However, like many remote areas of the country, Shikoku too has been affected by a rapidly declining population, and much effort has been made to raise its profile as a destination worthy of exploration. The Setouchi Triennale, started in 2010, is now one of Japan’s largest contemporary art festivals. Taking place every three years over approximately 100 days on 12 islands in the Inland Sea, what were largely unknown destinations have become Shikoku’s biggest success stories.

A trip to Shikoku is all about connection: to nature, to the past and to its people. You won’t always find the round-the-clock conveniences commonplace elsewhere, but that’s exactly the point.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Takamatsu

Cuisine, art and mountain views.

Tokushima

Culture and surf coast.

Iya Valley

Secluded nature.

Kōchi

Food markets and winding rivers.

Matsuyama

Historic onsen and castles.



Find Your Way

You’ll find plenty to do over Shikoku’s four prefectures; how you decide to move about will determine just how much of it you can cover during your stay, while offering different viewpoints of island life.
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Plan Your Time

While Shikoku is relatively small, the main centres are on opposite ends of the island. For shorter stays, pick and choose where to base yourself; longer stints give more time to see it all.


[image: jpg]

Ikumi, Tokushima-­Kōchi coast | Roshito/Shutterstock ©


Three to Four Days to Explore

• Spend the first day exploring the highlights of Takamatsu. Stroll the spectacular grounds of Ritsurin-kōen and feel a little history at Takamatsu Castle.

• On day two, take a day trip to Kotohira to visit Konpira-san and the mountainside precinct of cultural attractions on Mt Zōzu. Visit the towns of Marugame or Zentsū-ji for more history and culture.

• On the third day, head to the secluded Iya Valley to cross the Iya-no-Kazura-bashi vine bridge, paired with other gorge activities of your choice. Ideally, stay overnight to experience the special morning atmosphere in the valley.




One Week to Wander

• After exploring Takamatsu and the Iya Valley, head to Matsuyama in Ehime. Spend a day exploring the castle of Matsuyama-jō and take a dip at historic Dōgo Onsen. Pop over to Ishite-ji for its temple caves.

• Hikers can climb the highest mountain in western Japan, Ishizuchi-san. History buffs will enjoy a trip to the historic townscapes of Uchiko and Ōzu, or to Uwajima Castle.

• Round out your time with a leisurely cycle from Imabari to Ōshima. For a bigger adventure, cycle all the way to Onomichi in Hiroshima.




More Time to Travel Around

• Head to Tokushima City to take in a dance show, dye cloth with the region’s high-quality indigo and attend the puppet theatre. Then travel north to Naruto for the whirlpools and art museum. Those looking for beach fun can venture south to Tokushima’s surf coast for a swim or paddle and, if there’s time, explore the more remote Muroto Cape.

• Continue all the way to Kōchi City for an excellent food-market culture and castle. Outside of town the winding rivers call for a pleasant hike or boat ride, or a more adventurous outdoor activity.



Seasonal Highlights

Spring and autumn bring largely moderate temperatures that are perfect for outdoor exploration. Keep an eye on the dates for the Setouchi Triennale, held every three years.

January

A soak in Dōgo Onsen is calling during the quieter winter months, when the mountains are covered in snow.
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March–April 

Cherry blossom season delights; walking pilgrims start breaking in their boots on the 88 Temple Pilgrimage.
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May

Hikers return to the trails on Mt Ishizuchi and Tsurugi. The Golden Week holidays bring larger crowds and higher prices.
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June

Rainy season puts a dampener on pilgrim plans; bring an umbrella and check weather updates.

[image: jpg]

Design Pics Inc/Alamy Stock Photo ©

July

The official climbing season for Ishizuchi-san begins with the 10-day Oyama Biraki Matsuri. Sea and river activities are well underway.
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August

Summer holidays and the region’s renowned dance festivals are in full swing. Plan well in advance.
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September–November 

Temperatures become more comfortable. Look out for typhoons around September, while November is peak for autumn colours.
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TOP SIGHT
THE 88 SACRED TEMPLES OF SHIKOKU

The 88 Temples of Shikoku refers to an ancient pilgrimage route of 88 Buddhist temples that circumnavigates the entire island of Shikoku. Said to be following in the footsteps of the great Kōbō Daishi (Kūkai), the founder of the pilgrimage and the Shingon Sect of Buddhism in Japan, thousands take on the challenge of completing the remarkable circuit every year.
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Scan this QR code to start planning your journey.
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DON’T MISS

Tairyū-ji (Temple 21)

Ishite-ji (Temple 51)

Zentsū-ji (Temple 75; pictured above)

Unpen-ji (Temple 66)

Yakuri-ji (Temple 85)

Iwamoto-ji (Temple 37)

Iwaya-ji (Temple 45)

Yakuō-ji (Temple 23)



Some Background

To understand Shikoku is to understand ohenro, the name given to both the pilgrimage itself and those who undertake it. Sightings of white-clad pilgrims with their wooden staffs and conical hats are a daily occurrence. While this is a religious pilgrimage and must be respected as such, many modern-day henro also embark on the journey to escape everyday pressures, enjoy nature and for periods of self-reflection.

Along with having their own names, all the temples are numbered 1–88 in reference to their order on the circuit. The pilgrimage officially begins at Temple 1 (Ryōzen-ji) in Tokushima and ends at Temple 88 (Ōkubo-ji) in Kagawa, taking pilgrims on a clockwise journey around the island covering around 1140km. However, the temples can be visited in any order and, given the distance, some choose to complete sections over several trips. In addition to the main pilgrimage, some also choose to visit the 20 bekkaku (bonus temples), which adds approximately 160km to the original route.

The Basics

The traditional walking route takes an average of 40 to 50 days (25km per day), but you’ll find people completing it by bicycle, motorbike, skateboard, public transport and car, the latter reducing the time required to just 10 days. Dedicated bus tours also exist, although they mostly cater to a Japanese crowd. Access to some of the more remote mountain temples has also been made much easier, thanks to modern-day cable cars and ropeways.

Preparing for the Pilgrimage

Considered the pilgrimage bible, the Shikoku Japan 88 Route Guide (Buyodo Co Ltd; henro.co/route-guide-book) outlines important logistics and temple etiquette, and provides maps covering the entire route.

The detailed walking maps in The Pilgrimage Map Made By Everyone (min88.jp/shikoku88map_en) are also essential for anyone planning to make the journey on foot.

For a ready-made pilgrim community and a wealth of current information on the trail, join the Facebook group ‘Shikoku 88 Ohenro Pilgrimage’.

Pilgrim Garb

A rather extensive pilgrim ‘uniform’ does exist, which includes a white vest, sedge hat, stole, a wooden staff and various items related to prayer. All can be purchased at the shop by Temple 1 (Ryōzen-ji), including the Shikoku Japan 88 Route Guide, which does an excellent job of explaining each of the items, what they mean and how to wear or use them.

There is no obligation to buy, but wearing at least some of them will help identify you as a pilgrim. Fused into the culture of the island, locals are accustomed to giving osettai to henro, a show of hospitality that could be anything from an offer of a seat or drink to money or snacks for the road, in the belief they are symbolically taking the journey along with them and good karma will accrue.

Where to Stay

Some temples provide shukubō (temple lodgings), where you can stay overnight and participate in religious rituals. Less formal temple and private stays known as tsuyadō and zenkonyado are at a small number of locations but should only be used as a last resort. If you do use one, leave a donation of at least ¥1000 (more if you used a futon).

Outside of shukubō, use regular paid accommodation, like hotels, minshuku (guesthouses), ryokan and organised campgrounds. Note that wild camping has become a contentious issue for local communities along the pilgrimage and is highly discouraged. Whenever possible, stay at paid accommodation to support the local communities. The website Henro House (henrohouse.jp/en) is a useful resource to connect travellers with suitable accommodation along the trail.


PILGRIMAGE BOOK

It is customary for pilgrims to carry a book known as nōkyōchō for collecting temple stamps. In feudal times when travel was only permitted under certain circumstances (like religious pilgrimage), the nōkyō (stamps) served as ‘proof’ of one’s visit. Each one features beautiful handwritten calligraphy and is unique to the temple it is received at. They are typically available from 8am to 5pm (usual cost ¥500).




TOP TIPS

• Stay updated on weather conditions; some mountain trails are not advised in inclement weather.

• Always carry sufficient water, food, backup phone batteries and emergency supplies, and tell someone where you plan on going each day.

• Allow yourself more time than you think you’ll need to really enjoy it and account for any unexpected hiccups.

• Don’t rely on Google to navigate mountain trails; instead make use of more detailed local maps.
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TEMPLES

1 Ryōzen-ji

2 Gokuraku-ji

3 Konsen-ji

4 Dainichi-ji

5 Jizō-ji

6 Anraku-ji

7 Jūraku-ji

8 Kumadani-ji

9 Hōrin-ji

10 Kirihata-ji

11 Fujii-dera

12 Shōsan-ji

13 Dainichi-ji

14 Jōraku-ji

15 Kokubun-ji

16 Kanon-ji

17 Ido-ji

18 Onzan-ji

19 Tatsue-ji

20 Kakurin-ji

21 Tairyū-ji

22 Byōdō-ji

23 Yakuō-ji

24 Hotsumisaki-ji

25 Shinshō-ji

26 Kongōchō-ji

27 Kōnomine-ji

28 Dainichi-ji

29 Kokubun-ji

30 Zenraku-ji

31 Chikurin-ji

32 Zenjibu-ji

33 Sekkei-ji

34 Tanema-ji

35 Kiyotaki-ji

36 Shōryū-ji

37 Iwamoto-ji

38 Kongōfuku-ji

39 Enkō-ji

40 Kanjizai-ji

41 Ryūkō-ji

42 Butsumoku-ji

43 Meiseki-ji

44 Taihō-ji

45 Iwaya-ji

46 Jōruri-ji

47 Yasaka-ji

48 Sairin-ji

49 Jōdo-ji

50 Hanta-ji

51 Ishite-ji

52 Taisan-ji

53 Enmyō-ji

54 Enmei-ji

55 Nankō-bō

56 Taisan-ji

57 Eifuku-ji

58 Senyū-ji

59 Kokubun-ji

60 Yokomine-ji

61 Kōon-ji

62 Hōju-ji

63 Kichijō-ji

64 Maegami-ji

65 Sankaku-ji

66 Unpen-ji

67 Daikō-ji

68 Jinne-in

69 Kannon-ji

70 Motoyama-ji

71 Iyadani-ji

72 Mandara-ji

73 Shusshaka-ji

74 Kōyama-ji

75 Zentsū-ji

76 Konzō-ji

77 Dōryū-ji

78 Gōshō-ji

79 Tennō-ji

80 Kokubun-ji

81 Shiromine-ji

82 Negoro-ji

83 Ichinomiya-ji

84 Yashima-ji

85 Yakuri-ji

86 Shido-ji

87 Nagao-ji

88 Ōkubo-ji






TAKAMATSU
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Takamatsu (高松), Kagawa’s prefectural capital, is considered the gateway to Shikoku, with the nearby Great Seto Bridge being the region’s only rail link from outside the island. Once known as Sanuki province, Kagawa is renowned for its sanuki-udon, a delightfully chewy wheat-based noodle served up in around 540 dedicated udon restaurants across the prefecture. Delicious noodle joints aside, in Takamatsu you can expect both a happening downtown with an array of dining options, lively bars and shops, as well as bountiful nature at the city’s doorstep. You have the opportunity to explore one of the country’s most spectacular gardens at Ritsurin-kōen and get back to the city’s roots at the ruins of Takamatsu Castle. Take a quick trip east to sample history and culture on the rocky peaks of Yashima and Mt Goken, and a short boat ride north offers some of Shikoku’s most renowned art islands.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ritsurin-kōen

SIGHTS

2Mt Yashima

3Sayabashi

4Shikoku-mura

5Shishi-no-Reigan Observatory

6Takamatsu-jō

7Yashima-ji

see 5Yashimāru

ACTIVITIES

8Busshōzan Onsen

SLEEPING

9Hanajyukai

10Sunny Day Hostel

11Wakabaya

EATING

12Meriken-ya

13Sanuki-men Ichiba

14Steak House Ichigo

15Uehara-ya

DRINKING

16Kikugetsu-tei

17Women’s Only Bar Ajisai




TOP TIP

When in doubt for shopping or dining options, head to Central Takamatsu Shopping Arcades, where you’ll find eight connected undercover shopping strips with a combined length of 2.7km, the longest in Japan. From quick, cheap eats through to high-end retail, there’s something for all tastes and budgets here.
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Ritsurin-kōen | Lin chiaching/shutterstock ©


DINE ON KAGAWA’S OLIVE BYPRODUCTS

Thanks to Kagawa’s Shōdo-shima, Japan’s island birthplace of olive cultivation, the prefecture enjoys not only fresh olives and olive oil, but an array of ‘olive-fed’ cuisine.

In a bid to reduce waste and create an innovative product, some farmers feed their livestock olive lees (what is left of the olives after pressing), increasing the amount of healthful oleic acid. Look out for olive-fed beef, chicken, pork and even hamachi, a fish often used in sushi.

In Takamatsu, visit Steak House Ichigo, Japan’s first restaurant specialising in olive beef, where a detailed summary of the cow on the menu awaits table-side.



Explore the Immaculate Gardens of Ritsurin-kōen

THE PLAYGROUND OF EDO’S ELITE

This stunning Edo-era garden was once the strolling grounds of feudal lords. Awarded the maximum three stars in the Michelin Green Guide for attractions ‘worth a special journey’, today Ritsurin-kōen (栗林公園) covers 75 hectares of manicured grounds, with six ponds, 13 landscaped hills and over 1000 pine trees, flanked by the ancient burial grounds of towering Mt Shiun.

If you’re overwhelmed by choice or have limited time, take the South Garden course (one hour) that centres on the South Pond (南湖; Nan-ko), the backdrop for just about every tourist brochure for the city. Featuring the largest bridge in the garden (Engetsu-kyō) and three islands, this is undoubtedly the highlight of Ritsurin. A unique way to take in the grandeur of the South Pond is on a leisurely 30-minute ‘wasen’ boat ride. Pass under the low Geishun-kyō bridge and see the scenery expand before you as you float towards Token-sho, affectionately referred to as ‘Love Azalea’ island; its manicured heart-shaped azalea plants add a pop of pink to the landscape when they bloom in late May.

Don’t miss Kikugetsu-tei (掬月亭), a teahouse on the western side of the South Pond that’s as old as the garden itself, where entry is the price of a cup of tea and a sweet. Once you’ve enjoyed your tea set, you can proceed to Kikugetsu-no-ma, a spectacular viewing area that opens out to the water.

Book your boat ride online (my-kagawa.jp/ritsuringarden/wasen/reserve) up to 5pm the day before. Same-day ticket sales are only available at the boat ticket counter (from 8.30am) inside the garden grounds.


TAKE TO THE INLAND SEA

Within walking distance of Takamatsu Station, visitors can hop on a ferry from Takamatsu Port to connect with nearby islands Megijima, Ogijima, the illustrious art installations of Naoshima and olive island Shōdoshima.



BEST BEDS IN TAKAMATSU

Wakabaya

Homely residential hostel with wooden interior, private rooms and shared facilities. Free parking by reservation. ¥

Sunny Day Hostel

A small boutique hostel within walking distance of Takamatsu Castle. Optional in-room picnic breakfast. ¥¥

Hanajyukai

Luxury hillside hotel featuring private and shared onsen, and a footbath with superb night views. ¥¥¥

Ascend the Foundations of a City

ONCE SHIKOKU’S TALLEST CASTLE TOWER

While the castle keep is no longer, the ruins of Takamatsu-jō (高松城), considered one of Japan’s three best castles on the sea, remains a fundamental presence in a city that owes its name and hundreds of years of continued prosperity to this port landmark.

Just a short walk from JR Takamatsu Station, the castle ruins, on what is present-day Tamamo Park (玉藻公園), blend seamlessly into the city surrounds. Commuters using Takamatsu-chikko Kotoden Station can even view the roofed bridge of Sayabashi (鞘橋) and surrounding moat right from the platform.

Once you enter the 80,000 sq metre park grounds, cross Sayabashi to connect with what was once the site of the castle tower (tenshukaku). Here you can climb the uneven steps up to the observation deck on top of the 13m-high stone base, where an astounding view of the port and the sluice gate awaits. As the moat water is sourced directly from the sea, the gate has the important function of regulating water levels that would otherwise fluctuate greatly with the changing tides.

In fact, the moat is filled with sea life carried in by the tide when small, which then grow to adult size in the castle waters. The best way to enjoy the moat is by taking the 30-minute castle boat ride that departs from the sluice gate (水門). You’ll be given fish food to attract the sea bream and the opportunity to peer up at the impressive stonemasonry of the base up close. Tickets go on sale 10 minutes prior to departure (maximum of five passengers), so check the departure board and be ready to queue.
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Castle boat ride, Takamatsu-jō | Jessica Korteman/Lonely Planet ©


SANUKI-UDON
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Kagawa Masaaki, a member of the Honba Sanuki Udon Cooperative, shares his top places to try this regional speciality.

Sanuki-men Ichiba

さぬき麺市場 (高松郷東店) A noodle restaurant west of the Gōtō Bridge with a focus on fresh Kagawa ingredients bought directly from local producers. Try the bukkake-udon. ¥

Meriken-ya

Right opposite Takamatsu Station, this place is all about the noodles, with continued dedication to the perfect texture and mouthfeel. Recommended dish: niku-udon. ¥

Uehara-ya

Conveniently located by Ritsurin-kōen, Uehara-ya does a delectable kake-udon with lightly boiled noodles, and dashi broth derived from sardines and a carefully selected soy sauce. ¥



A View Worth Fighting For

A MILLENNIUM OF MOUNTAIN HISTORY

A defining feature of the Takamatsu landscape, Yashima (屋島), meaning ‘roof island’, is a tabletop mountain in Seto-nai-kai National Park with exquisite views and various historic sites. It is famously the site of the Battle of Yashima between the Genji and Heike clans, which played out here during the Genpei War of the late 12th century.

On the lower reaches of the mountain is Shikoku-mura (四国村), a popular open-air museum exhibiting relocated and restored historical buildings from all over Shikoku. On the mountaintop, Yashima-sanjō, visit Yashima-ji (屋島寺), the 84th temple on the Shikoku 88 Pilgrimage, stopping by Blood Pond where the victorious Genji clan are said to have washed the blood from their swords after the battle. Yashima-ji, dating back to the 8th century, is a designated Important Cultural Property, while its Treasure House, exhibiting a small collection of temple and battle artefacts, contains one of its own, a thousand-armed Kannon statue.

While worth a visit at any hour, Shishi-no-Reigan Observatory (獅子の霊巌展望台) is renowned for its sunset views, making it particularly popular at dusk. Buying a clay disc and throwing it off the mountainside, a practice known as kawarake-nage, is said to bring good luck and symbolises the Genji warriors throwing their headpieces in victory. An undulating elevated glass walkway, Yashimāru, is located just behind the observatory.
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Shikoku-mura | Nono901/Shutterstock ©

ACTIVITIES IN TAKAMATSU

Mamehana Wasanbon

Make your own wasanbon sugar sweets in traditional handcrafted moulds in this fun English workshop.

Busshōzan Onsen

Comfortable indoor/outdoor baths just 15 minutes by train (plus 10-minute walk) from the city centre.

Women’s Only Bar Ajisai

Classy tatami bar in downtown Furubaba-chō exclusively for women. Non-Japanese-speaking and solo customers welcome.


MT GOKEN HIGHLIGHTS

Mt Goken has some top spots to walk between if you can manage the burn of a few inclines.

A 25-minute walk from Yakuri Station, take the Yakuri Tozanguchi cable car up to Yakuri-ji (Temple 85). Perched below the uppermost cliff faces, pilgrims pray here for success in money and matchmaking.

Descend for the pleasant 20-minute (mostly downhill) walk through winding farmland to the Isamu Noguchi Garden Museum. By advanced reservation, you can tour the Japanese atelier and residence of internationally renowned sculptor Isamu Noguchi, featuring 150 works in natural surrounds.

Another 15-minute walk and you’ll reach the sanctuary that is Udon Honjin Yamadaya, an acclaimed sanuki-udon restaurant. The tempura set menu doesn’t disappoint.




Getting Around

Central Takamatsu is well serviced by JR and Kotoden electric rail lines. IC cards can be used, but note anything other than the local ‘Iruca’ card cannot be charged by machines. You can charge a Pasmo or Suica card by asking at the station office. Not all stations are staffed, so plan ahead and charge at larger stations, such as Takamatsu-chikko or Kawaramachi, or be prepared to buy paper tickets.

A shuttle bus (¥100 per ride) connects JR Yashima and Kotoden-Yashima Stations with Shikoku-mura and Yashima-sanjō. Mt Goken requires some walking (up slopes at times) or supplemental taxi rides.






Beyond Takamatsu
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Kagawa may be Japan’s smallest prefecture by area, but it packs a punch with things to see and do.


From Takamatsu, the relatively short distances make visiting many other points of interest easily doable by day trip. You’ll be spoilt for magnificent viewpoints of mountains, cities and the Inland Sea, all while soaking up some of the most-revered pilgrimage sites in Shikoku.

When it comes to the 88 temples, Kagawa is home to both the largest and the highest on the entire pilgrimage circuit, namely Zentsū-ji in the town of the same name and site of Kōbō Daishi’s birth, and Unpen-ji, the ‘temple in the clouds’ where a ropeway will transport you 900m above sea level. Those prepared to let their legs do the work can climb the more than 1000 steps to ancient Konpira-san shrine.
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Unpen-ji | John Steele/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Kagawa’s rail departures are not as frequent as you may have come to expect in other parts of the country. Check schedules ahead of time.




EAT LIKE A CAVE-PERSON

Marugame is the birthplace of Kagawa’s famous honetsuki-dori (骨付鳥), or chicken on the bone, and Ikkaku, the local institution that first put it on its menu. Designed to be picked up by the bone and eaten Flintstones style, this as-big-as-your-hand oven-baked chicken drips with flavour. There are two types of honetsuki-dori: oya-dori (a firmer adult chicken) or hina-dori (a more tender young chicken), both tantalisingly seasoned with salt, pepper and garlic. When in doubt, go with the crowd-pleasing hina-dori that doesn’t need cutting to chomp through. Ikkaku has three restaurants in Marugame and three in Takamatsu, plus two in Osaka, one in Yokohama and one in Fukuoka.



History with a View at Marugame-jō

SHIKOKU’S OLDEST ORIGINAL CASTLE KEEP

A short 25-minute train ride from Takamatsu lies the seaside town of Marugame, from where you can reach the city’s famed castle by foot in 15 minutes. An easily spotted landmark perched high above Marugame’s streets, Marugame-jō (丸亀城) is one of Japan’s 12 remaining original castle keeps and, among them, Shikoku’s oldest. It’s a 10-minute schlep up a steep incline to the top, but the spectacular observation area at the halfway point gives an opportunity to catch your breath while taking in the views of the surrounding town and the Inland Sea.

The vista from castle level is equally impressive and where you’ll get the best photos of the keep up-close. You won’t see much inside the small 17th-century castle tower, but you will have a slightly more elevated view of the moat. Be prepared to negotiate two precarious flights of stairs in slippers.

Those looking for less exertion can take a rickshaw ride with local comedian Ooki Kamemaru around the perimeter of the castle grounds. Starting from the castle information centre, Ooki-san will give you a half-hour tour and photo-taking session (with your own camera).

Also at the information centre, you can pair your castle exploration with an uchiwa (round hand-held paper fan) workshop at ‘Take’ (竹), the satellite studio of the Marugame Uchiwa Museum. Interestingly, Marugame City still makes 90% of the uchiwa produced in Japan today. Here you can watch a demonstration from a traditional artisan and make your very own fan (50 minutes, prior reservation required).
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Marugame-jō | hayakato/Getty Images ©

MORE CULTURE IN MARUGAME

Marugame Uchiwa Museum

Small, free museum dedicated to uchiwa. Participate in a paid fan-making workshop (prior online reservation).

Nakazu-Banshōen

A 17th-century feudal garden with a torii (gate) tunnel next to the Uchiwa Museum.

MIMOCA

Marugame’s small but spacious contemporary art museum; works of Genichirō Inokuma and other modern artists.

Ride the Scenic Railway

A DIFFERENT WAY TO TRAVEL

Aboard Shikoku’s three monogatari sightseeing trains – monogatari being a reference to epic-like tales in Japanese literature – passengers are taken on a journey through picturesque landscapes, enjoying local cuisine and a unique display of omotenashi (hospitality) that makes these scenic rail lines worth the trip.

The Shikoku Mannaka Sennen Monogatari, meaning ‘A Tale of 1000 Years Through Central Shikoku’, is one of these routes. Beginning around 30 minutes by train from Takamatsu in the town of Tadotsu, this scenic railway then winds its way into the secluded Iya Valley, deep in Shikoku’s interior. Trundling along at speeds three to four times slower than regular services, passengers can enjoy the passing scenery while savouring a restaurant-grade meal made from locally sourced ingredients.

A truly special aspect of this weekend and holiday service is the locals who meet the trains along the way – wearing costumes, holding up specially made signs and enthusiastically waving. Some even drive the entire route to greet passengers at each stop. At some stations, you’ll be treated to performances or other displays of hospitality. A huge part of the fun is the fact that you never know what’s going to happen on any given ride.

Major stops include Kotohira, the location of the revered Konpira-san, where you’ll be served refreshments in the dedicated station waiting lounge; and Tsubojiri, a station with a rare switchback that is so remote it’s inaccessible by foot or road. See waterfalls, rivers and gorges en route to your final destination of Ōboke, the entrance to the Iya Valley, where you’ll likely be greeted at the platform by local station custodian Yamaguchi-san playing a conch shell.

Reservations are essential. Make a booking from one month in advance at a JR Ticket Counter (Midori-no-Madoguchi) or online via the Nippon Travel Agency.


ON EVERY PILGRIM’S LIST

The largest of the 88 temples, Zentsū-ji (善通寺) is worshipped as the place Kōbō Daishi was born. From Zentsūji Station, enter via the eastern precinct in front of the main temple with a five-storey pagoda and two gargantuan camphor trees, said to date to Kōbō Daishi’s childhood.

In the western precinct, Kaidan Meguri (戒壇めぐり) in the basement of Mieidō (御影堂) is built on the site of Kōbō Daishi’s birth. Place your left hand on the cool stone and feel your way through the 100m mandala-lined passageway in pitch darkness, where you’re invited to reflect and connect with the great master himself.




WORTH THE CLIMB

Don’t miss the opportunity to climb the 1368 steps up to ancient Konpira-san shrine and its abundance of mountainside attractions.



WHERE TO EAT AT KONPIRA-SAN

Hemp Heart (Magokoro)

Welcoming cafe with delicious vegetable curries and a focus on healthy eating. ¥

Nakano Udon School

Make your own sanuki-udon in this fun, high-energy workshop on Omotesandō (reservations required). ¥¥

Kotohira Terrace

Try oiri (round colourful sweets) on soft serve at Kotohira Terrace, opposite free footbath. ¥



HIKING TRIP
Exploring Konpira-san

Kotohira-gū (金刀比羅宮), affectionately known as Konpira-san, is a Shintō shrine dedicated to the deity of seafarers nestled in the forest of Mt Zōzu. A revered place of worship for centuries and the head of all Kotohira shrines in the country, Konpira-san continues to attract a steady stream of pilgrims ready to make the lengthy ascent up the 1368 steps.
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1 Omotesandō

The journey up to Konpira-san is packed with cultural attractions; dedicate at least half a day. Walk 10 minutes from Kotohira Station to Omotesandō, the main street leading to the shrine, lined with food outlets predominantly serving Kagawa’s speciality sanuki-udon.

The Hike: Proceed to the base of the steps. From here it’s approximately 20 minutes to the first notable landmark, passing by a long stretch of souvenir stores.

2 Ōmon & the Gonin Byakushō 

About halfway to the main shrine, you’ll reach Ōmon (大門), a large wooden gateway with a two-tiered tiled roof. Just through the gate, there’s a small cluster of five sweets vendors under white parasols selling a traditional hard candy called bekkō-ame made of sugar, mizuame (a sweet starch syrup) and yuzu. Known as the Gonin Byakushō (Five Farmers), they maintain a long-held tradition, symbolising the five families that were permitted to trade within the shrine grounds in ancient times.

The Hike: A little further on, you’ll reach a landing before a large torii.
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Ōmon and the Gonin Byakushō | Malcolm Fairman/Alamy Stock Photo ©

3 Shrine Horses & Shoin

Turn to your left here to view the sacred shrine horses (神馬) in their stables. Considered divine, these equines are for the gods to ride, so be sure not to touch or feed them. Through the torii and up the set of stairs is Shoin (書院), the heart of the mountain’s art precinct and an Important Cultural Property built in the Edo period, where you can view impressive screen paintings.

The Hike: Continue following the path to the shrine.

4 The Main & Inner Shrine

At the 785-step mark (around 45 minutes), you’ll reach the main shrine. After paying respects and admiring the view, most visitors turn around here. However, from 9am keen hikers can continue on for another 583 steps (30 minutes) to Okusha (奥社) or the inner shrine. Once there, scan the left cliff face for the long-nosed stone tengu (winged demon) and short bird-nosed karasu tengu.

The Hike: From the main shrine, the descending path varies slightly for a short distance. Take it from the other side of the temple office.

5 Kanamaru-za (Konpira Kabuki)

When you’ve almost returned to the base, take a right at the 22-step mark to visit Kanamaru-za, Japan’s oldest kabuki theatre. Self-tour or have a volunteer guide show you how all the fascinating mechanisms work.




OTHER ATTRACTIONS IN KAGAWA’S WEST

Mt Shiude Observation Park

Superb observation point with views to the Inland Sea. Not to be missed in cherry blossom season.

Flower Park Urashima

A pretty seaside photo spot when the marguerite daisies and poppies bloom in May.

Takaya Shrine

Featuring the breath-taking ‘torii in the sky’ on the precipice of Mt Inazumi.

Zenigata Sunae

A 345m-circumference sand sculpture in the shape of a coin, maintained since the Edo period. Best viewed from the observation point.



Visit the Temple in the Clouds

THE HIGHEST OF THE 88

Most easily accessible by car, it’s about a one-hour drive from Takamatsu to Unpen-ji’s large parking lot and main access point. At an elevation of over 900m, Unpen-ji (雲辺寺; Temple 66) is the highest of the 88 temples on the pilgrimage. Thankfully for modern-day pilgrims, a cable car operating from the car park covers the remaining distance, whisking you up from Unpen-ji Ropeway’s Sanroku Station in Kagawa to the misty mountain summit over the border in Tokushima in seven minutes. At the top, you’ll be further transported by the 500 life-sized stone Arhat statues of Buddha’s disciples, atmospherically stationed among the pole-straight cedar trees. They convey the depth of just about every human emotion in their etched faces and evocative poses, so search among them for your lookalike; according to legend everyone has one.

At the main temple, there’s a statue of a giant sea turtle, representing the temple’s honorific mountain name, Kyogō-zan (sea turtle mountain), believed to have been chosen due to the mountain’s resemblance to a sleeping turtle. Buy a clay prayer ball, write the first letter of your wish on it and then try to throw it into the pot located behind the statue. Those who get it in are said to have super good luck, but even those who miss will supposedly be blessed with good fortune. If you proceed straight from the ropeway station (keeping right), you’ll stumble upon Sanchō-kōen (山頂公園), accessed via the Snow Park building. In what can only be described as a social media playground, this grassy knoll on the mountainside has swings with a view, photo props and an Airstream coffee van.
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Sanchō-kōen | Artem Mishukov/Shutterstock ©


Getting Around

Marugame, Zentsūji and Kotohira are all easily accessible by JR rail lines as day trips from Takamatsu (IC cards accepted). The sites on Kagawa’s western coast are best explored with your own wheels, but be aware that the mountain roads are narrow and require some manoeuvring to allow for two-way traffic.

The road to Takaya Shrine’s upper car park (a five-minute walk to the main shrine and torii) is closed to private vehicles on weekends and public holidays (take the shuttle bus or use the lower parking lot and make the 50-minute hike instead). Mt Shiude Observation Park requires a reservation (mitoyo-kanko.com/shiude-access) and fee to park during cherry blossom season.






Tokushima
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Downtown Tokushima (徳島) is concentrated on an easily walkable gourd-shaped sandbar encircled by the Suketō and Shinmachi Rivers. Meaning ‘gourd island’, Hyōtan-jima’s extensive river promenades entice residents for relaxed strolls, weekend markets, buskers and the Hyōtan-jima River Cruise.

Tokushima’s most well-known cultural export, the Awa-odori Matsuri, sees the city reach fever pitch when more than one million visitors come to witness the sizzling four-day dance spectacle in August. More than simply an annual festival, the Awa-odori is an ever-present cultural thread that’s hard to miss.

However, the dance is but one of many incredibly rich art forms to come out of Tokushima, mostly developing on the back of the successful local indigo trade. Tokushima Prefecture is responsible for 80% of the indigo dye produced in Japan today, and it’s behind that signature hue we’ve come to know as ‘Japan Blue’.
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SIGHTS

1Awa Odori Kaikan

2Tokushima Castle Museum

SLEEPING

3Hostel Coliberty

4Hotel Sunroute

5Petit Hotel 017 Reina

EATING

6Domannaka

7Hassun

8Toritori

TRANSPORT

9Bizan Ropeway




TOP TIP

Visit the team at the Tokushima Welcome Centre, who can assist with sightseeing options, dining recommendations and how best to get from A to B with the latest transport schedules. They can even make reservations on your behalf. The centre is just a two-minute walk from JR Tokushima Station.
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Awa-odori | SAND555UG/Shutterstock ©


A CITY HISTORY LESSON

Located behind the main train station, Tokushima Central Park is the site of the historic ruins of Tokushima Castle. To make sense of it all, visit Tokushima Castle Museum on the site of the old castle palace where, upon entry, you can pick up an excellent free printed English guidebook that explains the history of the castle and the exhibits inside, including a map of the locations of the ruins that’s useful for self-exploration later on. Don’t miss the adjacent former palace garden (free entry with a museum ticket), an exquisite palatial garden filled with adventurous stepping stones and stone bridges, and resident heron.



Learn Tokushima’s Summer Dance

A TASTE OF AUGUST ALL-YEAR-ROUND

Theories about the origins of Tokushima’s Awa-odori abound, including a spontaneous drunken street party after the completion of Tokushima Castle. What is more likely, according to the history books, is that the dance developed much more slowly, evolving from regional summer bon-odori folk dances inviting the ancestors back to the human world. What was once declared an act of rebellion during feudal times became a means of revival in the postwar era. The high-energy dance form associated with Tokushima today is both graceful and wild, and the city’s five-storey Awa Odori Kaikan (阿波おどり会館) allows visitors to experience it in-person throughout the year at one of its five daily performances.

The live shows at the 250-seat capacity Awa Odori Hall (2F) include demonstrations of how the style of Awa-odori has changed over the centuries, the opportunity to get on stage and try the steps for yourself (it’s harder than it looks!), and an incredible high-octane display of what to expect at the festival come August. To delve further into the dance’s history, head to the Awa Odori Museum (3F), where handy QR codes provide thorough English translations.

From the Bizan Ropeway Station (5F) nearby, you can take a 290m cable car up to the summit of Mt Bizan for fine city views. Set discounted tickets for two or all three attractions can be bought from the 1F vending machines.
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Awa Jūrōbē Yashiki Puppet Theatre | Dunphasizer/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 2.0 DEED ©


TEMPLE ONE

Tokushima is a special place for pilgrims embarking on the Shikoku 88 Temple Pilgrimage as it’s at Ryōzen-ji, Temple 1, where the journey begins for many.



BEST TOKUSHIMA DINNER SPOTS

Hassun

An eclectic neighbourhood bar serving up home cooking with a twist and nostalgic vinyl tunes. ¥

Domannaka

Upmarket izakaya (pub-eatery) showcasing local seafood, meat and veggies, with classy counter and table seating. ¥¥

Toritori

Popular local yakitori place for casual drinks and skewers, famous for its kimo (chicken liver). ¥

Attend the Puppet Theatre

A SHOW TO REMEMBER

Tokushima is the home and heartland of ningyō jōruri (人形浄瑠璃), a captivating form of puppet theatre with lyrical storytelling that sees three performers operating one puppet simultaneously. Said to have flourished thanks to the prosperity that came along with the indigo dyeing trade, Tokushima remains the leader of puppetry in Japan, with more puppet theatres than anywhere else in the country and a vast network of open-air rural community stages.

In what may at first glance appear a niche attraction, the vast appeal of ningyō jōruri can only be explained in visceral terms. The best place to experience it is at Awa Jūrōbē Yashiki Puppet Theatre and Museum (徳島県立阿波十郎兵衛屋敷), a 15-minute bus ride from Tokushima Station. The theatre holds two performances daily of Tokushima’s most-frequently performed puppet drama, Keisei Awa no Naruto, depicting the compelling story of a young child in search of her long-lost parents. English-speakers can follow the moving 30-minute scene via the electronic subtitles that run across the screen above the stage. Be sure to take a moment to appreciate the artistry of the puppeteers, who skilfully synchronise their movements while completely cloaked, face included, in black sheaths. In conjunction with the performance, it’s also worth checking out the small on-site museum with its English explanations (included in the ticket).

Just a one-minute walk away is another puppet attraction, the Awa Deko Ningyō Kaikan, where you can see more than 50 puppets on display and get a 20-minute explanation (in Japanese) of the puppet-making process by the in-house puppet master.


FOR THE RAMEN LOVERS

Tokushima Prefecture enjoys three unique regional ramen varieties. The one from Tokushima City features a distinctive, brown-coloured soup made from a shōyu (soy sauce) and tonkotsu (pork bone) broth blend, and topped with pork belly, green onions, fermented bamboo shoots and an optional raw egg.

A convenient place to get a taste of Tokushima ramen is at Men-oh, a low-key ticket-vending-machine ramen shop by Tokushima Station open until midnight, with an English button to help decipher the menu.



BEST BEDS IN TOKUSHIMA

Hostel Coliberty

Trendy hostel with a rooftop and community focus within walking distance of Awa Odori Kaikan. ¥

Petit Hotel 017 Reina

Small apartment-style accommodation, best for those looking to self-cater. ¥¥

Hotel Sunroute

A comfortable three-star hotel with an onsen opposite Tokushima Station. ¥¥


MORE LOCAL ARTISANAL PRODUCTS

Another art form born of the aizome industry was Ōtani-yaki, the manufacturing of large earthenware pots used for storing indigo dye. These gigantic vessels were produced using a nerokuro (lying potter’s wheel); one person would lie on the ground and spin the wheel with their feet, while another added and shaped the clay from above.

With the reduced number of indigo dyers and the fact that the pots rarely, if ever, need to be replaced, the potters of Ōtani now make smaller pottery items for domestic use. Visitors can purchase pieces directly from any of the six remaining kilns. The closest is Mori Tōki (森陶器), a five-minute walk from Awa-Ōtani Station.



Make Your Own ‘Japan Blue’

EXPERIENCE TOKUSHIMA’S ENDURING INDIGO TRADE

A colour synonymous with Japan, the indigo hue dubbed ‘Japan Blue’ is one of Tokushima’s most famous exports. Gratitude for the aizome (indigo dyeing) trade is often directed at the Yoshino River – its routinely flooded banks made the surrounding farmland unsuitable for rice cultivation and, in turn, abundantly fertile for highly valuable indigo crops. Tokushima has been the number one producer of the natural dye sukumo since the Edo period, a process that involves first drying the indigo leaves and then fermenting them for around 100 days. The extremely high quality of sukumo from Tokushima, known as ‘Awa Ai’, has meant that the prefecture’s indigo fabrics and the know-how of its skilled traditional artisans have been sought after for centuries.

While a little out of the way, the Aizumi-chō Historical Museum (Ai-no-Yakata; 藍住町歴史館 藍の館) has excellent exhibits related to aizome, and preserves the former residence and factory of local indigo merchants, the Okumura family. Conveniently, visitors can participate in an indigo dyeing experience here without a reservation. From a small hanky to a large silk scarf and quite a few things in between (the tenugui, thin cotton towels, come recommended), experience firsthand what it’s like to dye your own cloth with indigo and watch as the green-stained material transforms into signature Awa blue under running water. A number of private indigo factories closer to town also offer aizome workshops; however, most require reservations well in advance. One of the easiest to access is Ruafu (藍染工房ルアフ), which accepts bookings up to the day before most of the year.


Getting Around

Tokushima’s rail and bus system, combined with a little walking, can get you to most attractions around Tokushima City. With no IC card system, you’ll need to buy paper tickets everywhere here. At unstaffed train stations, the driver will physically get off and collect tickets from disembarking passengers on the station platform. If you did not pay the correct fare, this will then need to be rectified in cash, so do your best to get the right ticket to avoid delaying the train.

When an advance ticket is not possible, it’s worth familiarising yourself with the seiri-ken system, which involves taking a ticket via the machine at the back door and then paying as you disembark at the front.






Beyond Tokushima
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Outside the city limits, the Tokushima coast beckons, with ample opportunities to surf, swim or just hang out on the sand.


From Tokushima City, it’s an easy jaunt to Naruto for swirling whirlpools off the Naruto Strait, while surfers will rejoice in the opportunity to catch waves just 20 minutes by car from downtown at the surf beach of Komatsu Coast. Further afield, a road trip is an exceptional idea, with windy mountain roads into the Iya Valley or down Tokushima’s extensive coastline. It’s here along the Pacific-Ocean-facing southern shoreline bordering Kōchi where the title of ‘surfing capital of Japan’ comes into clear view. Whether you’re looking for challenging swells or just a splash around, the cluster of beach towns around Kaiyō make an ideal base to spend a relaxed couple of days.
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Naruto Whirlpools | 10max/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

For a small discount and seamless entry, prepurchase your tickets for the Ōtsuka Museum of Art online.




WHIRLPOOL BOAT TOURS

There are three options for boat tours of the Naruto Whirlpools.

Uzushio Kisen, departing from a pier just outside Naruto Park, offers 20-minute rides in a small vessel with water-level viewing.

A five-minute drive west is the larger Uzushio Kanchōsen, which operates two services: the Aqua Eddy, a small high-speed boat with underwater viewing (25 minutes); and Wonder Naruto, a larger ferry with two decks (30 minutes).

The Aqua Eddy requires prior reservation, although walk-ins are accepted, pending availability. The no-reservation Wonder Naruto is worth shelling out the extra surcharge for 1st-class tickets on the upper deck that afford better views. A 1st-class combo ticket with Uzu-no-Michi Walkway is only available at the boat counter.



Get in a Spin in Naruto

AN UNUSUAL NATURAL ATTRACTION

The Naruto Whirlpools (鳴門の渦潮), about a 40-minute drive northeast of Tokushima, are a natural phenomenon that occur due to a unique interaction of tidal currents and underwater topography along the narrow Naruto Strait. You may have had a glimpse of them already in your ramen bowl; the distinctive pink fishcake swirl naruto-maki that often tops noodle soups is named after, and symbolic of, the whirlpools here.

This is an attraction where timing is everything, and the difference between seeing huge whirlpools up to 20m in diameter or nothing at all. Check the tide table (available online) to view when the whirlpools will be most active on the day of your visit and plan accordingly. It’s even better if your schedule can align with one of the days of the ‘spring tides’ (approximately every two weeks) when the whirlpools put on their biggest show.

The whirlpools can be viewed up-close by boat and from above via the 45m-high Uzu-no-Michi Walkway on the Ōnaruto Bridge, where you can observe the whirlpools via glass panels. It’s best to visit the walkway during the height of the south current, which occurs right below the bridge. The northern current is about 300–400m away and so is best viewed by boat.

An Art Museum for the Ages

VIEW WORLDLY MASTERPIECES

The outstanding Ōtsuka Museum of Art (大塚国際美術館) in Naruto showcases more than 1000 Western masterpieces recreated true to size on ceramic boards. In what would usually require a visit to 190 museums in 25 countries, at Ōtsuka you can see a compilation of some of the greatest contributions to the art world all in one place in the span of a day.

A long process that involves printed transfers, firing and manual brushwork, these faithful recreations are set to last 2000 years, resistant to fading and damage and, importantly, preserving them for future generations. Best of all, the artworks can be photographed freely in a way that many of the originals cannot.

Over five levels, see classic works by renowned artists like Da Vinci, Van Gogh, Vermeer and Monet, and remarkable life-sized historical reconstructions of famous art-filled buildings, such as the Sistine Chapel. If you have any kind of penchant for art, set aside a day to explore the full 4km route. If you have less time to spare, the museum provides a free map pointing out the highlights.
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WHERE TO EAT ON THE SURF COAST

Bahati

Welcoming beachfront restaurant serving curry, pasta and teishoku (set meals). ¥

Grill Join

Restaurant by Shirahama Beach with low table seating known for its Shimanto pork cutlet. ¥¥

inBetweenBlues Café

Try tea brewed with organic indigo leaves, along with speciality sweets and boutique coffee. ¥

Ride the DMV

A DIFFERENT KIND OF COMMUTE

A one-hour 45-minute drive from Tokushima or over two hours by train and you’ll have reached surfing mecca Kaiyō, where a unique transportation awaits. Is it a bus? Is it a train? Here in the south of Tokushima Prefecture, it’s both. With the ability to drive on both road and rail tracks, the DMV is the world’s first commercially operated dual mode vehicle. Operations began in December 2021 and it is hoped that the innovative fleet will revive local tourism and a railway that is struggling for survival. Local residents and tourists alike can ride for sections or the entire route (around 35 minutes) as a means of transport or simply for the fun of it.

The journey begins at Kaiyō’s cultural village. Starting in bus mode, it’s just a five-minute drive to the interchange at Awa-Kainan Station, where the DMV undergoes its first ‘mode change’. While passengers are still on board, the steel guide wheels descend, turning it into a train carriage. The guide wheels lift the front tyres off the track while the rear tyres stay down, allowing the vehicle to propel forward along the track in rail mode. It all happens to the sound of a melody and within 10 to 15 seconds. The DMV then travels along 10km of rail line before switching back to bus mode at Kannoura Station in Tōyō town, over the border in Kōchi Prefecture, and then looping back to Shishikui Onsen in Tokushima.

The DMV looks like a bus and feels like a bus, and when on the track, it’s like any other train service. With little to be felt during the mode changes, the real kick is simply knowing you are on a world-first. Visitors can book online, or board without reservation if seats are available.
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Best Surf Spots on the Tokushima-­Kōchi Coast
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Nagahara Leki, renowned indigo dyer, surfer and owner of inBetweenBlues (inbetweenblues.jp), an innovative indigo studio merging the art of aizome with surf culture in the coastal town of Kaiyō, shares his recommendations.

Ikumi

A surf haven for beginner to mid-level surfers with good waves all year round.

Shirahama

Just 2km north of Ikumi, this protected bay is a swim-only beach from July to August and perfect for a beginner-level paddle the rest of the year.

Shishikui

A hit with surfers, divers and sea-kayakers, or for those just wanting some relaxed beach time.



BEST BEDS BY THE SEA

Pension Shishikui

Comfortable guest rooms and log cabins with shared family baths and tennis court. ¥¥

Haryugetu Guesthouse

Homely inn with great food and good-value rates, welcoming many pilgrims. ¥

Pavilion Surf & Lodge

Fall asleep to the sound of waves; simple, clean rooms with surfboard rental. ¥


BEST OF THE REST

Tairyū-ji

Temple 21 of the 88 and site of ascetic training for Kōbō Daishi, Tairyū-ji is reached by a 10-minute cable car up misty Mt Tairyū.

Hiwasa Sea Turtle Museum

A museum dedicated to sea turtles by local egg-laying spot Ōhama Beach. Due to reopen in April 2024 after extensive refurbishment.

Yakuō-ji

Temple 23, famous for warding off bad luck during the supposed unlucky years – age 42 for men and 33 for women.




OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Japan’s practice of shinrin-yoku (forest bathing) is all about slowing down to the rhythm of nature, but in some places it’s all about speeding up to it. Whether surfing, canyoning or ziplining, Japan’s got something for every outdoor enthusiast.



Muroto Elementary School Aquarium

A NEW CLASS IN SESSION

On the Muroto Cape in Kōchi Prefecture, you’ll find an unlikely attraction by way of the Muroto Schoolhouse Aquarium. This former public elementary school, forced to close due to lack of students, has been reborn as an educational aquarium and research facility.

As you explore the abandoned school, you’ll find the old halls lined with tanks, projectors turned to fishbowls and its swimming pool, the former location of the students’ swimming lessons, filled with hammerhead sharks. Venture to the former school library for an aerial view of the pool and the sharks, brought to the facility after getting caught up in local fishing nets.


Getting Around

Naruto can be reached from downtown Tokushima by car in under 40 minutes (or one to 1½ hours by train/bus). A train (with one transfer) will get you to Ōboke in the Iya Valley in around two hours. The surf coast is best explored with your own wheels, allowing stops at points of interest along the way. Although a direct train on the Mugi line can conveniently get you from Tokushima to Awa-Kainan Station, from where you can connect with the DMV to Shishikui in Kaiyō.






IYA VALLEY
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The Iya Valley (祖谷渓) was once the notorious hideout of the Heike clan who retreated to this remote mountain region in the 12th century after their defeat against the Genji, ending the decade-long clan dispute known as the Genpei War.

Located in far west Tokushima, it’s the area’s remoteness and the way in which those who reside here have found ways to survive and thrive within this mountainous interior that continues to fascinate visitors. From the valley’s vine bridges to mountainside clinging hamlets, the challenges of the area’s topography have become its calling cards.

Those in search of a little adrenaline will enjoy the thrill of traversing the famed vine bridges, whitewater rafting Japan’s fastest torrent on the Yoshino River or ziplining 50m above the valley below. While those who prefer a slower pace can delight in leisure boats, mountain hiking and a soak in hot springs.
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SIGHTS

1Iya-no-Kazurabashi

2Koboke Gorge

3Koboke Observation Deck

4Nagoro Scarecrow Village

5Ōboke Gorge

6Ochiai Village

7Oku-Iya Double Vine Bridge

8Statue of the Peeing Boy

9Tsurugi-san

ACTIVITIES

10Forest Adventure

11Happy Raft

12New Yard Rafting

13Ōboke Gorge Sightseeing Boat

14You Me Rafting

SLEEPING

15Hotel Iya Onsen

16Hotel Kazurabashi

17Matoba

18Tsurugi-san Chōjō Hyutte

see 10Yoki Guesthouse




TOP TIP

If there’s the option of getting meals with your accommodation, do it. With very few food options available after nightfall and dark mountain roads, the Iya Valley is a very quiet place come evening. For those self-catering, Boke Mart near Ōboke Station is your best bet for groceries.
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Cross the Valley’s Vine Bridges

THE ANCIENT MODE OF TRANSPORT

The custom of using kazura-bashi (vine bridges) to cross the valley’s Iya River dates back over 800 years. It is said they were first suspended by the defeated Heike clan who retreated deep into these mountains after losing their stronghold of Yashima in the great Genpei War of the 12th century. The bridges not only allowed the clan to traverse the landscape more freely, but could be cut down to fend off enemies in case of attack.

There were once 13 of these vine bridges dispersed across the valley, but today only three survive. Made from the vine of the hardy kiwi, every three years locals spend six weeks replacing the vines that are gathered in the nearby mountains in winter. It’s only in more recent times that the bridges have been reinforced with planks and wire for the safety of the hundreds of tourists who arrive daily to make an exhilarating river crossing.

The largest and most-visited is Iya-no-Kazurabashi (祖谷かずら橋) in Nishi-Iya, where you can traverse the 45m bridge while looking through the rungs at the heart-pumping 14m drop to the Iya-gawa below. If time allows, it’s worth venturing the extra 30km east to the Oku-Iya Double Vine Bridge (奥祖谷二重かずら橋). Beyond the route of most tour buses, this pair of ‘husband and wife’ bridges, spanning 44m and 22m respectively, allow visitors to experience kazura-bashi in a more secluded setting.
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WHY I LOVE IYA VALLEY
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Jessica Korteman, writer

A day in the Iya Valley is great, but spending a night is even better. There’s something about this special place that can only be felt past dusk once the tour buses depart, when the valley descends into darkness and things get very, very quiet. My favourite part, though, comes at morning time when you can view the mesmerising plumes of fog known as kiryū that seem to gather low in the valley out of nowhere, and then dance up the mountainside, swirling then dissipating and then forming again.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE IYA VALLEY

Hotel Kazurabashi

Welcoming hotel with excellent open-air onsen, just a three-minute drive from the vine bridge. ¥¥¥

Matoba

Comfortable mountainside glamping cottages with BBQs and a stunning valley view. ¥¥¥

Yoki Guesthouse

Private Japanese-style house, ideal for families and groups (reservation by email). ¥¥¥


ŌBOKE & KOBOKE GORGES

The neighbouring gorges at the gateway to the Iya Valley are said to have been carved out by the current of the Yoshino River over the course of 200 million years. Meaning ‘big dangerous steps’ and ‘small dangerous steps’, the scramble across Ōboke and Koboke’s rocky topography was once a perilous route for those who relied on it for their livelihoods.

These days, visitors can enjoy boat tours and whitewater rafting, as well as various observation points. The popular Ōboke Gorge Sightseeing Boat (30 minutes) is a quick and easy way to view the gorge from river level. A 10-minute drive away, the Koboke Observation Deck provides a breathtaking view worthy of a short detour.



Climb Tsurugi-san

SHIKOKU’S SECOND-HIGHEST PEAK

A 15-minute drive from the double vine bridges of Oku-Iya, you’ll find the trailhead to one of Shikoku’s highest mountains, Tsurugi-san (剣山). At an elevation of 1955m, it’s second only to Mt Ishizuchi by a mere 30m, yet is decidedly easier to summit. The most direct route takes just 40 minutes, after an easy-breezy 15-minute ride on the Mt Tsurugi Chairlift, in operation from mid-April to late November. Keen hikers can skip the lift altogether, which adds just 50 minutes to the climb.

Like Mt Ishizuchi, Tsurugi-san is considered one of the ‘100 Famous Mountains of Japan’. According to legend, when the Heike clan succumbed to defeat at the naval battle of Dan-no-ura, the final showdown of the decade-long Genpei War, they are said to have buried their emperor’s sword atop this peak. Even today Tsurugi-san is still known by its nickname, Ken-zan or ‘sword mountain’.

The trail to the summit includes rocky steps and gravel paths before becoming a boardwalk in the last few hundred metres. About five minutes from the top, you’ll come across the mountain lodging Tsurugi-san Chōjō Hyutte, where from 6am to 4pm during its opening season (late April to late November), even nonguests can enjoy a hot meal and cup of ameyu. This thick and deliciously sweet drink made of sugar, katakuriko (potato starch) and ginger is a signature recipe that has been served to weary climbers on this mountainside for almost 70 years. Take the narrow staircase between the lodging and the shrine to access the boardwalk to the summit.
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RAFT THE YOSHINO RIVER – JAPAN’S FASTEST TORRENT

New Yard Rafting

Ōboke and Koboke rafting tours with highly trained, welcoming English-speaking guides.

Happy Raft

Established local adventure company with a variety of excellent tours and English guidance.

You Me Rafting

Offering English support, this rafting outfit is all about putting a smile on your dial.


OTHER IYA VALLEY ATTRACTIONS

Statue of the Peeing Boy

Landmark statue symbolising an old local tradition: young boys would stand on the edge of this 200m precipice and urinate into the valley to test their bravado.

Ochiai Village

A historic hamlet built on a steep mountain slope at 390m elevation. Best viewed from the Ochiai Village Observatory.

Nagoro Scarecrow Village

A village famous for having more scarecrows than people, see upwards of 100 life-sized dolls set up as if doing various everyday activities about town.

Iya Zipline

Take a fun 360m zipline (twice!) on a thrilling return trip across the valley with Forest Adventure.



Relax at Unique Onsen

NOT YOUR USUAL HOT SPRINGS

It will likely come as no surprise that the picturesque Iya Valley is a perfect setting for hot springs, but the appeal of a dip here is more than a relaxed soak. The Iya Valley offers the unique opportunity to try open-air onsen accessible only by cable car at two of the area’s hotels, and where you can enter as a nonguest during set daytime hours.

At Hotel Kazurabashi (ホテルかずら橋), within a short distance of the vine bridge, you’ll take a two-minute cable car up to its open-air baths with a valley view. It’s completely self-operated; enter the car and push the green button to start slowly moving towards the onsen. Once you step out at the top, the cable car will return down automatically. After your bath, you can summon the cable car back to the top by pushing a button. These are details that may seem minor but add significantly to the feeling of adventure and seclusion, and that you’re completely on your own time.

A 15-minute drive away, near the Statue of the Peeing Boy, is Hotel Iya Onsen (ホテル祖谷温泉). Also self-operated, this cable car takes you on a spectacular 170m, 42-degree-angle descent down to the bottom of the valley over five minutes, in which you can enjoy the Iya River steadily coming closer into view. This riverside alkaline sulphur hot spring flows straight from the source and has an almost instant softening effect on the skin. Interesting to note is that the water here is tepid, allowing for a lengthy bath without being overwhelmed by the heat.


Getting Around

The rail gateway to the Iya Valley is Ōboke Station. If you drive, a rental car is the easiest way to get around. You can rent a car from Ōboke or other major hubs around Shikoku; however, be sure to reserve in advance. For those not intending to drive, some accommodation will arrange station pick-up for guests. Buses do exist to serve points of interest around the valley but departures are few, therefore you may wish to supplement with taxis. There is a taxi stand at the station and arrangements can be made for half- or full-day tours.






KŌCHI
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The palm-tree lined streets of Kōchi couldn’t be a better visual representation of the prefectural capital’s relaxed persona. Infiltrating local customs is but a simple trip to the lively Hirome Market, where you can get a casual feel for Kōchi’s welcoming okyaku culture. While the rest of the country knows the term simply as ‘guest’, in Kōchi Prefecture it’s used to describe a party or gathering in which spontaneously inviting strangers to eat and drink together is second nature. Even an everyday dinner at the market epitomises the easygoing nature of Kōchi-ites.

One thing local residents are highly strung about is their sake, where it’s often considered Kōchi sake or bust. Consistently at the top of the rankings for highest sake consumption per capita in the country, the people of Kōchi Prefecture undeniably love their liquor. If you drink with locals, expect to learn some unique drinking games.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kōchi-jō

SLEEPING

2Comfort Hotel

3Dormy Inn

SHOPPING

4Hirome Ichiba

5Sunday Market

INFORMATION

6Yosakoi Information Exchange Center




TOP TIP

Check out the MY-YU daily bus pass that includes bonus streetcar usage. Present a foreign passport to get it half-price. With the discount, it’s cheaper than the daily streetcar pass that only allows you to ride the trams. Buy it at either of the Kōchi tourist information centres.



Climb to the Top of Kōchi-jō

A 400-YEAR HISTORY

Even among Japan’s 12 original castle keeps, Kōchi-jō (高知城) is unique. It’s the only one still in possession of its Lord’s Reception Suite and the only retaining all its original Edo-era architecture in the main citadel.

The most direct approach to the castle tower entrance is a series of steps and landings that will take you around 10 minutes. Unlike some of Shikoku’s smaller castles, Kōchi-jō has a rather long interior route over six levels. If you’re interested in delving into specifics, the ample signboards do an excellent job of explaining the architectural features and history of the castle, along with some interesting exhibits about life during the Tosa domain.

The highlight of the tour is the mawari-en, a thrilling open-air balcony in the castle’s bōrō style that encircles the entire top level of the main citadel, allowing for unobstructed views from all sides. Other important castle features include the ornate roof gables and the ‘ninja spikes’ on the wall of the northeast corner that mitigated against attack.
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DINE AT HIROME MARKET

A beacon of activity any night of the week, Hirome Ichiba (hirome.co.jp) is the place for dinner in Kōchi. This vibrant (and at times chaotic) market hall is where locals and tourists converge for lively banter, drinks and tasty local dishes. Snagging precious table real estate can take a beat, but the shared seating arrangements mean you can make fast friends here. Find a spot and then line up and order from whichever stalls take your fancy. For those who eat fish, the market is the perfect opportunity to try katsuo-no-tataki or seared bonito, a Kōchi speciality.

Hirome Ichiba is open 10am to 11pm Monday to Saturday, 9am to 11pm Sunday.



BEST BEDS IN KŌCHI

Kōchi Youth Hostel

A homely hostel with private rooms, shared facilities and on-site sake-tasting sessions. ¥

Comfort Hotel

A comfortable three-star hotel with great breakfast within walking distance of Kōchi Station. ¥¥

Dormy Inn

Hotel in the heart of the downtown action with a hot spring and complimentary late-night ramen. ¥¥


SUNDAY MARKET EATS

Featuring more than 400 stalls along a 1.3km stretch of road, Kōchi Sunday Market is Japan’s largest street market. Here are the local specialities you should try.

Imo-ten

Bite-sized pieces of sweet potato tempura so popular they have become synonymous with a trip to the market itself. Like a delicious freshly fried doughnut.

Inaka-zushi

Kōchi’s version of sushi made with pickled vegetables, fried tofu pockets and yuzu-flavoured rice.

Aisukurin

Somewhere between an ice cream and a sorbet, this dairy-based treat is unique to Kōchi.

Ginger Ale

Try spicy ginger drinks (flat or carbonated) made from locally grown Tosa ginger.



Stroll Makino Botanical Garden

AN ODE TO A PIONEER

The 8-hectare Makino Botanical Garden (高知県立牧野植物園) is a green space dedicated to Kōchi-born botanist Dr Tomitarō Makino. Dubbed Japan’s ‘father of botany’, he collected upwards of 400,000 specimens and named over 1500 new plant species in his lifetime. The garden, which today showcases more than 3000 species related to Dr Makino’s work, has seen a recent explosion in popularity, thanks to the TV drama series Ranman that aired on Japan’s NHK network in 2023. The popular series is based on the life and times of Dr Makino, and highlights a different plant in each of the 130 episodes.

If you don’t know much about the esteemed botanist, it’s worth first heading to the Makino Museum of Plants & People Exhibition Hall in the North Garden. Even those lacking a green thumb will gain an appreciation for his formidable body of work, including detailed drawings of his specimens. His book Makino’s Illustrated Flora of Japan (1940) remains an important reference work for fellow botanists today.

The garden’s hottest spot is the large Conservatory by the South Gate. This ethereal greenhouse with cascading flora and towering palms, streaming waterfalls and huge Victoria amazonica water lilies over three fascinating levels is a must-see. Take the winding staircase or use the in-greenhouse elevator for various vantage points.

Learn Kōchi’s Most Famous Dance Steps

GET DRESSED TO PARTY

Those who miss the energetic four-day Yosakoi Matsuri in August can get a taste of Kōchi’s famed dance festival any time of year at the free Yosakoi Information Exchange Center (高知よさこい情報交流館). While information is mostly in Japanese (with a few summaries in English), the best part of the centre requires no language knowledge at all.

Head to the 2nd floor, don the festival attire and learn the dance steps as you follow an interactive video. You’ll also have the chance to play the festival’s distinctive wooden clackers called naruko. For a fee, you can make a pair for yourself to take home (ask at the 2F desk).


Getting Around

The Tosaden Streetcar is the most convenient way to travel between most points of interest in central Kōchi City. The streetcar uses a seiri-ken system (paper ticket from the back of the vehicle, cash payment at the front). A ride within the flat-rate zone is ¥200 (no change given).

The Ekimae-Sambashi and Ino-Gomen lines converge at Harimayabashi intersection. If you will be transferring to another line here, pay and inform the driver upon disembarking. They will give you a transfer ticket that allows you to continue your travel within the flat-rate zone at no extra cost. The Makino Botanical Garden can be reached by car or bus (15 minutes from Harimayabashi).






Beyond Kōchi
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Whether on or off the water, Kōchi Prefecture is the ideal place for an inspiring jaunt into nature.


Regional Kōchi is all about its winding waterways and the industries that they sustain. From tea cultivation and sake brewing to the local art of washi (paper-making), the crystal-clear waters of the great Niyodo and Shimanto Rivers are the lifeblood of the region.

Those who like to take it slow can enjoy rejuvenating hikes or carefree yakatabune (boat) rides. For a more action-packed itinerary, there’s no shortage of adventure outfits to accompany visitors on fun kayaking or stand-up paddleboard trips, or adrenaline-pumping canyoning and rafting adventures.

Underpinning it all is an immense respect for the environment, where locals have been living in harmony with their abundant waters and lush forests for thousands of years.
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Nikobuchi | Yoshinori Okada/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Be sure to cross some of the Shimanto River’s submersible bridges by foot; it’s a feeling that photos can’t convey.




A KUBOKAWA WALKING TOUR

Temple 37

Iwamoto-ji is a vibrant temple on the 88 pilgrimage that offers lodging and unique temple experiences (see at40010.jp), such as Zen meditation in the river, goma (fire rituals) and sutra writing.

Fumimoto Brewery

The only remaining sake brewery in the area, Fumimoto (fumimoto.jp) is making old cool again. Drop in for an elegant lunch or sake tasting at the bar, or join a brewery tour by reservation.

Kōchi’s Scenic Railway

On weekends and public holidays, enjoy warm hospitality and coastal views on the afternoon sightseeing train from JR Kubokawa to Kōchi Station.



Bask in ‘Niyodo Blue’

KŌCHI’S SIGNATURE COLOUR

Less than 1½ hours by car and you’ll reach some of the most renowned spots along the Niyodo-gawa (仁淀川). The 124km river begins at the foothills of Ehime’s Mt Ishizuchi and ends in Kōchi’s Tosa Bay, and consistently ranks number one for Japan’s purest water source. So pristine and exquisitely coloured are its waters, they’ve been bestowed their own name: Niyodo Blue. It’s a variety of illusive shades that change depending on the time of day, the weather and – some even say – depending on who is viewing it.

To try to decipher the colour code, head to Nakatsu Gorge (中津渓谷), where you can take a gorgeous hike along the river to Uryu-no-Taki, a 20m waterfall that’s exhilaratingly powerful after rain. You can do the return hike comfortably within an hour. The Yasui Gorge (安居渓谷) is also a popular hiking trail and known for Suishōbuchi, a basin with the most transparent waters in the entire Niyodo River system, as well as a number of waterfalls.

Further west is a plunge pool by the name of Nikobuchi (にこ淵), considered one of the best places to view this mysterious blue. Access is via a long staircase from the road. For locals this is a sacred place where it is believed a water serpent deity resides, and therefore no swimming, eating or drinking is allowed here.
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Chinkabashi, Shimanto River | mitumal/Getty Images ©

ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES ON THE NIYODO RIVER

Niyodo Adventure

Canyoning and packrafting outfit by Nakatsu Gorge with experienced English-speaking guides.

Niyodogawa Outdoor Centre

Clear kayaking adventures along the Niyodo River’s upper stream.

Suggoi Sports

Stand-up paddleboarding in the river’s downstream area, 30 minutes by train or car from Kōchi.

Visit a Craft Beer Brewery

DRINKS WITH A PURPOSE

A 1½-hour drive from Kōchi, Mukai Craft Brewing (BLUE BREW クラフトビール醸造所＆タップルーム) is a craft beer brewery on a mission to revitalise Niyodogawa-chō, a small village threatened by depopulation. It offers seven bottled brews and 12 beers on tap from its on-site taproom, Blue Brew.

All beers are meaningfully named and thoughtfully curated, with local ingredients such as green tea, sweet potato, ginger and wild herb kuromoji – savouring a pint here is a special experience. Buy some nibbles or reserve the BBQ, and take a drink or two down to the riverside where you can dangle your feet directly in Niyodo Blue via the brewery’s dedicated stairs. If you don’t have a designated driver or just want to spend a little longer soaking up the fresh mountain air, the hotel and campground conveniently located next door fits the bill.

Explore the Shimanto River by Bridge

JAPAN’S ONLY UNDAMMED RIVER

Covering a distance of 196km, the incredibly long, serpentine Shimanto River (四万十川) holds the title of Japan’s last free-flowing river. One of the distinctive features is its numerous chinkabashi: submersible bridges without railings that allow water and debris to flow unimpeded when the river swells. There are 22 of these quaint structures over the main river and another 26 more over the tributaries, and crossing them has become a tourist attraction in its own right, with the closest from Kōchi being about two to 2½ hours by car.

In the wider downstream area, the bridges tend to be larger and can accommodate one-way car traffic. Here the gentle flows and expansive scenery make the perfect setting for relaxing yakatabune. In the middle-upper-stream sections, the bridges become pedestrian-only and the faster-paced rapids cater for a range of adventure activities, including rafting, canoeing, kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding.


VISIT THE ‘TOWN ABOVE THE CLOUDS’

Yusuhara, dubbed the ‘Town above the Clouds’, is a misty mountain village deep in Kōchi’s interior, attracting an increasing number of visitors keen to check out its five town buildings designed by acclaimed Japanese architect Kengo Kuma. The most popular is the Yusuhara Community Library with its striking wooden beams and bouldering wall for kids.

A 15-minute drive away is Kamikoya, a guesthouse and washi studio, where you can learn the art of Japanese paper-making in a unique, sustainable setting. Further north, the Shikoku Karst is a distinct topography that can be enjoyed on foot via the Tengu Highlands Forest Therapy Rd, or a cycle or drive along scenic Rte 383 (closed in winter).




Getting Around

Overwhelmingly the most convenient way to get around more regional parts of Kōchi is with your own vehicle. Keep in mind, though, that mountain roads are narrow and some are affected by timed travel restrictions, meaning you can only pass during set times throughout the day. If you’re not confident driving, visit the tourist information centre by Kōchi Station to get the latest on bus schedules.






MATSUYAMA
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Matsuyama, capital of Ehime Prefecture, strikes what might be the perfect balance between modern convenience and nostalgia. Woven throughout the city today is a kind of romanticism for the past – from its great surviving Edo-era castle to the historic Dōgo Onsen, and the streetcars that run between them.

It’s a place where mention of the city’s most famous bathhouse in a novel written more than 100 years ago continues to captivate – the great Botchan by Natsume Sōseki. It’s a title you’ll quickly remember: the namesake of the city’s landmark clock, weekend diesel train and rail museum inside a Starbucks.

Head to a convenience store or souvenir shop and Ehime’s reputation as the ‘citrus state’ doesn’t go unnoticed. With warmer coastal climates ideal for growing mikan (mandarin orange), and the more acidic iyo-kan (a reference to the region’s old name of Iyo), citrus juice here can be found on tap.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Dōgo Onsen Honkan

2Matsuyama-jō

SIGHTS

3Botchan Karakuri Clock

4Ninomaru Historical Garden

ACTIVITIES

5Asuka-no-Yu

6Tsubaki-no-Yu

SLEEPING

7Chaharu

8Cinnamon Hostel

9Funaya




TOP TIP

Don’t get your stations in a twist. Matsuyama Station is the JR station, while Matsuyama City Station is operated by the local Iyo Railway and runs on a different line. The latter is colloquially referred to as ‘shi-eki’.



Bathe at Dōgo Onsen

JAPAN’S OLDEST HOT SPRINGS

According to legend, Dōgo Onsen (道後温泉) has been a source of restorative power since the age of the gods. Constructed in 1894, the main bathhouse, Dōgo Onsen Honkan (道後温泉本館), is the most photographed building in Matsuyama. Behind the wooden castle-like facade lies an equally traditional interior, with two popular and extremely hot public baths: Kami-no-Yu (Bath of the Gods) and Tama-no-Yu (Bath of the Spirits).

Since early 2019, Dōgo Onsen Honkan has been undergoing extensive restoration works that have affected operations. The facility will remain partially open with access to Tama-no-Yu until July 2024, after which the bathhouse is expected to fully reopen to the public.

Other Dōgo Onsen bathing options include two annexe buildings just a minute away on foot. Tsubaki-no-Yu is a local favourite, while Asuka-no-Yu next door, in addition to regular bath facilities, allows for private bookings. The two private baths are replicas of the Yūshinden, the bath at Dōgo Onsen Honkan reserved for exclusive use of the Imperial family. Pretend you’re royalty and have the unique experience of wearing yuchō into the water, a special garment worn by nobility when bathing.
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ENJOY A FREE FOOTBATH

For a quick pick-me-up, a stop at one of Dōgo Onsen’s numerous complimentary ashi-yu (footbaths) is just the ticket.

Sky Walkway & Footbath

With a direct view over Dōgo Onsen Honkan, this is hot real estate and especially atmospheric at night.

Botchan Karakuri Clock

Popular footbath at this famed landmark opposite Dōgo Onsen Station. The clock is an ode to the famous 1906 novel Botchan by Natsume Sōseki, in which Dōgo Onsen appears. Every hour, figurines representing characters from the novel emerge in a melodic show to the delight of onlookers.

Funaya

At Funaya ryokan, even nonguests are welcome to use the ashi-yu located in the exquisite central garden, complete with running stream.



BEST BEDS NEAR DŌGO ONSEN

Cinnamon Hostel

Lovely, good-value option one-minute walk from the action. Offers mixed/female dorms and private rooms. ¥

Funaya

Worth the splurge, a superb historic ryokan with on-site onsen and an impressive garden. ¥¥¥

Chaharu

Opposite the Honkan, this upmarket hotel has rooftop open-air baths. ¥¥¥


Visiting Matsuyama Island by Bicycle
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Ohmoto Naoki is a Matsuyama-born barista who runs coffee roastery Cotton John Coffee with wife Hitomi on nearby Gogoshima. @cotton_john_coffee

Washigasu Beach

A beach that’s both easy to get to and offers superb views of the Inland Sea.

Yūhigatoge Pass

Also facing the Seto-nai-kai, this elevated viewpoint is a popular sunset spot.

Iwagami Shrine

A small but atmospheric shrine with stone steps, reminiscent of Hayao Miyazaki’s film Princess Mononoke.

Cotton John Coffee

By Gogoshima’s Yura Port, less than 15 minutes by ferry from Matsuyama.



Take a Ride to Matsuyama Castle

MATSUYAMA’S LOFTY CITY LANDMARK

Built over a quarter of a century and finally completed in 1627, Matsuyama-jō (松山城) stands tall among Japan’s 12 original castle keeps. Not to be confused with Bitchū Matsuyama Castle in Okayama (another of the surviving dozen), this fine city watchtower perched atop Mt Katsuyama is formally differentiated as Iyo-Matsuyama.

Interestingly, no one ever lived in Matsuyama-jō; it was purely a strategic structure used as a last line of defence. As one of the larger of Japan’s castles, the interior is well signposted. There’s also an English-language VR experience and an opportunity to try on armour. One of the unexpected highlights of a visit is actually the journey to the castle itself. Most hitch a ride up from the ropeway station, where you can choose between a thrilling chairlift or an enclosed gondola. Alternatively, there are four pleasant walking paths (20 to 30 minutes), with the approach from the south connecting with Ninomaru Historical Garden in the outer citadel of the fort.

Explore a Temple Cave

A UNIQUE PLACE OF WORSHIP

Ishite-ji (石手寺), temple 51 of the 88, near the Dōgo Onsen side of town, has an eclecticism that immediately sets it apart. Starting with the haphazard collection of statues by the entrance, there’s a particularly palpable energy that’s hard to put a finger on. Ishite means ‘stone hand’ and references the temple’s origin story, in which a man believed to be the first henro, was reincarnated clutching a stone.

There’s a lot to explore in this expansive complex, but be sure not to miss the 200m-long-cave that connects from the rear of the main hall to the inner temple. Eighty-eight Jizō (Buddhist patron of children and travellers) statues line the centre of the cold, wet passageway, the etiquette being to keep to the left. On the return, you’ll do a slight U-turn before the exit that will lead you down another darkened route filled with mandalas, from where you’ll emerge on the other side of the main temple grounds.


Getting Around

Matsuyama is a city that’s well served by its tram network, conveniently shuffling passengers between downtown Matsuyama and Dōgo Onsen for a flat rate of ¥180 per ride (half off for kids). Only the local Iyotetsu IC card is accepted on board, so if you’ve got a Pasmo or Suica you’ll need to pay in cash (no change given). If you don’t have the exact fare, use the change machines at the front and back of the tram. At least one machine typically accepts ¥1000 notes. For the ferry to Gogoshima, take the train from Matsuyama City Station (Iyotetsu line) to Takahama Station by the port.






Beyond Matsuyama
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Whether a casual walk through history or a heart-pumping climb, regional Ehime is all about the great outdoors.


Further afield from the onsen capital, the diversity of Ehime Prefecture starts to multiply. Some of the prettiest coastline in the country can be found near Uwajima, where low-lying fishing villages, pearl farms and terraced agriculture merge together to sustain culturally rich vistas and industries.

History buffs will enjoy the preserved townscapes of Uchiko and Ōzu that speak to a proud and prosperous past, along with the chance to check off another of Japan’s 12 original castles in Uwajima. Active travellers will revel in the opportunity to scale Ishizuchi-san, western Japan’s highest peak, and cycle the breathtaking Shimanami-kaidō from Imabari, where an island-hopping sea crossing can be made on two wheels.

[image: jpg]

Ishizuchi-san | Craig McLachlan/Lonely Planet ©


TOP TIP

With plenty to poke a camera at, give yourself more time than you think you’ll need to really savour this region.




GET PEDDLING IN IMABARI

Imabari (今治) is a coastal city northeast of Matsuyama, renowned for its high-quality towels, grilled chicken skewers and Inland Sea cycling via the Shimanami Hwy.

Sunrise Itoyama

Hire a bike from Sunrise Itoyama (sunrise-itoyama.jp) and cycle the dedicated bridge bicycle path across the Kurushima Strait. It’s a relatively easy 15km round trip to Ōshima where you can buy a lunch set or choose your own live seafood and grill it yourself.

Towel Museum

Those interested in textiles may enjoy the opportunity to learn how they’re made and view some interesting towel art at the Towel Museum (towelmuseum.com).

Yakitori

For post-cycle drinks and skewers, do the rounds of Imabari’s local yakitori joints (oideya.gr.jp/yakitori/index.html).



Unusual Landscape on the Yusu Peninsula

THE POTATO TERRACES OF YUSUMIZUGAURA

A two-hour drive from Matsuyama, the Yusumizu-gaura-no-Danbata (遊子水荷浦の段畑) is a set of stone terraced potato fields over a 5-hectare section of hillside overlooking the Uwa Sea. This tiered farming approach was first used here in the Edo period when, in the absence of suitable land for rice cultivation, a few dozen families built up pockets of arable land on top of one another to grow sweet potatoes.

In its heyday at the turn of the 20th century, almost 9000 plots formed the terraces over 30 hectares, and many of the original earthen mounds were converted to stone walls. Over the past 100 years, the fields have gone through periods of decline and revival, and since the 2000s much effort has been made to preserve them as an important cultural and agricultural landscape. Visitors are welcomed to self-tour the 80m-high terraces for free, with a series of steps and paths that allow exploration of the entire hillside.

What you’ll see is highly dependent on the season, and coming after harvest renders the plots rather bleak and more unkempt than other periods. Today the main crop is jaga-imo (potato), planted in November and harvested in April to May. A smaller number of satsuma-imo (sweet potato) are grown in the off-season (August to September). On weekends and public holidays, the on-site restaurant, Dandan Chaya, serves up a delicious lunch menu using local produce.
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Yusumizu-gaura-no-Danbata | M Andy/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN IMABARI

Iyo Suigun

Popular restaurant serving locally caught seafood and great-value set meals. Try tai-meshi (sea bream rice). ¥¥

Shigematsu Hanten

Casual restaurant renowned for yakibuta-tamago-meshi (grilled pork on rice with two eggs sunny side up). ¥

Café Magnolia

Macrobiotic cafe with carefully crafted vegan meals and English-speaking staff. ¥¥

A Small Journey Back to Edo

UWAJIMA’S CHARMING CASTLE

Easily combined with a trip to the terraces, Uwajima-jō (宇和島城) is a quaint Edo-era castle tower that’s another one of Japan’s 12 originals. Named Itajima at its inception, the castle was completed at the turn of the 17th century, and from 1615 was under the feudal domain of the Date clan, a reign that lasted nine generations, before it became government property during the Meiji Restoration.

There’s nothing much to see inside the small, three-storey donjon (main keep) today, but the 10- to 15-minute walk through the forest to get there makes it one of the most idyllic. There are three options for the castle approach, one via the south gate and two via the north. Take the north gate for the information centre and an impressive set of mossy stone steps, as well as an alternative course that offers the longest uninterrupted stretch of pathed slope.

Traverse the Steel Chains at Ishizuchi-san

WESTERN JAPAN’S HIGHEST MOUNTAIN

Around 1½ hours by car from Matsuyama lies the gateway to Mt Ishizuchi (石鎚山). At 1982m, it is the highest peak in both Shikoku and western Japan. Climbers can summit from the end of May to the end of October, while during winter it’s condition dependent. The most popular route is via Saijō City, where from a dilapidated Shōwa-era mountain station, a seven-minute ropeway carries hikers from 455m to the 1300m point.

It’s best to do prior research and seek out a map in Matsuyama. A round trip via Jōju Shrine takes about six hours; one of the defining features is the series of kusari (steep steel chains) embedded in the rockface, and the final scurry along the sharp ridge to the summit at Tengu-dake. Those who want to break up the journey or catch a mountain sunrise can book a bed at the mountaintop Chōjō-Sansō Lodge.


BEST OF THE REST

Uchiko

Preserved historic Meiji-era townscape with impressive kabuki theatre that built its wealth on sumac wax production.

Ōzu-jō

A restored 14th-century castle keep in historic Ōzu where those with very deep pockets can stay overnight.

Garyu Sanso

Lovely mountain villa and garden overlooking the Hiji River where feudal lords came to unwind.

Taga-jinja & Sex Museum

A fertility shrine with phallic statues and three-floor sex museum packed with worldly erotica.




MAKE A SEA CROSSING BY BICYCLE

For a longer cycling adventure, island-hop via the Shimanami Kaidō from Imabari all the way to Onomichi in western Honshū, achievable in one (albeit long) day.




Getting Around

Train services connect Matsuyama with Uchiko, Iya-Ōzu and Uwajima JR stations. From there, it’s possible to walk to major points of interest in these areas, with the option of supplementing with local buses or taxi rides. The potato terraces are best reached by car unless you can time the infrequent public bus from Uwajima.

From Imabari Station, there’s a bus (around 20 minutes) to Sunrise Itoyama, while the Towel Museum is only accessible by car or taxi (25 minutes). The Ishizuchi Ropeway is reached by car or bus from JR Saijō Station on a winding mountain road.







KYŪSHŪ
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LESS VISITED, WITH LOTS TO SEE

All too often skipped by first-time visitors to Japan, Kyūshū amply rewards those who do come to the country’s southernmost main island.
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Kyūshū really warrants leisurely exploration because so much of what made modern Japan happened here first. The Meiji Restoration, sparked in Kagoshima by Saigō Takamori, ushered in change that effectively created modern Japan. The art of serving green tea was first imported from China to Japan via the off-the-map island of Hirado. Dejima island, in Nagasaki, was once the only legal place where foreigners (mostly Dutch) could enter or do trade, and the city of course has an unforgettable place in modern history due to the dropping of the atomic bomb.

But this region has far more than just history going for it. There are vast national parks, live volcanoes, spectacular hiking trails, mystical temples, bubbling onsen and even decent surf breaks. All of it within a few hours drive, and much of it accessible by JR railpass. With the completion of the Kyūshū shinkansen line in 2011, the island is more accessible than ever to tourists, and well worth the extra effort to get here. You’ll find far fewer lines, less-touristed temples and attractions, and a friendly, welcoming vibe nearly everywhere. Several of Japan’s most impressive castles (Karatsu, Kumamoto and Shimabara) are here, so if you’re willing to head south, you’ll not regret it. And gourmands will relish the chance to sample true Kagoshima ramen, and sip Kagoshima shōchū (once considered rotgut, now highly prized).
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THE MAIN AREAS

FUKUOKA

Regional culture hub.

BEPPU

Hot-spring must-see.

NAGASAKI

Charming, scenic and historical.

KUMAMOTO

Castle-lover magnet and more.

MIYAZAKI

Surfing, coastline and temples.

KAGOSHIMA

Live volcanoes and rural wonderland.



Find Your Way

Japan’s southernmost main island is easy to explore by train, car or even ferry, with exciting discoveries and unparalleled rural beauty. Often overlooked, it’s well worth the effort to come here if you have the time.
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Plan Your Time

People either start in Fukuoka and head south to Kagoshima, or dash as far south as possible before working their way back north again.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head to Nagasaki, where you’ll discover a place very different from what you expect. Yes, the Atomic Bomb Museum is a depressing must-see, as well as the Peace Park and other spots related to the dropping of the atomic bomb. But it’s a food city that will delight and amaze gourmands; there are islands to visit (such as the enigmatic Hashima), and gorgeous vistas from the mountain peaks. Its history goes back centuries, to when Dejima was the only spot in all of Japan where trade was allowed.




Three Days to Travel Around

• With three days to see Kyūshū, why not smell the roses a bit...or the sulphur, as the case may be, since the region has some of Japan’s most active volcanoes. If you’re doing the latter, Beppu is a fun place to get your onsen bathing in, with Takegawara Onsen much the same as it’s been for centuries.

• For other volcanic wonderment, head to Aso Crater, or to Kagoshima (in the far south, with its own live volcano, Sakurajima, on prime display.

• If you’re just staying north, Unzen is a short day trip from Nagasaki City.




More Than a Week

• With a full week, you can really give Kyūshū its due. Spend a few nights in Fukuoka, checking out the food stalls and perhaps getting a bird’s-eye view from Fukuoka Tower. Detour to intriguing Hirado island and check out its traditional streets and castle.

• Next, enjoy Nagasaki before moving to Kumamoto for its incredible castle, and then to Kagoshima.

• From there, check out the beautiful island temple of Aoshima and Takachiho Gorge before going north and ending your circle in Beppu’s delightful hot springs.



Seasonal Highlights

Kyūshū never gets so cold you can’t visit in winter, but it can be hot, humid and rainy. The best seasons are autumn (late September to early November) and spring (February to mid-April).

JANUARY

Ring in the New Year with solemn visits to temples and lots of delicious family-cooked foods.
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FEBRUARY

Warm days, crisp nights and blossoming trees. Japan’s hanami (cherry-blossom viewing), can starts as early as late February here.
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MARCH

Look for Hina Matsuri (Girl’s Day), a celebration devoted to praying for daughters’ health and prosperity.
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APRIL

Tsuyu (the rainy season) comes, bringing drizzle, rain and downpours that can dampen the spirits (and clothes) of any traveller.
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JUNE

Head to Kagoshima for Rokugatsudō festival (June or July) and its colourful displays, great street food and merriment.
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SEPTEMBER

The Nakasu Jazz festival brings great jazz, food and fun to Fukuoka every September.
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DECEMBER

Starting in mid-December, the Kurokawa Yu Akari Illumination is a visual treat, with lanterns lighting the baths.
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FUKUOKA
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No question, Fukuoka City (福岡市) is in many ways the Tokyo of Kyūshū, even replete with a smaller version of Tokyo Tower (creatively named Fukuoka Tower, go figure!). There are great museums, a university, delicious high-end restaurants and excellent jazz...but it’s smaller, more intimate and less hoity-toity than its larger Kantō lookalike. Fukuoka is famous for its street carts (known as yatai), its beautiful scenery and its ramen – there are several famous makers and saying you like one or the other can almost lead to blows. The city also prides itself on its myriad of bars, clubs and restaurants. It offers all the electricity of much larger cities and yet still retains its quaint small-town vibes. There’s far more than just the city to see here too: great hiking is a few minutes away by train, or you can hop on a ferry and zip to pretty off-shore islands.
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SIGHTS

1Fukuoka Asian Art Museum

2Fukuoka Prefectural Museum of Art

SLEEPING

3Fukuoka Floral Inn Nishinakasu

4Grand Hyatt Fukuoka

5With the Style

EATING

6Furukawa

7Rāmen Stadium

8ShinShin

see 7Tomato Rāmen Sanmi

9Umeyama Teppei Shokudō

10Yamachan

DRINKING

11Citadel

12Fukuoka Craft

13International Bar

14Morris’ Black Sheep

15Stereo Coffee

ENTERTAINMENT

16Coyote Ugly Fukuoka

SHOPPING

17Canal City




TOP TIP

Visitors will be well served by getting one of the several transport cards the city offers. Hakakaken, Pasmo, SUGOCA, Nimoca and others all make getting on and off buses, subways, trams and trains a breeze.
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OODLES OF NOODLES

Ramen isn’t the only kind of noodle to look out for. All of the below are popular and tasty.

Udon

Served hot or cold (zaru style), udon are thick, square, chewy noodles that have a wonderfully distinct texture and are especially popular at train stations.

Soba

Buckwheat noodles, also served warm or cold, are thinner, square, and sometimes flavoured with green tea. They are a traditional New Year dish for good luck, but are tasty any other time.

Sōmen

Far less known than any of the others, sōmen are very thin, white, round noodles usually dipped in a sauce. They’re often served nagashi style; that is, spinning around in ice-cold water or running down a bamboo flume.



Incomparable Fukuoka Ramen

DIG INTO FUKUOKA’S SIGNATURE DISH

Of all the foods Fukuoka is famous for, and it’s not a short list, nothing compares to its ramen. Of late, Kyūshū has had a bit of a food renaissance, but Fukuoka has always been synonymous with these incredible noodles. You can have them all kinds of ways here, but the most traditional is the tonkotsu, a white, pork-bone broth rich with umami that is often known as ‘Hakata-style’. The noodles, too, are different from those found elsewhere, usually being thin and straight, rather than thicker, chewier and curly. There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of ramen shops in Fukuoka, but three giant megachains have become almost like baseball teams: you’re either on team Ippūdō, Ichiran or Ikkōsha. Of the three, the latter is a relative newcomer but is fast becoming a go-to international chain, with spots cropping up all over Asia. Ichiran sets itself apart with curious ‘private dining’ booths for solo travellers who just want to get in, slurp down a bowl or two, and get out. Very popular with the nine-to-five crowd, these shops can have out-the-door lines at popular dining times.

For those of you who think when in Rome, do as the Romans do, you’ll want to make sure you put those Western table manners aside and loudly slurp your bowl, letting the owner know you’re thoroughly enjoying your meal. And don’t plan on sticking to any low-sodium diet here, either, as it’s considered rude to leave even the broth in the bowl when you finish. (That’s why they serve it with a spoon!) If you can’t quite bear to be having a year’s worth of sodium at a single sitting, don’t worry too much: in these more health-conscious days as long as you finish with an appreciative nod and (ideally) a hearty ‘Gochisōsamadeshita!’ (That was delicious!) all will be forgiven.
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OTHER FUKUOKA RAMEN SPOTS

Tomato Rāmen Sanmi

You got that right, tomato ramen is one of many options, and it’s tasty, too. ¥

ShinShin

People rave about this blue-awninged chain that often has a line out the door. ¥

Yamachan

A delightful tonkotsu broth and cheap additional noodle balls make this a popular option. ¥

Streetfood Fukuoka-Style

YATAI FOOD STALLS GALORE

While you’ll find them here and there in other parts of Japan, mention Fukuoka to anyone in the know and they’ll have one word for you: yatai (屋台). These pushcarts on steroids line certain streets and avenues and are particularly popular with the drinking and nightlife crowd, who will depart from the evening’s fun and stop by at a yatai before heading home. They range from fairly fancy to pretty run-down, but what doesn’t vary is the calibre of the food. You’ll find oden (skewers of meat and veggies boiled in a savory broth), ramen, yakitori (grilled skewers), tempura, udon, okonomiyaki (a savoury cabbage-laden pancake), tako-yaki (battered octopus pieces) and so, so much more. The food is delicious, and the experience of sitting down with strangers for a few minutes of shared dining is much like those communal tables in that you can’t just order and eat. Inevitably, you’ll need to make a friend or two. Someone – perhaps the owner – will ask where you’re from, someone across the cart will insist on ordering a delicacy for you to try, and you’ll find yourself immersed in part of what makes Kyūshū so different from Tokyo: people here will take time to chat with someone they haven’t met before.

One other thing to keep in mind: as fun as the meal may be, you’re on the clock, so don’t plan to spend hours taking up a seat that could have brought three or five more customers. Eat, chat, make friends and then hop to another stall...lest the cart-owner give you the not so subtle hint: ‘Here’s the cheque. Have a nice rest of the evening...Just don’t have it here.’


CANAL CITY

One of Fukuoka’s most impressive tourist landmarks is called Canal City. Opened in 1996, it’s a mega-shopping complex (OK, a glorified mall), which boasts everything you’d expect in a multistorey mall, such as food courts, movie theaters, a gazillion shops, supermarkets and so on. The name comes from the canal that literally runs right through the middle of it, giving it its own waterfront of sorts. When events like illuminations happen, the combination of the water’s reflections and the lights can be very atmospheric. The Fountain Shows (from 10am to 10pm) and the Aqua Panorama (where images and light are projected onto the water) are particularly popular. And don’t miss the looks-like-it’s-a-hallucination Lucky Frog statue.



PLACES TO SLEEP IN FUKUOKA

Grand Hyatt Fukuoka

A top-end option on Canal City’s doorstep that’s also not far from Tenjin’s nightlife. ¥¥¥

With the Style

A sleek, chic, designer hotel with ample style and a beautiful fountain courtyard. Breakfast included. ¥¥¥

Fukuoka Floral Inn Nishinakasu

Clean, friendly business hotel nicely located near the Tenjin district. Free breakfast. ¥


ŌHORI PARK

A beautiful spot for a morning or afternoon stroll, Ōhori Park (大濠公園) is on the western side of central Fukuoka, and is easily accessible by subway, just two stops after Tenjin. It was created by a local noble and named after a moat, which was used to create the park, by reclaiming land and redirecting a nearby river to form the ponds. Despite its man-made origins, it’s a very peaceful, relaxing, atmospheric, makes-you-feel-like-you’re-in-Japan park, with lovely bridges and gazebos, some painted in the classic red of Shinto shrines. Take a ramble here and spot ducks, geese, herons and egrets, as well as people jogging, pushing strollers or walking dogs.



A Towering View

360 DEGREES OF FUKUOKA SKYLINE

If you’re looking to get a bird’s-eye view of it all, Fukuoka Tower is the place to be. The lower part of the structure is actually masked on three sides by mirrors, with an observation deck that’s 123m high. The entire height of the building is almost twice that height, making it the tallest seaside building in Japan. It’s a great view from the top: Fukuoka and its suburbs gradually fade into lush green hills and the Sefuri mountains to the south and west, and to the north and northwest is the brilliant-blue Hakata Bay. Beyond it lies Tsushima Strait, where, off out of sight to the north-northwest, lies the city of Busan, South Korea. You can’t see that far, but this proximity is why Busan was often a target for Japanese invasions.

Fukuoka Tower is a popular date spot and, as such, can get pretty busy, so if you’re flexible on time, look for early morning or non-weekend nights. Even then, there will probably be a line. After getting tickets, you’ll wait for your turn to get whisked up to the viewing deck. Once there, you’ve got unlimited time to look around and take selfies or photos. There are bathroom facilities as well.

Light Up the Night

INTERNATIONAL PARTY VIBES IN TENJIN

Fukuoka may feel like a small town, but its denizens sure know how to party. The fact that there’s a large university with a number of international students means the ‘gaijin bars’ (‘foreigner bars’) here often have a nice range of folks from around the world, and the Japanese nightlife neighbourhoods are packed pretty much any night of the week. In fact, a certain part of Tenjin near Fukuoka’s canal is busy until sunup. The only time it’s quiet is between sunrise and about 10am. So drinkers, bar-hoppers and revellers certainly won’t get bored in Fukuoka.

Pretty much any night on the town will mean a trip to Tenjin, where even the people-watching is pretty intense: you’ll see guys and girls shilling for snack clubs dressed up in all kinds of attire, from maid costumes and shoes more curled than the Wicked Witch of the West’s to hairdos more slick than Elvis’. You can generally find some English-speaking bartenders (and patrons) at Citadel, where you’ll enjoy cocktails made with the bar’s own infusions and liquors. British-pub-themed Morris’ Black Sheep, with its dark wood and maroon booths, offers a beer selection that’s not vast, but covers the basics you’d expect from a British pub. Just a few minutes away, you’ll find all the craft beers you can handle at Fukuoka Craft, a combo Mexican joint and craft-beer pub. From there, really, the night is your oyster. Anything can happen...and often does.
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PLACES TO EAT IN FUKUOKA

Umeyama Teppei Shokudō

English-speaking staff make it easier to order here, but get a gourmet set menu and you’ll be all...set. ¥

Rāmen Stadium

If you’ve still got to slurp noodles, come here for dozens of ramen shops. Choose ones with a line. ¥

Furukawa

A kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) spot with very artfully presented food and an elegant Japanese ambience. ¥¥¥


BEST FUKUOKA MUSEUMS

Fukuoka isn’t just a nightlife spot, it has great cultural opportunities as well.

Fukuoka Prefectural Museum of Art

This smallish museum has art from Fukuoka’s residents, from paintings and sculpture to local arts and crafts.

Fukuoka Asian Art Museum

Asian art (even Egyptian!) in a spot that’s easily accessed by the subway, thus perfect for a rainy-day excursion.

Fukuoka Art Museum

An impressive museum with work by Yayoi Kusuma, Warhol and Chagal, among many, many others.



An Island Day Trip

PALM-LINED BEACHES AND VIEWS

You’ll need to hop onto a ferry to get to nearby Nokonoshima (能古島), but it’s worth the trip. Hakata Bay is gorgeous on the trip out and back, and once you arrive, you’ve got a variety of fun things to do and see that are a bit different from mainland Fukuoka’s tourist offerings. Most visitors head straight to the iconic landmark, Nokonoshima Observatory, a boxy viewing tower atop the island’s highest point that affords you a nice landscape of Hakata Bay framed by the skyline of Fukuoka. You’ll easily pick out the key landmarks, including Fukuoka Tower. From there, many day trippers head to the beach. Nokonoshima is famous for its sandy, palm-dotted stretches of sand, which bring throngs of people in the summer. Kids build sandcastles and splash, couples sun themselves while reading paperbacks or e-readers, and there’s a relaxed ‘Life’s a Beach’ vibe that’s unusual for Japan. To the south is the Kitaura castle site, once situated on a slope with a grand view of the harbour. Little remains of the structure now, but the beach and jetty here is pretty, and if the other beaches are too crowded, this one often has fewer people.

Yet another interesting, almost cute, and crumbling landmark is the unusual Nokonoshima Shishigaki (能古島鹿垣), a wall constructed for defence against local deer, which threatened the residents’ crops and gardens. Brought for sport hunting, the deer quickly became nuisances and thus the wall was built. It’s only visible in a few places today, but it’s worth a peek if you need something to do that’s away from the water.
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PLACES TO DRINK IN FUKUOKA

Stereo Coffee

A hip espresso and beer spot with no chairs. Coffee jelly latte is a huge hit.

International Bar

A gaijin bar that’s been here since the ’80s, with a casual sit-and-chat atmosphere and reasonable drinks.

Coyote Ugly Fukuoka

A dance-on-the-tables disco chain with venues across Japan. Nonetheless, it’s a fun, energy-packed spot.


CERAMICS

Appreciators of Japanese pottery will want to detour here to see the many beautiful examples of ceramic art. The collection at the Fukuoka Oriental Ceramics Museum (福岡東洋陶磁美術館) includes ware from Jōmon-era right up to the present, and gives a nice overview of Kyūshū’s place in Japan’s ceramic history. There’s undeniable Korean influence here, in part because Japanese rulers sometimes liked Korean pottery so much they invaded and forcibly relocated Korean potters here.




Jōmon no Mori

If you’re looking to learn more about the Jōmon-era, a great spot to put on your itinerary is Kagoshima’s Jōmon no Mori, an impressive museum dedicated to the Jōmon culture’s site found atop a bluff overlooking Kinkō Bay and the volcano, Sakurajima.




Getting Around

Fukuoka is served by fast, convenient, on-time transportation. Hakata International Airport can whisk you to any domestic or international destinations, there’s a shinkansen stop at Hakata Station, the local train network gets you all over northern Kyūshū, and the city itself has excellent subways and bus routes. Unless you’re heading into the mountains or want to set your own itinerary, you probably won’t need to rent a car.






Beyond Fukuoka
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Beyond Fukuoka lies a vast playground for visitors, including historic castles, beautiful pottery villages, verdant hills and ancient temples.


Leave the city-slicker comforts of Fukuoka, and you’ll be entering what, for many, is the real Kyūshū, a beautiful region that’s often viewed as backward by Japanese up north. This is ironic, since it was far southern Kagoshima that ushered in the Meiji Restoration and, with it, what became modern Japan. Most of these spots are an easy day trip out of the city, and it’s astonishing that after just an hour aboard a train you can be in a tiny rural village or hiking a mountain that feels like it’s a day’s trek away. If you have the time and inclination, spend a night (or a weekend) so that you can really delve into the delights that await.
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TOP TIP

Pay close attention to the train and bus schedules, as missing a connection can wreak havoc with your schedule.




FRESH, HANDMADE TOFU

Love it or hate it, tofu is not generally considered an exciting food choice.

But your view might change if you come to Karatsu. Kawashima Tofu is a famous tofu spot that features an astonishing array of tofu on its menu. Tofu made with sesame seeds is only the beginning; it can be a soft, almost creamy paste, it can be sweetened and put on fruit, it can come in any shape or size...all of it delicious. If you’re not a tofu hater (or even if you are!), come to Karatsu and be surprised, even delighted, by the range of possibilities of this funky food.



Karatsu Ceramics & Forest Surrounds

POTTERY, CASTLE AND PINES

Karatsu (唐津) is famous for its Korean-influenced ceramic ware. It’s a must-visit for anyone with an eye for Japanese pottery – if only to gawk and marvel at the prices, some surpassing the cost of a luxury car. To the untrained eye, Karatsu pottery may not be that striking: it’s often done with muted browns and other earth tones, sometimes with rough glaze. To the ceramic connoisseur, however, the ware speaks wonders and is prized worldwide. Many studios are quite removed from the gallery spaces, so ask at the tourist info booth for guidance on which potters are currently allowing visitors to see them crafting. It’s much easier to tour a gallery, some of which also include immaculate Zen gardens and beautiful tea-ceremony rooms as a way of highlighting how the ware can be presented. Look for Nakazato Tarōemon (中里太郎右衛門), in particular, to see exquisite examples of the ceramic ware.

Even from far away you’ll likely spot the imposing, noble Karatsu-jō (Karatsu castle), sitting by itself overlooking the town’s famous pine forest and the protected bay. It’s a beautiful example of the structures that dominated Japan for centuries. Built in the 1600s, this is not an original, but visitors can tour the inside and take pictures from the viewing areas.

Karatsu’s beautiful and mysterious pine forest runs behind the city’s lovely beach and is worth a peek. The evocative, rough pine bark, the almost human form of some of the branches, and the peaceful, contemplative greens make a memorable stop. Note that parking can be tricky, as there are only a few spots with pullouts. You may have better luck parking in town and hiring a taxi to drop you off so that you can perambulate through the pines and even bask on the beach for a bit.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN KARATSU

Yōyōkaku

A lovely, high-end ryokan with beautiful wooden panels, a Zen garden, and stunning Karatsu-yaki pottery. ¥¥¥

Karatsu Bāgā

In the pine forest, this trendy burger bus offers crazy-popular burgers topped with cheese, egg, ham and so on. ¥

Rāmen Taishō

A middle-of-town ramen shop with a few seats serving crispy, one-bite gyōza (dumplings) and tasty noodles. ¥

Hiking into History

MYSTERIOUS TEMPLE ATOP A MOUNTAIN

If you’ve gotten your fill of the city grind and need to get away from it all for a bit, consider a visit to Hiko-san (英彦山), where one of the region’s oldest temples sits atop a daunting mountain trail. You won’t need ropes or carabiners, but you will need good shoes, and a walking stick won’t hurt. This climb was done by Shugendō monks who used the mountain for training. Part of the monastic order known as yamabushi, they believed that rigorous hiking and mountain endurance was necessary for enlightenment. The mountain is peppered with shrines; a network of hiking trails; numerous resting areas, some of which were used by the monks themselves; and is topped with stunning views. The spiritual forest is rich with verdant moss, towering cypress trees, beautiful azaleas (in spring), and the occasional warbler or songbird. A few notable trees are more than 1000 years old.

From the main temple near the parking area, you’ll probably first take a funicular train, the Hikosan Slope Car to Hikosan-jingū (英彦山神宮), a beautiful temple where the trail begins. From there, ascend the hundreds of time-worn stone steps that form the first part of the trail. Though the steps make walking easier in some respects, it’s not a maintained trail. These stones were put in place hundreds of years ago, so watch your footing. In a few places you’ll have to scramble up small cliffs, which have been fitted with ropes. At the top is a lovely abandoned temple. After removing your shoes, you’re welcome to enter, though there’s not much to see. On the return trip, be wary: hiking trail times can vary considerably, and this is best done promptly in the morning so there’s plenty of light left as you make your return.
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BREATHTAKING TEMPLE

A popular day trip by train out of Fukuoka, Dazaifu Tenmangū (太宰府天満宮) is a splendid temple with many beautiful structures. Among them is a classic red bridge that crosses part of its garden. You may need to line up to take photos on it, as it’s become an iconic spot for Insta-selfies. Regardless, it’s still beautiful. It’s particularly popular with students, especially those hoping to do well on entrance exams, because it’s dedicated to a god of learning. You’ll likely see students fervently filling out ema (prayer boards) and tying them prominently in the hope of improving their scores. In April, be sure to look for the spectacular irises that bloom in the koi pond.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN DAZAIFU

Hotel Cultia Dazaifu

A high-end ryokan steps away from the temple with beautiful gardens and immaculate rooms. ¥¥¥

Uguisu Chaya

A teahouse set right on a beautiful pond, serves fresh umegaemochi, a Dazaifu sweet. ¥¥

Yasutake

A classy spot for Dazaifu’s popular umegaemochi, with griddles where you can see them being made. ¥¥


THOSE DELICIOUS JAPANESE SWEETS

Nearly everyone who visits the country loves Japanese sweets, but what’s in them exactly? Here are some common ingredients and their names:

Anko

A bean paste made from red beans and sweetened with sugar until it’s thick as paste. It can be made with green peas or white beans as well.

Gyūhi

The delicate white skin around morsels like daifuku (round ‘cakes’ with filling inside). It’s made mostly of rice flour and then kneaded and rolled into a thin skin.

Yomogi

A weed nearly everywhere else in the world, here it’s harvested, chopped and added to gyūhi, turning it green.

Dango

Rice balls made of sweet rice flour and water.



Satisfy Your Sweet Tooth in Ogi

DETOUR TO A QUAINT VILLAGE

Ogi (小城) is a small town outside Fukuoka in Saga Prefecture. It’s off the tourist trail, yet worthy of a detour. It makes a nice day trip even if you’re not renting a car, as you can get to Ogi from Hakata Station in about 90 minutes. From the station, walk or take a taxi to the Muraoka Sōhonpo Yōkan Museum (村岡総本舗 羊羹資料館). Here you’ll find an entire building dedicated to the art, beauty and deliciousness of the Japanese sweet known as yōkan, a thick, sweet-bean paste formed into heavy rectangular bars. They’re so dense you may find them being confiscated as ‘suspicious’ if you try to take them through plane security. Some of the bars are large, others bite sized, and they’re delicious with a cup of hot green tea. Ogi is famous for its spectacular yōkan, which is prized all over Japan. You can tour the museum and usually get a little bit of yōkan and tea as a taste.

From there, cross over the river and go up the beautiful steps of Suga Shrine, which – though steep – will lead you to a beautiful overlook out across the valley. The torii (gate) at the top is also impressive, with its giant braid decoration.
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Getting Around

Beyond Fukuoka you’ll really start to wish you had a car. While buses can get you almost everywhere, the schedules often mean you’ll be kicking around with nothing to do or else dashing to do what you came for before the bus arrives.






BEPPU
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Seaside ` (別府) is not known particularly for its beaches, but instead for its bathing. It’s one of the country’s top onsen towns, with hundreds of places to bathe and a famous, ancient bathhouse, Takegawara, that is something of a pilgrimage site for true hot-spring otaku (nerds). The town itself is small, has excellent seafood and, thanks to the university nearby, there’s a youthful vibe that’s not found in many other spots in Kyūshū. You can find lots of foreigner-friendly restaurants, English menus and...go figure...foreigners. If you come in winter, a classic Beppu scene is to look down from a nearby summit and see the myriad of vent plumes rising up, turning cumulus-cloud-white as the hot steam hits the cold.
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SIGHTS

1Kyūshū Shōchū Museum

ACTIVITIES

2Beppu Ropeway

3Jigoku Mushi

4Kamado Jigoku

5Takegawara Onsen

6Umi Jigoku

SLEEPING

7Guest House Sunline Beppu

8Nogami Honkan

9Yamada Bessō




TOP TIP

Many of Japan’s higaeri (day-use) onsen baths offer hand towels and larger dry-off towels for a fee, either to rent or purchase outright. Save money by bringing your own towels, and you may want to bring your own soap as well.




THE HELLS OF BEPPU

The Beppu Jigoku (地獄) are a series of seven not-for-bathing onsen tourist attractions that make for a fun afternoon. You can pay for admission individually or get an all-hell ticket, the Jigoku Meguri. Each hell is themed differently, and often the waters are coloured to match the theme. Some oni (monsters) statues overlook the bubbling waters and a few are actually quite beautiful, with lilypads or flowers. Of the seven, popular ones include Kamado Jigoku (かまど地獄) and Umi Jigoku (海地獄), which has an ashiyu (foot bath). If you get hungry, go to Jigoku Mushi and try food that’s been steamed in the onsen waters.



A Bathhouse Time Machine

BEPPU BATHING AT ITS BEST

At Takegawara Onsen (竹瓦温泉) you’ll experience the Japanese public bath at its most basic: no frills, no fancy faucets and no soaps unless you’ve brought your own. You’ll undress, head to the bath and scoop water directly from the bath, splashing yourself clean for a few minutes (be sure to not let the water run back into the bath!). You then enter the bathwater, which, depending on your tolerance for heat, may range from very, very hot to I’m-nearly-scalding. Sit for as long as you like (or can), and then head back up to the changing area. If it seems like you’re missing out on the luxuries of the bath, the thing to remember is that the focus here – and really, in any onsen in Japan – is on the water, the yu (湯、ゆ). Those fancy places may make you feel fully pampered when you leave, but what matters most in a bath here is the bath itself. This experience has changed little over the centuries, and at Takegawara Onsen you can essentially slip back in time to an era when the luxury came from enjoying a hot pool of bathwater at a time when many people couldn’t bathe at all.

If time permits or you’re in Beppu for a few days, come back and enjoy the sand bath part of Takegawara. You’ll still strip, but don a cotton yukata (robe), lie down in a coffin-sized depression in the dark volcanic sand, and then be covered by hot sand. It’s a bit like those weighted blankets: warm, heavy, comforting. But don’t overdo it, as dehydration is a risk and you may be light-headed when you rise.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BEPPU

Yamada Bessō

A family-run ryokan with onsen baths and private rotemburo (outdoor baths). Most rooms share bathrooms. ¥¥

Nogami Honkan

Well-located spot with in-house onsen and inexpensive rooms. Optional Japanese breakfast costs extra. ¥

Guest House Sunline Beppu

Clean dorms and private rooms available at this centrally located guesthouse near the water and Beppu Tower. ¥


THE SEVEN LUCKY GODS

Those ascending the Ropeway or hiking up Mt Tsurumi the hard way (by foot) should keep an eye out for the Seven Lucky Gods, and who knows, perhaps you’ll be granted your wish if you play your cards right. Each one is a statue located in varying places around the mountain’s slopes. To get your wish granted, you have to locate out all seven and pray to each individually. Whether you’re seeking enlightenment or just having a bit of fun, it’s a pleasant goal to have as you meander the mountain, and gives you something to do beyond snapping a selfie, looking at the view and taking the next cable car down to the parking area.



Ride the Beppu Ropeway

MT TSURUMI VISTAS

Beppu is a dense nest of city packed onto an alluvial plain that rises quickly up to mountains that hem in the city on three sides. There’s an eyesore (that looks a lot like a giant middle finger rising over Beppu) meant as a viewing spot at the city fringes, but the best views come from ascending the Beppu Ropeway (別府ロープウェイ), about a 15-minute drive out of town. It’s well worth taking a morning or afternoon and getting out of the city – on a clear day you’ll be rewarded with spectacular views of the town, the bay beyond and the mountains. The ropeway whisks you from the parking area to near the summit of Mt Tsurumi. From here, you can either hang out at the viewing area, buy souvenirs at the shop, or walk 10 to 15 minutes up to the mountain summit. It’s marred slightly by a large radio tower, but still offers one of the prettiest vistas in this area. On the walk up you may see deer, and in the spring you’ll get to see blooms of a particular azalea, the Miyama Kirishima, which covers the mountainsides with broad swaths of bright, cheery pink.

Drinkers may want to know that right next door to the Ropeway lies the Kyūshū Shōchū Museum (九州焼酎館), with a variety of tasty shōchū (liquor) on display, many of which are for purchase as well.


Getting Around

Beppu has a centrally located JR train station and is served by several long-distance bus lines. It’s also possible to arrive here by ferry from Osaka, though that’s a long and fairly expensive trip. If you’re set on avoiding Fukuoka, though, the ferry allows you to arrive directly here.






Beyond Beppu
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Unparalleled rural beauty, hidden urban gems and ancient traditions are all here for those who head beyond Beppu’s boundaries and explore.


Beyond Beppu is the varied, diverse prefectural beauty of Oita, one of Japan’s less-explored regions. What you’ll find here – if you give yourself the luxury to explore – is a wealth of fascinating customs, traditions, art forms and beauty that goes almost unnoticed by those who zip from Beppu to places east or south. The region’s pottery is famous, but so too is its superlative bamboo craft, its ancient temples and its lovely hiking and nature-viewing opportunities, among them the highest peak in all of Kyūshū, in the impressive Kujū mountain range. You may think you can skip over this region (and many do), but those who make time to see it are glad they did.
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TOP TIP

Many of the regions here are remote enough that you’ll find having your own vehicle is worth the price.



Traditional Arts & Modern Manga

HITA, THE KYŌTO OF KYŪSHŪ

The lovely Oita town of Hita is landlocked, but doesn’t feel that way thanks to the confluence of several rivers that zigzag through the town, giving its narrow streets air and space with every crossing. The city is famous for its beautiful historic streets, lined with buildings that look much the same as they did centuries ago. You can shop, find sweets, dine or just delight in walking around and taking it all in. Geta-making (Japanese clogs) is a traditional art, and you’ll find many storefronts filled with these colourful, comfortable shoes. Known for its timber, you’ll find at times the air is redolent with the smell of freshly cut cypress, even if the lumber mills are far away.

Recently, the city has grown in fame for a new reason: it’s the hometown of Hajime Isayama, the author of the post-apocalyptic megahit manga series Attack on Titan. Fans of the series will love touring the town and looking for points of interest relating to Isayama’s life and work. There’s even a Museum of ‘Attack on Titan’ in HITA (進撃の巨人 in HITA ミュージアム) to check out, slightly out of town near the Ōyama dam.

Another excursion from Hita visits Onta (小鹿田), a beautiful pottery town nestled high up in the mountains beside an atmospheric stream. View the many step kilns and see the clay being sifted, dried and eventually thrown by master potters who’ve been doing this for generations. The giant river-water-operated clay-grinding machines are unique and spectacular, as is the striking white-slip pottery marked with thousands of concentric scores.


THE ART OF TAKEZAIKU

You may have seen examples of this amazing artform and not even known they were made from bamboo, so delicate and fine are the finished pieces. Weavers in Taketa (竹田), nestled in the mountains southwest of Beppu, are masters of the craft of takezaiku and seeing these stunning pieces is jaw-dropping. A piece of bamboo is sliced into minute threadlike slats that are soaked in water to make them pliable. They’re then woven, much like palm fibres, into incredible designs. Because the bamboo is so strong, some of the pieces are gigantic, larger than a tall person. Forms range from the familiar (a bowl, a vase, an animal) to the wildly abstract. If Taketa is too far, try looking in Beppu for examples at the Beppu City Traditional Bamboo Crafts Center (別府市竹細工伝統産業会館).
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OTHER MUST-SEE TEMPLES BEYOND BEPPU

Fuki-ji

This National Treasure is the oldest wooden structure in all of Kyūshū, with beautiful lines and mossy surroundings.

Maki Ōdō

Dating from the Edo period, this temple also has Heian-era sculptures depicting Amida Buddha.

Rakan-ji

A beautiful mountainside temple dedicated to lost children overlooks a serene rural valley.


MADE IN USA

Question: how can something be ‘Made in USA’ but made in Japan at the same time? Answer: when a Japanese town’s name is Usa (宇佐). This confusion was put to good use after WWII, when Japan’s economy was struggling and many people only wanted products made in the United States. Today, though, the town is known for Usa-jingū (宇佐神宮), a massive and beautiful shrine that is the hub of the Hachiman sect. Visit at New Year’s and you’ll see thousands upon thousands of monks paying their respects at the main temple. The grounds are vast, with lovely, atmospheric bridges and many temples in brilliant orange hues. A few of the structures (the main hall, among others) have been designated Japanese National Treasures.



Street Rambles & Volcanic Scrambles

LOVELY TOWN NESTLED IN MOUNTAINS

Pretty Yufuin (湯布院) has so much to offer, but all too often gets zipped past as folks race from Beppu to Fukuoka. Stop and smell the roses or, in this case, the onsen fumes. The town has some lovely public baths and delightful ryokan, all thanks to its proximity to volcanic activity. There’s also a pretty walking street, the Yunotsubo Kaidō (湯の坪街道) in the centre of town that’s part shopping mall, part landmark and part city park. The only thing that’s a bit hard to find is parking, especially when the town’s busy during peak tourism times such as Golden Week (early May). But if you’re here in an off time, it’s quiet, peaceful, calm and pretty, with clouds hanging over the surrounding mountain peaks like torn paper against a background of green.

Hikers will love the nearby Mt Yufu (由布岳), which is a beautiful volcanic cone that rises up from a sea of green pastureland to a beautiful summit overlooking a crater below. It’s a steep uphill climb nearly the whole way, but seasoned hikers won’t find it much of a challenge. Day trippers may feel a bit tired after a while, but it’s still a great day hike for most active travellers, and the views are spectacular. It’s best to do this route in the early morning to mitigate the risk of the weather changing later in the day, as often happens. Buses run from town to the trailhead, but it’s a bit outside town and a private car or pre-arranged taxi pickup may be easiest.

PLACES TO EAT BEYOND BEPPU

Soba Cafe Yuuhi

A small soba and sweet shop that sits overlooking the water with a perfect westerly view of the setting sun. ¥

Kappō Satō

Classic Japanese delicacies like chicken tempura, fried chicken or regionally famous Bungo-gyu beef. ¥¥

Izumi Soba

Enjoy views of the noodles being prepared as you wait to slurp them down. ¥¥

Mysterious Mountain Deities

THE KUNISAKI PENINSULA’S TEMPLES AMAZE

North of Beppu lies the Kunisaki Peninsula (国東半島), a nearly circular appendage formed, like so much of the region, by volcanoes. It’s rocky, steep, mountainous and harbours an unusual number of impressive temples and some massive stone Buddhas carved into a mountainside. It’s a tour-bus stop, so getting here by organised tour out of Beppu is possible, but you’ll find it’s a more rewarding experience if you can set your own schedule.

The must-see is the Kumano Magaibutsu (熊野磨崖仏), which sits deep in a lush forest ravine cut by a verdant riverbed. Two giant figures stare calmly, meditatively out at the surrounding trees, moss and vines and roots only partially covering their foreheads. The Dainichi Buddha is 6m tall and the larger Fudō-Myō-o is a whopping 8m. You’ll feel appropriately small staring at what are the largest stone Buddhist images of this type in all of Japan. Rumour has it that the stairway leading up to them was built overnight by an ogre. The site has more to see than just these Buddhas, if you care to keep walking up, and up, and uphill. Unless you’re a hiker, you’ll feel it in your thighs on the way down.

Close to the peninsula’s highest mountain’s summit lies Futago-ji (両子寺). This temple, founded in 718, lies at the end of a rough stone trail that runs, part of the way, beside a beautiful moss-and-rock stream. If you’re in need of curing, try purchasing one of the wooden ema (votive boards) shaped like a human body. Draw the spot that’s ailing you and place it on the tray: it will be burned as an offering promptly.
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Kumano Magaibutsu | San Hoyano/Shutterstock ©


BUDDHAS ABOUND

Usuki (臼杵), 30km to the southeast of Beppu, is another place where you’ll find ancient Buddhas. In this case, they aren’t giant, but they are carved into a hillside and estimated to be more than 1000 years old. Even more amazing is the expressive faces these figures have, each one different and unique, and some so well preserved you’d swear the statue was looking right at you. It’s uncanny and spiritual. If possible, visit early in the morning or late in the day, or even bring an umbrella and come in the rain, as boisterous bus tours and throngs of tourists can make it feel less transcendent.




Getting Around

Getting to all of these areas is possible with public transport, and for those with time to kill, why not spend half a day getting to a spot and staying overnight because the next bus out leaves the following morning? But if you’re on a tighter schedule, consider checking if there are tours that run to where you want to go, or spring for a rental car.






NAGASAKI
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This beautiful city is nestled between rolling hills and the topography sets it apart from many other Kyūshū regions. Unfortunately, the dense, compact population made it an excellent target for the dropping of ‘Fat Man’, the atomic bomb that decimated the city. Though the effects and horror of that event cannot be understated, the city has rebuilt and rebounded and were it not for the numerous memorials and poignant museums, you might never know that such an awful event took place here. It’s a charming, fun, lively city with a vibrant downtown, and its history doesn’t stop at WWII. Dejima island was the only spot in Japan where foreign trade was (officially) allowed. At night, a decent selection of bars and clubs make it a fun spot to party. The city is also a great hub for those looking to explore the surrounding region by day trips or overnights.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum

SIGHTS

2Dejima

3Glover Garden

4Peace Statue

5Shinchi Chinatown

6Urakami Cathedral

SLEEPING

7CasaNoda

8Hotel Belleview Nagasaki Dejima

9Hotel New Tanda

10S Peria Hotel Nagasaki

EATING

11Butaman

12Kairaku-en

13Ryōtei Kagetsu

14Sakamoto-ya

DRINKING

15Bar Iwi

16Hayama Coffee

17Juma Cafe

18Panic Paradise

19Restoran Bar Inokuchi-ya




TOP TIP

Public transport is excellent , with a great tram that runs to many places you might go. Don’t plan on doing much on a bicycle, however, as the steep hills make the ups exhausting and the downs dangerously fast.
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WHAT WAS SAKOKU?

Sakoku (鎖国) was the Japanese policy of closing the country to foreign trade. It endured for centuries, including the duration of the Edo period. No foreigners were allowed to enter Japan, and likewise, no Japanese were allowed to leave. Only when American naval commander Matthew C Perry arrived in 1858 was the policy halted, when the Convention of Kanagawa was signed under duress by the Tokugawa shogunate. And though the policy ended centuries ago, some rural areas have remained isolated – in parts of Kyūshū you may find yourself stared at or the subject of giggles. It’s seldom intended to be rude, but instead is a function of how little chance some people have had to interact with foreigners.



The Only Place Foreigners Were Allowed

EXPERIENCE DEJIMA ISLAND’S MUSEUM

Japan once was closed to international trade due to a suspicion that Christianity was problematic and to be shunned. Consequently, the entire country was closed off (known as sakoku) and trade was prohibited – except for fan-shaped Dejima (出島). This tiny island, walkable from start to finish in five short minutes, was where the entire country’s international trade was done, exclusively with the Protestant Dutch. Today, it’s hard to discern as an island, as the surrounding waters have been reclaimed and built upon, though there’s talk of returning it eventually to the sea. Regardless, come to Dejima and step back in time. You’ll see beautifully restored warehouses and trade buildings, plus residences of Dutch traders and even a delightful to-scale miniature view of Dejima as it was centuries ago. Walk around the island and learn about its history, enjoy the old wooden buildings, or even don a rental kimono and take a selfie or two in true – if a bit affected – Japanese style. A great photo op is in the small Japanese garden that occupies the area left of the entry booth.

Exhibits, spread out in 17 different buildings, detail many aspects of Dejima’s history, including maps showing the island as it once was, Nagasaki harbour and many artifacts. Of particular interest are the residences, with rooms set up in styles similar to what the Dutch traders lived in. Unlike many museums in Japan, Dejima’s exhibits have plenty of English signage, as well as info in other common visitor languages as well.
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WHERE TO STAY IN NAGASAKI

Hotel Nagasaki

A dated but welcoming hotel near the station, atop a hill with delightful views of Urakami or the harbour. ¥¥¥

S Peria Hotel Nagasaki

A higher-end business hotel with clean rooms and a really tasty breakfast buffet. ¥¥

Nagasaki Nisshokan

A hilltop ryokan with mostly Western rooms, a big buffet and beautiful city views. ¥¥¥



Nagasaki’s Peace Park Walking Tour
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This sombre, contemplative walk begins in front of the massive, unmissable 1 Peace Statue (平和祈念像) whose arms, according to the sculptor, Seibō Kitamura, point upward at the atomic bomb and out across to peace. The statue is often festooned with wreaths of paper cranes, but just to the left, the 2 Orizuru no Tower (折鶴の塔) was constructed specifically to house the garlands of hand-folded cranes. Beautiful, poignant and sad, it seems to symbolise the new colour springing up from the ashes of destruction. Continuing around the park in an anticlockwise direction, you’ll come to the 3 Maiden of Peace (乙女の像), a beautiful white sculpture of a girl and doves given to the city by the People’s Republic of China through the China-Japan Friendship Association. Nearby is the 4 Nagasaki Peace Bell (長崎の鐘), which is sounded at 11.02am on the ninth of every month, to commemorate the exact moment so many lost their lives. Continuing away from the Peace Statue, you’ll come to the 5 Peace Fountain (平和の泉), a lovely, serene remembrance of the desperate thirst that existed among survivors after the explosion and ensuing inferno had ceased. Next, walk down the steps, but before you cross the street, stop to the left at the bottom of the hill. Often missed by visitors, you’ll find the incredible story of 6 air-raid shelter construction workers (平和公園 松山町防空壕群跡) who were inside the tunnel at the time. Despite the explosion and being less than 500m from the epicentre, most of the workers survived. It’s a short walk from here to the 7 Atomic Bomb Hypocenter Site (原子爆弾落下中心地碑), with concentric rings around a dark obelisk, which is where it all began and ended.




URAKAMI CATHEDRAL

Prior to the bomb’s detonation, Urakami Cathedral was the largest, grandest Christian structure in Asia, with huge twin towers and a large interior that celebrated the end of Christian persecution. Many of Nagasaki’s Urakami worshippers had been hiding their faith for centuries. It took more than two decades to build and was reduced to rubble in seconds, incinerating a full mass who’d packed in to worship. Pieces of the fallen apse still lie on the grounds as a monument. The building has been rebuilt and is now a functioning cathedral, but its destruction will always be remembered.



The Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum

MAY HORROR NEVER HAPPEN AGAIN

There are few things as grim and depressing as visiting the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum (長崎原爆資料館), but it’s a must-see. Prepare to sit down if it gets too overwhelming, and to see people visibly upset as they walk through. It’s an impressive museum not just for its careful planning, but also for the way it circles you down from the entry in a concentric spiral, as if you’re descending into hell – not to mention the details, artifacts and graphic photographs. You simply cannot come here and walk away unchanged. Even if you’ve grown up reading history books that discuss it, nothing prepares you for this history lesson. Words cannot convey what this museum expresses, but among the events chronicled are the actual bomb’s detonation (at exactly 11.02am, 9 August 1945), the type of bomb that was dropped (it was Fat Man, not Little Boy), the kinds of immediate and long-lasting health effects that the bomb’s radiation caused, and many artifacts that illustrate just how incredibly intense the bomb and the fires that raged afterwards were. Glass fused with stone, people’s shadows burned into walls and stairways, clothes and skin incinerated as if they were paper.

Astonishingly, Nagasaki has managed to remember this devastating event without being destroyed by it. The heroic stories – some of which are still happening – and the indomitable character of Nagasaki’s citizens are a testament to human resiliency and the will to overcome. For all the grimness, hope and optimism are expressed here too.

WHERE TO EAT IN NAGASAKI

Sakamoto-ya

You won’t get better dinners than the traditional Japanese meals at this unique, centuries-old inn. ¥¥¥

Ryōtei Kagetsu

Pricey shippoku-ryōri (Nagasaki traditional food) at what was once a brothel. Reservations are a must. ¥¥¥

Kairaku-en

A Shinchi Chinatown standby serving southern Chinese cuisine. Peking duck is the go-to dish here. ¥¥

Nagasaki’s Shinchi Chinatown

A VIBRANT CHINESE INFLUENCE

If you’re lucky enough to be in Nagasaki during one of the Chinese festivals, you’re in for a treat. The city has a vibrant, exciting Chinatown and the celebrations of many Chinese holidays are a memorable affair. Lanterns are strung out across the streets, people dress in costumes and beautiful decorations are hung in storefronts and windows. Known as ‘Shinchi’, the Nagasaki Chinatown is Japan’s oldest. It has dozens of delicious restaurants, plus street vendors, hot-bun sellers and other shops. You’ll probably be able to follow your nose to the nearest delicacy, as the wafting aromas fill the streets. Fifteen days after Lunar New Year, the Shinchi Matsuri festival is a time to celebrate, with impressive displays, festivities and decorations. Kunchi Matsuri, held in October, is another festive celebration that pulls out all the stops, with mikoshi (portable carried shrines) and dancing.

Even if a specific festival isn’t happening, it’s fun to hop off the tram at the Shinchi Chinatown stop and wander the main streets on either side of the canal. Bridges, gates and storefronts all look immediately different from what you would normally expect in Japan. Go up and down the sides of the canal, then be sure to duck into the various smaller alleys and discover something quirky, beautiful or delicious as you go.

[image: jpg]

Shinchi Chinatown | TOMO/Shutterstock ©


THE PEACE STATUE

A common misconception about the Peace Statue is that the right arm is pointing to God. The intention of the sculptor, Seibō Kitamura, was that it be seen as pointing to the atomic bomb. He writes very clearly about it in the poem ‘Words from the Sculptor’, which is displayed prominently next to the statue. In fact, the poem – after tying the earthly pointing left arm to peace – continues, linking the statue to both God and Buddha.



WHERE TO STAY CHEAPLY IN NAGASAKI

CasaNoda

An inexpensive hostel with self-check-in and a lovely rooftop view. ¥

Hotel Belleview Nagasaki Dejima

Spic-and-span, friendly and in a great location, though rooms are small. ¥

Hotel New Tanda

This business hotel is right across from the port and the waterfront. On-site parking. ¥


DELICIOUS BUTAMAN

Though the nikuman (steamed bun) is a common item throughout Japan (you can even find them in most convenience stores), those made by Nagasaki Butaman (長崎ぶたまん) are something special. Opened in 1960 and hugely popular, this small, family-owned chain sells buns that are smaller than normal and have a thinner skin. The to-die-for, pork-filled morsels go for only ¥80, and you cannot simply have one of them. Nagasaki Butaman has a few spots around the city, and they’re all worth seeking out. The honten (original) is near Bar IWI, in Shianbashi.



A Bird’s-Eye View

THE NAGASAKI ROPEWAY

Curiously nestled in the small Fuchi Shrine, the Inasayama Ropeway whisks you from the temple up to the summit of nearby Mt Inasa, giving you lovely bird’s-eye views of the city, the port and the ocean. If you have keen eyes, you can even spot Hashima Island, off in the hazy distance.

The hardest part about the experience is getting to Fuchi Shrine, which is a good 10- to 15-minute walk from Takaramachi, the nearest tram stop. From here, you’ll cross over the Uragami river, then veer to the right – even with GPS it’s easy to take a wrong street and have to backtrack. Some hotels also offer buses direct, and there’s a stop at JR Nagasaki Station, so check with the information desk for details. When you’re at the temple, you’ll see the ropeway station. It runs every 20 minutes, so you’ll want to time both your arrival and departure or potentially wait 20 minutes for the next gondola. These cars are beautiful, nice and clean, with curved plexiglass that gives a near 180-degree view of the world below. The line runs up nearly 300m over a cable that’s just over 1km long. From the top, you’ll probably want to walk another five minutes to the actual summit, where a large observation deck gives you a 360-degree view. It’s a pretty sight on a bright sunny day, but the night view, when the city stretches below you all lit up, is an entirely different kind of beautiful, named one of the world’s top-three night views, along with Hong Kong and Monaco.
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View from Inasayama Ropeway | Chanawin Tepprasitsakda/Shutterstock ©

BREAKFAST & LUNCH IN NAGASAKI

Juma Cafe

Clean, cute and comfy, with coffee, snacks, sweets and sandwiches. ¥

Butaman

There are numerous Butaman shops around the city, all serving great nikuman at just ¥80/each. ¥

Hayama Coffee

A local Nagasaki coffee chain that roasts beans within two weeks of using them. ¥

Exploring a Hillside Garden

A HISTORIC STROLL THROUGH GLOVER GARDEN

On a hillside (like everything in Nagasaki) sits Glover Garden (グラバー園), a beautiful outdoor garden and museum with historic houses once owned by Meiji-era European residents. (Note: not all the houses stood here originally.) The garden is named after a Scottish railway industrialist, Thomas Glover. You can get here easily by tram, then the wise will use the escalators to reach the top of the slope, and use their legs (and gravity) to wend their way back down, seeing as much or as little of the site as you want along the way. The building furthest from the water is Mitsubishi No 2 Dock, with nice views of the harbour from the 2nd floor. Walker House, Ringer House, Alt House and Glover House are all popular stops, the latter is near a statue of the Japanese opera singer Tamaki Miura, aka Madame Butterfly. Near the bottom of the park are the fancifully decorated floats and dragons that are reused yearly in the Kunchi Matsuri festival. They’re held in the Nagasaki Traditional Performing Arts Museum. Many of the artifacts you’ll see on display are donations from the Walker and Glover families.

The museums are only half the fun of coming here. Even if you’re not a history buff, you can enjoy meandering through the manicured grounds, looking at the view and, in spring or summer, seeing the gardens bright with colour from the various flower blooms.


NAGASAKI KASUTERA

If you hit any of the souvenir stores, you may notice a square-sided cake that’s either bright yellow or matcha green – this is the famous, highly sought after Nagasaki Kasutera. A kind of sponge cake, it was brought here originally by the Portuguese, but over time has become a symbol of a visit to Nagasaki. If you’ve been here, you’ll be remiss not to take a bar or two back home. The taste is light and a bit eggy, the texture soft but not too mushy. It’s sold either in original flavour (yellow) or new-fangled matcha (green). Either is delicious. If you’re lucky, you may find that one of the shops in the JR Nagasaki Station is offering tastes.



WHERE TO DRINK IN NAGASAKI

Bar Iwi

Great expat-run bar popular for its friendly service and reasonable drink prices.

Panic Paradise

Music-lovers rejoice, this basement spot has an amazing collection and requests are welcome.

Restoran Bar Inokuchi-ya

Tucked away, this delicious restaurant and bar is in an old Japanese-style house, offering many wines and shōchūs.

The Ghost Island

MYSTERIOUS, ABANDONED HASHIMA

If you’ve seen the James Bond thriller, Skyfall, you’ve seen Hashima. It’s that eerie abandoned city that Javier Bardem’s character uses as a lair. Usually a movie set designer has to work to make something seem foreboding, but not in the case of Hashima – also commonly known as Battleship Island (軍艦島), due to the uncanny resemblance the island has to a war vessel, especially at a distance. It was once, believe it or not, the most populated land per square foot in all Japan, thanks to rich veins of coal found deep below the island’s surface. Over 5000 people once lived here in cramped, dense apartments, sometimes with five people to a room. Then, overnight in 1974, the mine was closed, its coal veins no longer supplying enough to be profitable. In a riches-to-rags story worthy of Hollywood, the abandoned island was at one point going to be filled with garbage from Nagasaki city. But due to activists’ preservation efforts, the ruins were given Unesco Heritage status in 2015.

Visiting the island is not for the fainthearted. You’ll be on a boat for about an hour each way, and the seas often make landing impossible (in which case the craft tours the island from afar). If you do land, the approximately one-hour walk through the ruins can be beastly hot. But the ruins are truly impressive. Outside of war or natural disaster, it’s rare to see this kind of scenery. Walls have cracked, crumbled or completely fallen away, revealing the interiors of rooms left so rapidly that refrigerators still hold bottles and beds still have pillows atop them. Paint peels off walls in giant curlicues, and steps ascend to doors now impossible to open due to the massive vines that have grown around them. Of all Nagasaki’s tourist draws, this half-day visit is one of the most unique.
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HASHIMA ISLAND TOUR OPERATORS

To visit Hashima, you’ll need to sign up with an official, sanctioned tour; recommended operators include Gunkanjima Concierge, Gunkan-jima Cruise Co and Yamasa-Kaiun. No private entry is permitted, and no private boats will visit without previous permission. Keep in mind that weather often means tours are suddenly cancelled. Guides may not speak English, so on some tours you’ll be able to practice your Japanese. The tour companies are located near the main dock, except for Gunkanjima Concierge, which leaves from a separate dock just south of the Nagasaki Seaside Park. If you disembark on the island, you must stay inside the marked walkways, as the structures could collapse at any time.




Getting Around

Nagasaki city is easy to get around by tram, which is what most tourists use as it hits all the key, important sights. For a few places (like Hashima), you might need a boat or unconventional transport (like the Ropeway). If you’re planning to see a lot, consider an all-day pass, as it’s less expensive than paying as you hop on and off. Remember that trams require exact change, and the bill changers don’t accept large denominations.






Beyond Nagasaki
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Nagasaki Prefecture has delightful gems that are fun to explore, most making for an easy day trip out of Nagasaki city.


Don’t think that the word ‘Nagasaki’ encompasses just Nagasaki city (as wonderful as it may be). Turns out, Nagasaki Prefecture is a remarkably varied, beautiful and fun place to explore, with surprises at every turn. It offers unique historical sites to learn from, beautiful natural wonders and a host of interesting, hidden-away curiosities. What’s more, it’s all a hop, skip and jump away from Nagasaki city, which means it’s accessible, particularly if you’re willing to spring for a rental car for a day or two. Venture out of the city and you’ll find that bizarre theme parks, far-off islands, beautiful castles and wonderful onsen bathing all await.
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TOP TIP

If you visit anyone during your Japan stay, you’ll be well served to bring along omiyage (souvenirs) of authentic Nagasaki city kasutera (local cake).




CHRISTIANITY IN KASUGA

The island of Hirado, thanks to the secret trade with the outside world, was one of many Nagasaki locations to harbour hidden sects of Christians. Persecuted and often purged, the ‘hidden Christians’ had to often pretend they were worshipping other religions in order to survive. The tiny port of Kasuga is one spot where they congregated, and is worth a visit not only for its history (you’ll find info at the visitor centre), but also for the lovely terraced rice fields that line its hills. If you’re looking for an iconic Japanese rice-field photo, this will fit the bill.



Hidden Away Hirado

FAR OFF AND OFT FORGOTTEN

Sadly, Hirado (平戸), the small island in the furthest west of Kyūshū (and officially a part of Nagasaki Prefecture), is usually overlooked as JR Pass-carrying tourists zip on JR-only lines to their next destination. It’s a shame, because while Dejima is given credit for being the place where foreign trade happened in Japan, Hirado was also a secret source of trade and some of Japan’s most recognisable arts originated here: sadō, for instance (the art of serving green tea). This little-travelled spot is captivating and worth getting to if you have the time. The harbour has a lovely little visitors centre, and just across the street is a district with old shops, stores and structures that evoke the Hirado of yesteryear. Then check out Hirado Castle, on the other side of the suspension bridge. Hikers may find the island a lovely spot to get some exercise, with a number of trails leading through grassy fields and low hills that resemble an almost European, pastoral scene. It’s a popular place to get away from the hustle and bustle of the rest of Japan, and you’ll be rewarded (on clear days) with stunning vistas of the sea and shoreline.

Walking along the harbour near the visitor centre, you’ll come to a beautiful statue of a girl who might, to Westerners, resemble the Virgin Mary. Despite the policy of sakoku (closing Japan to trade) enough Dutch sailors were in Hirado that a number of interracial children were born. In 1639, these young women and girls were rounded up and exiled to Batavia (now Jakarta, Indonesia). The statue, known as the Jagatara Girl, commemorates these children who were forced to leave Japan.
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PLACES TO STAY IN HIRADO

Hirado Kaijō Hotel

Although a bit worn, this shoreline hotel has great sea views and nice indoor and outdoor baths. ¥¥

International Sightseeing Hotel Kishōtei

Overlooking the harbour, this hillside spot offers great rotemburo and large rooms. ¥¥¥

Nakaze Campsite

Camping fans will enjoy the farmland-style campsite on the mainland, pricey but with great views. And sheep. ¥


BORROWED WORDS

You may speak more Japanese than you think. The Japanese fascination with other countries has meant many foreign words have been assimilated into Japanese. Some Portuguese ones you may recognise are kasutera, the delicious sponge cake from Nagasaki, pan the word for bread, saboten the word for cactus, and even tempura – all of these Japanese words have connections to Portuguese. English loan words are common too: pasokon uses the paso from English’s ‘personal’ and the kon from ‘computer’. Takushī is directly from ‘taxi’, and miruku from milk. The Japanese gomu (eraser) is derived from the Dutch word ‘gom’, while penki means ‘paint’ and is also based on a Dutch word imported centuries ago.



Going Dutch

HUIS TEN BOSCH THEME PARK

If you’ve been dying to go to the Netherlands, but never had the chance, perhaps the curious Huis Ten Bosch (ハウステンボス) theme park will be right up your alley. It’s an over-the-top Dutch-to-the-max theme park, replete with vast tulip gardens, windmills and folks walking around in wooden clogs. Stereotypes? Yes, sirree. But it’s a goofy, tacky and fun way to ‘visit Europe’ for an afternoon. Billed as Japan’s largest theme park, there are sunflowers blooming, nights lit up with a variety of light shows and, of course, some rides and other themed attractions. Don’t forget the food: you can fill up on waffles and other Dutch delicacies as well.

Samurai History & Bubbling Onsen

CATCH THE FERRY TO SHIMABARA

Shimabara (島原) is a Nagasaki peninsula that looks across Ariake Sea towards the main body of Kyūshū. It’s about as far from everything else as you can get. Thankfully, there’s a ferry. Shimabara town has a truly impressive reconstructed six-storey castle with a lovely, lotus-filled moat where herons eagerly dispatch hapless frogs and beautiful goldfish tease the turtles as they sun themselves. You may find enough enjoyment just wandering the grounds and moat, without even needing to go inside. The castle interior is not original, but there’s a pleasant museum, and in-costume, genki (enthusiastic) staff will be delighted for you to take a look.

The castle isn’t the only reason to detour to this far-away part of Nagasaki. There’s a beautiful samurai street historic district, where many centuries-old houses are on display to the public. You can get a sense of how the well-to-dos lived back then, with multistorey houses and rooms large enough (as is the Japanese method of sizing rooms) to fit 10 or more tatami (reed floormats). The street itself is worth noticing, as its central sewer and running water was considered extremely advanced for its time. Today, the cobbled street only runs for a few hundred metres before turning into tar. Be mindful that some of the houses are still lived in, so pay attention to signs and don’t intrude on local residents’ privacy by peering over fences or entering places that are not clearly meant to be explored.

The abundance of clean, fresh water has also made it a popular spot for tea, noodles and even shave ice. Onsen buffs will want to check out the tepid but uniquely refreshing carbonated water bath in Shimabara Onsen. As you sit, the carbonation collects on your skin and bubbles get larger and larger until they rise to the surface. You’ll feel a bit like an ice cube that’s been plopped into a glass of lukewarm soda.

PLACES TO STAY & EAT IN SHIMABARA

Hotel Nampuro

A resort-style spot with lots of children’s attractions and great outdoor onsen baths. ¥¥¥

Shimabara Station Hotel

This no-frills business hotel is a great option for folks without a car who arrived via train. ¥

Himematsu-ya

Guzōni and other Japanese-style delicacies at this spot right across from the castle. ¥


A PRECARIOUS POSITION

This peaceful peninsula was anything but that a few hundred years ago, when an eruption in Mt Mayuyama sent thousands of cubic metres of ash and rock into Ariake Sea, creating a mega-tsunami. On 21 May 1792, a 100m-high wave raced across the bay and slammed into Higo on the opposite side, before returning back across the bay and inundating Shimabara. Over 15,000 people died. Much more recently, in the early 1990s, a series of Mt Unzen eruptions sent a landslide of ash and rock down the mountainside, destroying homes and killing around 50 people, including some highly respected vulcanologists. Check this out in detail at the grim, but moving Onokoba Mudslide Prevention Museum & Observatory or the Mt Unzen Disaster Museum.



Get into Hot Water in Unzen

ONE OF JAPAN’S FIRST NATIONAL PARKS

Perched high above the peninsula is the quaint hamlet of Unzen Onsen (雲仙温泉), a delightful spot for a day trip or a weekend escape. It’s raison d’être is the unmissable sulphurous hot springs, which you might well smell before you see. When you reach the town centre, make a point to stop and explore the wood-plank walkways around Unzen Jigoku (Unzen Hell), which looks a lot like hell might. Bubbling pools of mud blurp and blop, and the paths meander through delicate grasses and atmospheric pines. After taking a walk, you may want to refuel with eggs and veggies cooked in the onsen steam.

Created in 1934, Unzen National Park was – along with its ‘sister park’ Kirishima, in Miyazaki and Kagoshima Prefectures – one of the country’s first three national parks. It’s a special spot to hike, birdwatch and, of course, take dips in the many onsen baths. Most of the hotels have higaeri (day-use) options, letting you hop from bathhouse to bathhouse, getting as clean as you want. If the idea of hiking up to a summit doesn’t sound like fun, opt for taking the Unzen Ropeway up to the Myōken Peak station and then walk one of the many trails downhill, spotting deer, animals and rare azaleas along the way. The oldest and most atmospheric hotel is the venerable Kyūshū Hotel, which remains one of the region’s top hotels despite its age. It has many delightful old black-and-white photos on the walls of the hotel and Unzen village of yesteryear.
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PLACES TO STAY IN UNZEN

Azumaen

A delightful, upmarket resort on the edge of Oshidorino Pond, with super sunsets and kaiseki food. ¥¥¥

Fukudaya

A stylish spot, with beautiful private outdoor baths and a creek below. Chill out at the lobby bar. ¥¥

Kyūshū Hotel

The matron of Unzen hospitality, right next to the jigoku (hells) with delicious food and great ambience. ¥¥¥


A PRESIDENTIAL ONSEN?

You might be surprised to start seeing ‘Obama’ signs and even his picture way out here in rural Nagasaki. Much like Usa, the Japanese are playing on the name at Obama Onsen. Obama (小浜) means ‘small beach’ in Japanese, but the word is a homophone with the famous president. Always looking to capitalise on opportunity, you’ll see hand towels, key chains and other souvenirs at this small beach and nice onsen, many of which overlook the sea. Among other things, it claims to have the longest foot bath in all of Japan.




Getting Around

As long as you’re planning to hit major towns, most of the spots around Nagasaki are accessible by JR train, with the notable exception of Hirado. You can get there by private rail line to Tabirahiradoguchi Station, followed by a taxi over the bridge to Hirado island proper.






KUMAMOTO
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This delightful and varied region has captivating coastline, smoldering volcanoes, stunning pasture, quaint onsen towns, and a welcoming vibe overseen by the prefecture’s ubiquitous mascot, Kumamon, a black bear with distinctive red cheeks. The city of Kumamoto is surprisingly cultural, in part because of the influence of several universities, but also because of the city’s importance as a key trading port. You’ll find one of Japan’s greatest castles here, Kumamoto-jō, a must-see part of the city’s tourism. There are also beautiful Japanese gardens, fabulous sunsets, and a fun, relaxed, youthful nightlife scene. In 2016, the region was hit by disastrous earthquakes that registered up to 7.0 on the Richter scale; the effects, both physical and emotional, are still felt today, and while much of the damage has been repaired, you’ll see large portions of Kumamoto Castle are still under construction.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kumamoto-jō

SIGHTS

2Kumamoto Prefectural Traditional Crafts Center

3Lafcadio Hearn’s Former Residence

4Wakuwakuza History and Cultural Experience

SLEEPING

5GR Hotel Suidochō

6Hotel Carna A

7Hotel MyStays Kumamoto Riverside

8Hotel Nikkō Kumamoto

9Kumamoto Hotel Castle

10Sōtetsu Grand Fresa

EATING

11Kōran-tei

12Rāmen Komurasaki

13Yokobachi

DRINKING

14And Coffee Roasters

15Jeff’s World Bar

16Yakoboku




TOP TIP

Basashi (raw horsemeat) is a local speciality. Many travellers are happy to give it a go, and it’s considered delicious. But if eating horse doesn’t appeal, don’t assume that richly marbled, red slice of meat is cow.
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A ‘Top Three’ Castle

KUMAMOTO-JŌ IS A MUST-SEE

Japanese people love list-making, and the ‘Top Three’ lists of various tourist sites, foods, vistas, onsen and wonders abound. There’s a lot of regional pride in having one of the country’s top three in any category, and Kumamoto lays claim to a spectacular castle commonly ranked among the country’s best. Its moats, walls, gardens, towers and gates are all spectacular. If you visit the city, exploring the castle is a must.

There are several entry gates to Kumamoto-jō (熊本城), the most popular (and with much of the bus action) is on the south side. From here, wander up and into the grounds, where you’ll pass through impressive gates and walk past stunning walls made of stones that fit together like jigsaw pieces. The smooth sides made it a tough place on which to mount an attack, though Saigō Takamori succeeded. Unfortunately, most of the buildings you see are reconstructed, not original. A notable exception is the Uto Turret, which has been designated one of the important cultural properties of Japan. The rooms, corridors and chambers are reconstructions, but it’s fascinating to explore. Even walking around outside will offer spectacular this-is-so-Japan vistas that, if you squint a little and use your imagination, can transport you back to the 1800s and the castle’s heyday.

Sadly, in April 2016, the castle was severely damaged by the 7.0 magnitude earthquake that struck the region. Though reconstruction is ongoing, it’s not estimated to finish until the mid-2030s, and today, there’s obvious, ugly work being done. Many sections of wall are covered by tarps or protective cement, and some buildings have had to be torn down for safety pending reconstruction. It’s a sobering reminder of how fragile even the most impressive monuments can be.
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WHERE TO STAY IN KUMAMOTO

Kumamoto Hotel Castle

Location, cleanliness, service and price, this hotel has it all; even the Imperial family has stayed here. ¥¥¥

Hotel Nikkō Kumamoto

Clean and stylish, this spot is also located close to the castle, with views there or east to Aso-san. ¥¥¥

Sōtetsu Grand Fresa

A friendly business hotel with contactless check-in, nice breakfast, and good location for nightlife and shopping. ¥¥


THE OTHER TOP CASTLES

Many castles vie for spots in ‘Top Three’ lists, and inclusion depends on how you slice it. But you’ll want to check out these other top spots if they’re close to your itinerary.

Nagoya Castle

A fun spot because of its living-history actors, this six-storey castle over-looks Nagoya city.

Osaka Castle

This grand castle presides over downtown Osaka and is a top draw for its height and beautiful grounds.

Himeji Castle

Painted white, this beautiful castle, also known as the White Heron Castle, was the first to get Unesco heritage status.

Matsumoto Castle

A great castle for cherry-blossom viewing in the spring, with beautiful bridges and manicured grounds.



WHERE TO EAT IN KUMAMOTO

Yokobachi

A beautiful leafy covered patio and tasty tapas-style small plates make this a fun spot for a bite. ¥¥

Kōran-tei

A Chinese restaurant famous for its Kumamoto taipien (bean noodle soup), with daily specials and a wide menu. ¥¥

Rāmen Komurasaki

Super cheap and super popular ramen shop famous for tonkotsu-style ‘King Ramen’, among others. ¥

Learn about Japan’s Edgar Allen Poe

VISIT LAFCADIO HEARN’S RESIDENCE

The writer Lafcadio Hearn, also known as Koizumi Yakumo, is a fascinating character who is credited with informing the West about Japanese culture through his articles and stories, most notably, his ghost stories. He lived in Kumamoto for several years while teaching at what would eventually become Kumamoto University. His residence (小泉八雲熊本旧居) is a small but interesting museum not far from Kumamoto Castle. Visiting it brings some depth and colour to his stay in Kumamoto, where he wrote a number of his famous works, including Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan, which garnered significant Western acclaim. The museum is laid out over several tatami spaces, with a number of excellent photographs and some descriptions, though most of it caters to an audience that can read Japanese. An Edgar Allen Poe contemporary, Hearn – like Poe – lived a tumultuous life and gained a reputation for his accounts of the macabre, with titles like In Ghostly Japan and Japanese Fairy Tales (many of which are delightfully grim and creepy). He died of a heart attack in Tokyo in 1904.

Feel the Zen of It All

PLACID, PEACEFUL SUIZENJI

If you feel like your visit to Japan has been a bit too hustle-bustle, consider de-stressing and unwinding by taking in the gorgeous, placid gardens of Suizenji Park (水前寺公園). This Zen garden is among Kumamoto City’s gems and was originally made exclusively for Kumamoto’s Hosokawa clan. You can tour the expansive garden, take photos of beautiful topiary, bridges and reflecting pools, and enjoy the many carp that swim in the park’s shallow pools. Of particular note is the unique replica of Mt Fuji, which rises substantially and in the same cinder-cone shape as the real thing. The bright, neatly trimmed grass, the glistening water, and the twisted, carefully manicured trees all combine to make this a spectacular spot. It’s easy to see why it’s been designated one of Japan’s official Sites of Historic Beauty.

After the 2016 earthquakes, officials were horrified to realise the ponds were draining unexpectedly, and in some cases, were only a fraction of their original depth. Luckily for the hundreds of carp that called the pond home, they were moved by hand to the deepest area and saved.


FAMOUS KYŪSHŪ AUTHORS

Kumamoto’s authors are part of the island’s revered canon of impressive literature and writers. Here are a notable few with Kyūshū connections:

Natsume Sōseki

Lived in Kumamoto and considered one of Japan’s greatest writers.

Kazuo Ishiguro

Born in Nagasaki, this British writer won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2017.

Nagai Takashi

A Nagasaki bomb survivor, his The Bells of Nagasaki became a best-seller.

Umezaki Haruo

Kagoshima-stationed military cryptologist famous for Sakurajima, a novella about the experience.

Hayashi Fumiko

Feminist author born in Kitakyūshū whose works had national acclaim.

Nogami Yaeko

A literary dynamo born in Ōita, who garnered international accolades.



WHERE TO DRINK IN KUMAMOTO

And Coffee Roasters

A Kumamoto-started speciality coffee chain perfect for that morning dose of caffeine.

Jeff’s World Bar

A fun, friendly, super-casual expat bar that’s nearly always got something going on.

Yakoboku

High-end craft cocktails made with house-made liqueurs and extracts (think ume-infused absinthe, wow!).


BEST KUMAMOTO MUSEUMS

If you feel like you need more culture, art and history, keep these other great Kumamoto museums in mind.

Kumamoto Prefectural Traditional Crafts Center

A fascinating place to glimpse the beautiful traditional Kumamoto arts, including ceramics, woodcarving, flower arranging and more.

Wakuwakuza History and Cultural Experience

Connected to Kumamoto Castle, with a Lego™ replica, restoration information and many other displays.

Shimada Museum

A private museum about Kumamoto samurai history, swords and culture, including Miyamoto Musashi and other historical figures.



Picture Yourself at a Kumamoto Sunset

AN INFLUENCER’S DREAM PHOTO SPOT

If you look at a map, you’ll see that Kumamoto is mostly bordered by the Ariake Sea to the west, and north-northwest of Kumamoto city lies a series of hills. One of them is particularly popular for dates, cyclists and motorcycle touring. Due to all the selfies that get taken here, the hill has been named the Hill of the Narcissist (ナルシストの丘). It’s a bit of a mean-spirited moniker for such a nice spot to watch the sunset.

You can get here in about 45 minutes by taxi if you don’t have a private vehicle, and at the top there’s a grassy knoll, a few small benches, and a vast and beautiful stretch of scenery below, framed in the foreground by orange groves. The sun sifts softly down behind the Shimabara Peninsula, sending golden reflections into the water below you. With some low and high clouds (that magical mixture that make for great sunsets), it will be a spectacular show. On a clear day, you’ve got great views of Unzen, due west.

And if you’re worrying about looking too, um, narcissistic, well, you could always leave your phone in your backpack, back pocket or even back at your hotel. By the way, you can always record the scene in nondigital way – it makes a beautiful spot to sketch or bust out those watercolours. Note that at times the actual spot may be closed due to residents’ complaints about cycle noise, so you may (or may not) be able to reach the official spot. If you hunt around on sideroads, however, you may still be able to find a good spot to take in the view.

Taste Some Sake

ZUIYō SAKE BREWERY

South the city centre, on an unassuming side street in an otherwise residential neighbourhood is Zuiyō (瑞鷹) Sake factory, where you can experience a variety of sakes, learn about them and, of course, taste and purchase. The hours depend on a few factors, and there’s not always someone available to give visitors a tour, but if you get lucky, you’ll be able to peek at the process, which is as fascinating as it is complex. Though often called ‘rice wine’, the brewing process is closer to that of beer, wherein a starch (rice) is allowed to turn partly to sugar before the process of fermentation occurs. While the process is complex, the basic steps are relatively easy to follow.

First the rice is milled to remove an amount of the husk, then it’s washed and steamed. After that, the soft, steamed rice is fermented along with kōji (a live culture). In about a month, the sake has fermented. Then it ages in a vat for another six months or so to mature, after which it’s pasteurised, bottled, and ready to drink. Unlike wine, which often gets better over time, sake, like beer, is best drunk soon after bottling.

The quality of sake depends, to a large degree, on how much of the husk is milled away before the rice is used. It’s a little counter-intuitive, as the lower the number, the better the quality. You might see 65%, 60% or in the case of junmai ginjō (commonly seen as the best of the best) 55% or even 50%. This number matters because essentially it’s saying how much of the rice grain is wasted in service of great taste. A 50% milled product has to use twice as much rice per bottle as one that didn’t mill the husk at all. All that technical stuff aside, what matters most is whether you like it or not.

If you’re not sure the tour (in Japanese only) is for you and the brewery is too far away, look for Zuiyō in liquor shops or even the train station’s local product store and grab a bottle. Kampai!
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WHERE TO STAY CHEAPLY IN KUMAMOTO

Hotel MyStays Kumamoto Riverside

An inexpensive, clean, friendly business hotel that can be as cheap as a hostel at times. ¥

GR Hotel Suidochō

Another business-hotel option, with tiny but clean rooms and a simple breakfast. ¥

Hotel Carna A

A capsule hotel with separate areas for women, a laundry, a TV/lounge area and more. ¥


MIYAMOTO MUSASHI

Even if you’ve never been to Japan, you may have heard of Miyamoto Musashi or his famous work, The Book of Five Rings (五輪書). It’s a martial-arts training book, but it’s earned a readership among not only students of various martial disciplines, but also among businesspeople, who view the art of the deal as if it were a battle. Miyamoto Musashi spent the final years of his life in Unganzenji Temple (雲巌禅寺), a moss-covered spot built around a sacred cave. You can make a day of it by visiting this temple first, then see sunset at Hill of the Narcissist. The cave and nearby statues of Miyamoto’s disciples are top things to see if you come.




Getting Around

Kumamoto has a shinkansen station as well as good JR service to outlying areas, and buses can take you most of the rest of the way. The international airport is located far outside the city, about a 40-minute drive away.






Beyond Kumamoto
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Kumamoto Prefecture is a vast playground with all kinds of amusing, quirky, interesting and gorgeous places to see.


What makes Kyūshū in general and Kumamoto in particular so special is that you’re able to experience so much variety in a very short amount of time. You can zip by car from azure coastline to high volcanic peaks in an hour or so, and the network of trains and buses makes it accessible to many even without private transport. One of the world’s largest caldera systems awaits, presided over by the ever-active Aso-san volcano. The volcanic activity makes for great hot springs, such as delightful Kurokawa Onsen. In the other direction, you’ll find incredible island chains (also with hot springs) where T-rex fossils have been found. It’s an exciting prefecture to explore, with always more to find.
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TOP TIP

If whale meat (鯨) is off your list, check menus carefully, as it’s often served as a delicacy.



Powerful & Dangerous Aso-san

A VOLCANIC BEST

Nothing will prepare you for visiting Aso-Kujū National Park, where Aso-san (Mt Aso) is regularly closed due to clouds of toxic gas that spew out from its giant crater. Even if you can’t get up to the rim and peek down into the maw, you’ll probably be able to get close enough to appreciate the massiveness of this huge beast of a volcano. If it’s a clear day, there are lovely hikes to take in the Aso Kusasenri (阿蘇草千里), a grassy plain with shallow lagoons surrounded by dormant parasitic cones. The hikes aren’t particularly strenuous and one is even paved, making it nice for strollers or wheelchairs. Ash and fog may factor into your afternoon, however, and every so often, even sites this far away are closed due to poisonous gas. If it’s not closed, you’ll want to keep going up past the Kusasenri area to where a toll road leads to the actual crater rim. There, amid cement safety bunkers, paved walkways guide you to viewing spots over the rim. If the wind changes suddenly, be prepared to cover your nose and mouth, as the sulphur dioxide gas is noxious and makes it impossible to breathe.

But the Aso volcano itself isn’t the only reason to visit this beautiful area. The vast flat plain you’ll see (where the town of Aso is located) is actually the floor of a caldera that exploded 90,000 to 300,000 years ago in a series of at least four events. Today, it’s a beautiful vista, with the town and rice fields stretching out for miles, rimmed entirely by steep, grassy cliffs. The area was the set for the Godzilla-type film, Rodan! The Flying Monster.
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THE ILL-FATED ASO ROPEWAY

For years, a ropeway operated that whisked visitors over the craters (there are several; Nakadake is the most active) for jaw-dropping views. Unfortunately, a series of events combined to make the return of this once-popular tourism option unlikely. The sulphur fumes and other gases caused the materials to age rapidly, making it costly to maintain. And the 2016 Kumamoto earthquakes and a 2019 eruption pattern damaged the ropeway so significantly it wasn’t possible to repair it. You’ll still see signs for the ropeway, and potentially, given enough interest and funding, it may rise like the phoenix from the (volcanic) ashes.



PLACES TO SLEEP AROUND KUMAMOTO

Aso Base Backpackers

A fantastic and friendly youth hostel in the centre of Aso town, with lots of information and activities. ¥

Shukubō Aso

A high-end spot 500m away from Aso Station in a beautiful historic samurai house. ¥¥¥

Amakusa Shimoda Onsen Boyokaku

Incredible sunset views from a rooftop terrace, and delicious kaiseki-style oysters. ¥¥¥


EVIDENT EVOLUTION

Whether you’re here with kids or not, you might find the most interesting discoveries you’ll make are easy to overlook. In fact, you may have been driving right by them. If you spot a good place to safely pull over, stop the car and wander down to the rocky shoreline. There you may find all kinds of interesting marine life: sea urchins, sea anemones, sea stars, fish and even octopuses make homes in these shallow puddles. On land you might see beautiful crabs, snails and even mud skippers, a species of fish believed to be a link between sea life and life on land. These cute, bug-eyed little fish will cling to rocks and even ‘walk’ around outside the water using modified fins as ‘legs’.



PLACES TO EAT IN ASO

Oshimaya Kagu Cafe

Great spot for smoothies, coffee, cakes and snacks, with a retro vibe and souvenirs. Closes late afternoon. ¥

Yamaichi

A meat-lover’s choice, with delicious beef, popular dagojiru and a fun Japanese pickle bar. ¥

Sanzokutabiji

A locally famous place for dagojiru (dumpling soup), with a colourful decorated ceiling. ¥

An Amazing Island Chain

MYSTICAL AMAKUSA AWAITS YOU

The Amakusa island chain is southwest of Kumamoto City and is under-explored by tourists in part due to its remoteness. One of the easiest ways to arrive is by ferry from Shimabara, where you can then explore the islands before heading on to Kumamoto or south to Kagoshima. If you’re looking for a quiet, off-the-beaten-trail part of Japan, this is a great spot to come and hang out for a few days. It’s a delightful place to snorkel, there’s great seafood and a few points of interest to discover. If you just want to laze around and relax, make a beeline to Shimoda Onsen on Shimoshima (the largest and most westerly of the chain), where you’ll have unparalleled sunsets, relaxing foot baths, a number of nice ryokan (each with delightful baths), and easy access to some beautiful hikes, fun sights and gorgeous coastline driving.

An Onsen Village Second to None

KUROKAWA ONSEN: A JAPAN BEST

Though it’s out of the way, if you’ve only time to visit one onsen spot in Kyūshū, this is it. Kurokawa Onsen (黒川温泉), nestled on either side of the winding Tanoharu River, ranks consistently in the top onsens in Japan and as such, is often so popular that it’s entirely sold out in peak vacation times. Despite that, it’s worth finding time to come, because it maintains a delightful small-village feel and its baths are wonderful. There are dozens of public or higaeri (day-use) baths, and the information booth in the centre of town offers an ‘onsen passport’ (入湯手形, nyūtō tegata) that allows you to access up to three baths for a discount price. It’s a cute souvenir, too: a cypress cross-section with burned lettering. Serious bathers may find just three isn’t enough, but it’s a good way for beginners to sample the village’s wonders. Note that not all baths may be open, so check first before making plans.

There’s little else to do here other than stroll the streets and bath hop. Costs run anywhere from ¥200 to about 10 times that. Not to miss are Yamamizuki, Kurokawa-sō, and popular Shinmei-kan, with cave baths and riverside rotemburo. Of note, this is one village that still has a fair number of konyoku (mixed gender) baths where men and women bathe together, so if you’re shy about that, make sure you check the signs carefully before stepping out of the changing room.


DELIGHTFUL DENGAKU

There’s a regional food here called dengaku that’s a lot of fun to eat and super tasty. You’ll sit around glowing charcoal embers and roast skewers of tasty morsels until they’re ready to eat, then dip them in sauce and – yum! – down the hatch they go. The sauces range from thick miso paste to thin soy-based ones, but they’re all delightful and delicious. Takamori Dengaku no Sato (高森田楽の里) is a top stop for this kind of cuisine, with a lush garden, multilevel seating and a host of tasty menu items.




Getting Around

Most of these regions around Kumamoto City are accessible by train and/or bus, but schedules may be inconvenient. If time is at all an issue, consider renting a vehicle for a day trip or overnighting to make the most of your time. The Amakusa Islands can be reached by ferry from Shimabara.






MIYAZAKI
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Miyazaki, the largest city on the Pacific side in southern Kyūshū, is a mix of regular ole Japan, with its big-box stores and chains and shopping arcades, and some unique features, like an abundance of palm trees and proximity to one of Japan’s greatest coastlines: Nichinan Kaigan (日南海岸), which is also a surfing destination. So you end up hobnobbing with all types here, from hippie-surfers to college students to white-collar workers. People are genuinely interested to meet travellers passing through here, with an excitement that’s contagious. You may find, however, that few people speak English, and for some, that’s a bit of a barrier, though it can make for some animated discussions and napkin drawings while sharing beers. The impressive Miyazaki Shrine (宮崎神宮) is the top tourist draw, but the city is a great hub for exploration.
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TOP TIP

While you’re here, check out the Peace Park, with its funky monument made of stones from all over the world. It was built in 1940, just before Japan entered WWII.



Impressive Shrine in the City Centre

AN OASIS OF CALM

Even if you’ve seen plenty of shrines – and by this point in a Japan trip, you probably have – Miyazaki-jingū has a special, hard-to-define quality that makes it worth a visit. It’s one of the country’s far-southern temples, and proximity to the ocean has seen it endure countless hurricanes and storms over the centuries. The wisteria vines, some thicker than human thighs, turn the temple a lovely lavender colour in springtime when the flowers appear. The falling petals sometimes cover the ground in carpets. The temple’s quiet forests and cedar and pine groves seem impregnable to the busy outside world. The shrine was built in honour of Emperor Jinmu, the semi-mythical founder of the Yamato court and the first emperor of Japan. A replica of his boat, the Okiyomaru, is a shrine highlight that is carried around town yearly in the city’s autumn festival.

The main shrine building is surprisingly unassuming, even small, compared to the grandeur of places like Kyoto or even Dazaifu, outside Fukuoka City. But many visitors agree that there’s a deep, contemplative, spiritual presence here, and find it more restful than other comparable shrines. Be sure to see the various pools and outbuildings, as each is prettier than the last.
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MIKANS, MANGOES & MORE

You’ll quickly realise that the mikan (a kind of mandarin orange) and the mango are Miyazaki meibutsu (special products). In season, these fruits are everywhere and they’re dirt cheap, sometimes ¥100 for a bag of six or more. You’ll find a fun assortment of other souvenir foods based on these, such as mango-leaf pie (not made from mango leaves, it’s a kind of cookie) and mango- or mikan-flavoured ice cream. If you’re looking to see the whole gamut of these, stop at a Miyazaki Michi-no-Eki (Street Station) to browse the bewildering variety.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MIYAZAKI CITY

Hotel Route Inn

A convenient business hotel across from the Nishitachi district, with a nice breakfast and larger rooms. ¥¥

Miyazaki Kankō Hotel

A large hotel with two towers (older and newer), an onsen and OK day-use rotemburo. ¥¥¥

Ogura Honten

Come here for Miyazaki’s special chicken dish, chikin nanban, in a simple shop with a red-and-white awning. ¥


MONKEY BUSINESS

If you’re driving southward from Miyazaki along the Nichinan coast or planning to go from there across to Kagoshima’s Sata Peninsula, keep an eye out for Japanese macaques. These adorable primates live in bands in the mostly virgin and second-growth forests in the Miyazaki hills. They’re often seen playing on the road or might cross when you least expect it. If you do see them, be wary: they’re quick, and if you have the windows rolled down, you might find they relieve you of sunglasses, food, jewellery and other easy-to-grab items before you know what’s happening. Never feed or try to touch them, either. Stay in your car.



A Trip Back in Time

MIYAZAKI’S HISTORIC FARMHOUSES

Miyazaki city is in many ways as modern as Japan gets, with ubiquitous neon and OLED signs, automated doors and grandmothers gliding by for shopping on their spiffy electric bicycles. It’s easy to forget the history behind rural Miyazaki life, but those days of ox-pulled hoes and hand-planted rice aren’t that far away. Only a few decades have passed, and some Japanese farmhouses (many of them sadly abandoned), have been used for centuries. A few lucky buildings have been preserved and moved, piece by piece, to Miyazaki city, where they’re now on display.

These fascinating old buildings, many of them with original antiques as well, are at the Miyazaki Open Air Museum of Farmhouses (宮崎民家園), a short 1km walk from Miyazaki Jingū Station and near the temple grounds. (In fact, it’s easy to do both as a combo tour if you’re not too tired.) The museum is part of the larger Miyazaki Prefectural Museum of Nature & History, but the farmhouses are separate and it’s possible to explore them any time of day, not just during museum hours.

The thatched roofs, the time-worn beams and floorboards (when there are floorboards, some don’t have them!) and the Zen-tuned shapes of the rooms all combine to show quite poignantly the simple farming life that was the norm for the Edo period, only a few centuries ago. Fans of the Studio Ghibli movie My Neighbor Totoro will recognise these buildings as similar to the country farmhouse that the family moves to in the movie.

The grounds have several very atmospheric persimmon trees, which, when fruiting, make it easy to take a photo that looks as if you’ve stepped back in time.


Getting Around

Miyazaki City has JR service both to the city centre and Miyazaki-jingū, and is compact enough that a short taxi or bus ride can get you most of the rest of the way, if you can’t walk. There’s also a small international airport located right smack in the city, bordering the coast. A Kobe-Miyazaki car ferry runs for those wanting to bring a vehicle without driving the whole way.






Beyond Miyazaki
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Miyazaki Prefecture has beautiful temples, flavoursome food and gorgeous natural beauty, plus a relaxed, tropical vibe.


You can choose to wind along the Nichinan coastline (日南海岸) marvelling at the tiny islands, washboard rocks, verdant jungles and cheerful mikan groves. Or visit Aoshima-jinja (青島神社) and mysterious Udo-jingū (鵜戸神宮), reminding yourself of the spirituality of the sea. Or zip up – then go down into – the incredible Takachiho Gorge, where you’ll feel like you’ve stepped inside some romantic Hollywood movie set, with lovely little bridges that cross over verdant, mossy walls, and rowboats to hire for a romantic row with your sweetheart. Surprisingly, little-visited Miyazaki is the least populated of all Kyūshū’s prefectures, though in geographical area it’s second only to Kagoshima, which means there’s a lot to explore.


TOP TIP

Miyazaki is deceptively far south, meaning the sun can be scalding. Wear sun protection or risk being miserable until your skin heals.
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Takachiho Gorge | cowardlion/Shutterstock ©


WILD, WILD HORSES

The Toi Peninsula (都井岬) sticks out like an earlobe off the southern end of Miyazaki Prefecture, and it’s popular for its ‘wild’ horses. These horses lead a peaceful, contented life, and you’ll see them grazing by the side of the road – or sometimes on the road – and you can easily stop the car and take a photo. While they’re technically wild, they’re used to people. Just be careful not to spook or startle them, or get close enough for a nip or kick.



Gaze up at Takachiho Gorge

ROWBOATS AND FEISTY DUCKS

When you reach this place (and be careful not to confuse it with Mt Takachiho in Kagoshima), you’ll walk down a number of wet, slippery steps to the water’s edge, where the gentle currents of the Gokase River slow, pool and fill a delightfully picturesque gorge. You can stop here, but most people opt to take their Takachiho Gorge visit to the next level by renting a rowboat and paddling around for 30 minutes or an hour. It’s hard to beat the beauty of seeing the gorge from a boat; you really will feel awed and amazed. A nature trail leads along the edge of the gorge for a few hundred metres, offering great photo opportunities. The glassy water, steep, moss-covered sides, and the light filtering in through the canopy of trees above makes this one of the prettiest spots in all of Kyūshū.

It’s possible to buy a packet of duck food, but beware: while moments before the ducks were placidly part of the backdrop, when they spy the food they’ll come honking and flapping, surrounding your boat. Some may even jump in, biting the food right out of your hand if you’re not throwing it fast enough. While there’s a lot of comedy in this remarkable duck frenzy, parents with small children may want to avoid the commotion altogether. In their defence, the ducks aren’t aiming for fingers, it’s just that hands occasionally get in the way as they fight the other hungry mallards for their part of the pellet share.

An Island Shrine on the Devil’s Washboard

A SHRINE FOR LOVERS AND SPOUSES

Built on an island only a few feet above sea level and at the end of a long, thin causeway, Aoshima-jinja (青島神社) is a beautiful, bright-orange structure with impressive decorations, lovely woodwork, a prayer-board tunnel and a shrine gate with a sea backdrop. It’s a common pilgrimage spot for those in love and a popular spot for marriages, as it’s believed to bestow a good marriage upon couples. In fact, many of the prayer boards are shaped like hearts, and you’ll see many carry hopes for love, for good marriage and so on. The shrine’s location, atop a rock formation known as the Devil’s Washboard, gives it a particular beauty, and many visitors find it the most memorable shrine of their entire visit. Give yourself plenty of time to walk through the shrine grounds, then circumnavigate the small island, which only takes 30 minutes – an hour if you stop often for photos. The ‘washboard’ comes from rock that was laid down flat, then tilted upward at an angle by vast geologic pressure, then eroded by the sea, leaving long jagged rows that – from a distance – resemble an old hand washboard. You’ll find the rocks harbour a bunch of interesting critters, so it’s fun to clamber around and look into the tide pools. Watch out for surprise waves, though, as you may find yourself getting wet if you’re not careful.

If your exertions work up an appetite, you should know that this area is famous for its isa-ebi (spiny lobster). Many restaurants offer this delicacy in Aoshima town’s main street after you return across the causeway.
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Aoshima-jinja | Mei Yi/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY AROUND MIYAZAKI

Minshuku Misaki-sō

This Aoshima spot is great for surfers, with cheap rooms and equipment rentals. ¥¥

Holiday Inn Resort

Aoshima’s biggest hotel has great ocean views and opens right onto the beachfront. ¥¥¥

Kiraku

Stay in a samurai’s house in Obi, the ‘Little Kyoto’ of Miyazaki. ¥¥¥


JINGū OR JINJA?

There are differences between a jingū and a jinja, but it’s not as easy as you might think. If you make a day of visiting Aoshima Shrine (jinja) and Udo Shrine (jingū), you’ll scratch your head, because both are Shintō shrines, and yet one’s a jinja and the other a jingū. To the layperson, they look similar in many ways. Both are by the sea. Both have bright orange paint. Both even connect to love and marriage. But the name jingū denotes a deeper, stronger religious connection, a more important site to the devoted.



A Spectacular Coastline

THE UNPARALLELED NICHINAN COAST

Few places in Japan have coastline as beautiful as Miyazaki Prefecture’s Nichinan, a long stretch of Pacific-facing shoreline that is punctuated by beautiful islands, impressive rock formations, lovely water and – at times – a near-perfect surfing swell. It’s a pilgrimage spot for Japan’s surfers, some of whom come here expecting to catch waves for a week or two...and never leave. Breaks at Aoshima and Nango are popular, but small unnamed spots will find surf vans pulled off the side of the road, with a handful of people out in the lineup. Other surfers make long drives from other parts of Kyūshū, boards loaded into vans or piled on top of their car, any time the swell forecast looks promising. In a culture where work takes such precedence in one’s life, Japan’s surfers have to sacrifice more in many ways than in other cultures, where taking a sudden day off is seen as OK. Even if you don’t surf, you’ll love driving along the shoreline road, looking off at the water or down at the waves. Little fishing villages, terraced rice fields, beautiful jungle, and even marine life like dolphins and whales, are all some of what you might see if you take the time to come here.

Be aware that sections of this route are prone to closure due to landslides, so you may need to check beforehand as to whether you can drive through to the opposite end. Along the way there are turnouts for parking and photo taking, as well as Michi-no-Eki (roadside rest area) where you can buy sweets, use restrooms and stretch your legs.
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Nichinan Coast | kan_khampanya/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT AROUND MIYAZAKI

Aoshima Beach Park

A nice bunch of pop-up restaurants means there’s always something for everyone. ¥

Minato Aoshima

A fishermen’s collective with inexpensive seafood and tasty, fresh isa-ebi (spiny lobster). ¥

Obiten

An Obi restaurant that specialises in tasty Satsuma-age, best atop steaming udon. ¥¥


EVERYBODY GO SURFING...

If seeing the swell here has you dreaming of hanging 10, but you left your quiver of boards back home, fear not. Small surf-rental shops dot the region and can set you up with a board, wax and even rashguards. In Aoshima, there’s even a guesthouse that caters to surfers right in the centre of town. And Minshuku Misaki-sō (民宿みさき荘), across the street from the giant Holiday Inn Resort, is a friendly all-in-one with food, rooms and surf rentals. The owner even hand-roasts his own coffee from fresh beans.




Other Surf Spots

The Izu Peninsula south of Tokyo is another place where you’ll find lots of surfers and good surfing, and is a little easier to reach if you’re planning to stay on Honshū.




Getting Around

It’s possible to get around Miyazaki by public transport, but you’ll spend a lot of time waiting at bus stops or dashing through the sight to make sure you don’t miss the last one back home. If possible, rent a car. For the Nichinan coast, there are tour buses that drive it, so ask at the JR Station information booth for current schedules and price.






KAGOSHIMA
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Majestic, teased, respected and even feared, Kagoshima has a unique place in the Japanese psyche as the seat of the Meiji Restoration, the civil war that overthrew the nobility and ushered in the era of what’s known as ‘modern Japan’. Led by Saigō Takamori, commoners took to the battlefield to demand rights and freedoms, and though Takamori was eventually defeated, his efforts paid off. Even today, Kagoshima gets grudging respect throughout Japan. The main islands’ southernmost prefecture, it has a unique tropical climate, some gorgeous beaches, interesting geology and superb national parks. The arrival of a shinkansen line in 2011 meant that this faraway spot became more accessible than ever, and gradually more travellers are discovering how beautiful it is. If your trip schedule allows you the luxury of venturing this far south, you won’t regret coming here.
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SIGHTS

1Kagoshima City Museum of Art

2Kagoshima City Museum of the Meiji Restoration

3Kagoshima Reimeikan

4Shiroyama Park

5Tenmonkan Park

SLEEPING

6Green Guest House

7Onsen Hotel Nakahara Bessō

8Remm Hotel

EATING

9Kagoshima-Furusato-Yataimura

10Kagoshima-Furusato-Yataimura

11Kumasotei

12Yamauchi Nōjō

13Yokaban

DRINKING

14recife&Tereza

SHOPPING

15Tenmonkan




TOP TIP

Look for Sakurajima’s eruptions, which happen regularly, often several times a day. They’re amazing to behold, sometimes spectacular, though residents will often be heard complaining, ‘And I just washed my car.’ The ash, a grey powdery dust, is seen everywhere. Don’t get it in your eyes: it stings!
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Shiroyama Park | YingHui Liu/Shutterstock ©
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Tenmonkan | David Parker/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO STAY IN KAGOSHIMA

Onsen Hotel Nakahara Bessō

A well-located ryokan with beautiful art, nice onsen, easy Tenmonkan access and English-speaking staff. ¥¥

Remm Hotel

So stylish that it almost has a love-hotel vibe, this spot is right in the city centre. ¥¥

Green Guest House

Cheap and perfectly situated for getting up early and doing day visits to Sakurajima. ¥

Discovering Tenmonkan

A VAST COVERED SHOPPING ARCADE

Though covered shopping arcades are all over Japan, you’ll particularly appreciate Tenmonkan (天文館) thanks to the ash that regularly falls from nearby volcano, Sakurajima. The warren of shops, restaurants, stores, game arcades, ice-cream parlours, bars and clubs seems never-ending, and it’s where most Kagoshima residents go after work or on weekends. It’s unassuming, perhaps, but so central to the essence of life in Kagoshima that it’s a must-see. Slurp down a scrumptious bowl of udon, grab a refreshing shave ice, or find a cozy bar and sip some shōchū with new friends. If you pause for some people-watching, you’ll see people from all walks of life here, from hunched-over grandmothers transporting their shopping in 1950s-era babystrollers, to salary people bustling about between office duties, to sloppy teens lounging around smoking and playing guitar. Strike up a conversation and you’ll find people surprised, then gratified, to be talking to a stranger. If you need directions, people may even lead you (sometimes by the hand) to the place you need to go. If it’s sunny (and not too hot), seek out the peaceful Tenmonkan Park, a grassy field that’s uncovered with benches for sitting. It’s often lit up during festival times, with colourful lights and other decorations of the season.

A Walk Through History

SCENIC, HISTORIC SHIROYAMA PARK

It seems like many places in Japan have a spot called Shiroyama Park, there’s even one next door in Kirishima town’s Kokubu area. Here in Kagoshima, Shiroyama Park was the site of an important battle during the Meiji Restoration. It was the last stand of its key instigator, Saigō Takamori, who with 500 men held off an army of 30,000, though the odds meant his loss was inevitable. Today the park is a great place to walk. Beginning at Chūō Park, head to the unmissable shrine gate and then turn right. Take the next left, and follow the narrow street as it winds past the temple grounds on your left and then turns right, where it ends at a footpath. This will take you on a nice, 30-minute walk up to the observatory at the top of Shiroyama Park. From here you’ve got a stunning view of everything that makes Kagoshima city so special: the grand Sakurajima volcano (points if it erupts while you’re watching!) dominating the horizon, with Kinkō Bay and the city lying between. You can easily spend some time up here, looking at the memorials and monuments, and taking photos of the landscape.

If you’re interested to know more about Kagoshima or ‘Saigō-san’, as Takamori is affectionately called by Kagoshima residents, you can return down the walking path and check out the museums that lie at the foot of the mountain. The Kagoshima City Museum of Art (鹿児島市立美術館) is a great resource for art, including Western paintings by famous impressionists, such as Monet and Cezanne, as well as local Kagoshima artists. Nearby, the Kagoshima Reimeikan (黎明館) has excellent explanations, though mostly in Japanese, of events in Kagoshima’s history, especially the Satsuma Rebellion. The museum is located inside the foundation of Kagoshima Castle. Be sure to look for the bullet holes that still show in the castle’s walls.


KAGOSHIMA EATS
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Miki Hiranosono, an English teacher, gives dining recommendations for Kagoshima city. @millybox55

I recommend that anyone visiting Kagoshima city eats and drinks at Kagoshima-Furusato-Yataimura, which has two locations near the Kagoshima-Chūō-station. It’s got small food stalls that serve reasonable local cuisine and shōchū. You can enjoy bar-hopping! Another fun spot is recife&Tereza, a popular cafe run by a British man. He cooks delicious food and serves hot wine that I recommend. You can also go there just to enjoy drinks at the bar. And if you want to try a famous Kagoshima dessert, visit Tenmonkan Mujaki, which offers Shirokuma shave ice with delicious and unique toppings such as green tea and azuki bean.



WHERE TO EAT IN KAGOSHIMA

Kumasotei

Great spot for Kagoshima specialities, such as satsuma-age (fried fishcake), kurobuta (black pork), and seafood ¥¥

Yokaban

This izakaya (pub) has great drinks and local chicken grilled on Satsuma-yaki plates. ¥¥

Yamauchi Nōjō

Specialises in Kuro Satsuma-dori (black Satsuma chicken). Don’t miss the tsukune (chicken sausage) skewers. ¥


VENERABLE HERO, SAIGō-SAN

Few figures rank more highly in recent Japanese memory than Saigō Takamori, a nobleman and samurai whose rebellion in then Satsuma brought an end to the han system and thus moved Japan into modernity. Paradoxically, it was Saigō’s conservative views that effected the end of the old ways. After a failed siege of Kumamoto Castle, Saigō retreated to Kagoshima’s Shiroyama and was eventually surrounded. Outnumbered 60 to 1, he and his faithful samurai fought valiantly, and in true samurai fashion, to the death. Saigō is believed to have committed seppuku or requested honourable beheading by a fellow samurai. With their leader dead, the few remaining warriors made a last stand by running down Shiroyama hill into hundreds of opposing troops.



A Museum About the End of Japan

MUSEUM OF THE MEIJI RESTORATION

Kagoshima’s citizenry is proud – and rightly so – of their role in the Meiji Restoration. One top indoor sight here is Kagoshima City Museum of the Meiji Restoration (鹿児島市維新ふるさと館), which is dedicated to that historical episode. Inside you’ll meet life-sized figures of Saigō Takamori and other key people in the timeline, and see intricately presented dioramas and to-scale models of battle scenes. Kids will love the animatronic presentations, held hourly. Many people may not know that Kagoshima was a place for important cross-cultural exchange, with many students leaving home and visiting Europe or the Americas long before the idea of ‘homestay’ became popular. Though the exhibits are mostly in Japanese, a smartphone app in English offers a good amount of explanation for the key items, and much of the permanent exhibit is pretty easy to understand just by looking, with swords, cups, plates, other items and, of course, drawings and photographs. You’ll also learn a lot about Saigō Takamori’s early life – among other things, he founded a private school. There are a lot of misconceptions that the museum dispels through careful documentation of his life and times. It was a complicated era in Japan’s history, and the fact that Saigō was initially viewed as a threat and then seen as a hero says as much about the changing views of the Japanese people as it does about Saigō himself. It’s not too much of a stretch to say that if you want to understand Japan, its history and its people, a visit to this museum is very helpful.


Getting Around

Kagoshima is a compact city, and it’s easy to get around most popular spots by the city tram. You can get day passes if you know you’ll be hopping on and off frequently. The shinkansen connects directly to Fukuoka and the rest of Japan. Kagoshima Airport is deceptively far away, much closer to Kirishima than Kagoshima.






Beyond Kagoshima
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Kagoshima Prefecture, one of Japan’s most varied and interesting regions, holds a wealth of memorable, fun surprises for travellers.


In Kagoshima it’s all about Sakurajima, the unmissable centrepiece of this incredible prefecture. Getting across the bay to its gentle sloping shores is an experience in itself. In 1914 the volcano erupted so suddenly that lava flows engulfed over 1000 homes and connected the then island to the mainland on the Ōsumi side. From Kagoshima city, it remains a ferry ride, but it’s a short one. South of Kagoshima city, the sand baths of Ibusuki are legendary for their healing properties. The prefecture’s green tea fields are more prominent than the rice fields you’ll see in other parts of Japan, and its signature shōchū, a heady liquor once thought fit only for peasants, has come into vogue countrywide.
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Kurokami Buried Shrine Gate | Kelly.Lam/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Pick up a CUTE transit card, which covers trams, Kagoshima buses and buses on the western side of Sakurajima.




EXPLOSIONS OF A DIFFERENT KIND

Sakurajima is usually the volcano with the fireworks, but every so often Uchinoura, on Kagoshima’s far south Ōsumi Peninsula, has a night show of a different kind: rocket launches. These are pretty spectacular events, and with a car, you can drive pretty close to the launching area. Not unlike people gathering for a summer fireworks show, there’s a festive atmosphere as the crowd builds, and awe, cheering, and a lot of photography as a rocket blasts off into the night, leaving its fiery trail behind. It’s a little-known, exciting thing to do if you’re in the area. Search online (global.jaxa.jp/about/centers/usc/index.html) for information about the next launch.



Visit Kagoshima’s Active Volcano

SAKURAJIMA IN ALL ITS GLORY

A visit to Sakurajima is almost a requirement in this prefecture, which is covered so frequently in its ash. From Kagoshima city, take a ferry over to the behemoth’s western slope, where you can visit the Sakurajima Visitor Centre, walk around a bit and take in the impressive lava formations, or just admire the view of Kagoshima city from across the other side of the bay. Most people join a tour, however, to check out the volcano’s major landmarks, the most impressive being the Kurokami Buried Shrine Gate (黒神埋没鳥居), which was nearly covered in the previous major Sakurajima eruption in 1914. It now rises just a few feet above the ground, so short you could hop over it, but it was once a full-sized shrine entrance. It’s sobering to imagine that an entire shrine can be covered so quickly by lava and ash. You can’t ascend to the crater rim, unfortunately. The closest observatory is Yunohira (湯之平展望所), where you’ll be halfway to the summit from the shoreline, and still a healthy distance away from the toxic fumes. On the south side is the Arimura Lava Observation Deck (有村溶岩展望所), where you can see the fresh lava formations that connected the island volcano to the mainland, giving the bay its distinctive shape. Sign up for a bus tour at the visitor centre. Done right, you should be able to see all these spots and still make it back in time for an evening ferry.
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Sakurajima | hayakato/Shutterstock ©

PLACES TO STAY AROUND KAGOSHIMA

Ryokan Ginshō

A beautiful and conveniently located Japanese-style Ibusuki inn with outdoor baths. ¥¥¥

Tsukimi-sō

A nice, cosy, seven-room ryokan that’s right across from the Ibusuki sand baths. ¥¥

Kirishima-jingū-mae Youth Hostel

A cheap, convenient spot for budget travellers, with a breakfast and dinner option. ¥

Second Only to Sakurajima

PROPS TO MT TAKACHIHO

The spectacular Kirishima Kinkōwan National Park (霧島錦江湾国立公園) sits at the northern end of Kagoshima bay, and comprises several dormant volcanoes, the highest of which is Mt Takachiho. Not to be confused with the similarly named Takachiho Gorge in Miyazaki Prefecture, Mt Takachiho is a spectacular mountain and if you’re at all into hiking this is one of the area’s must-dos. The park, which is vast, includes virgin forests, beguiling onsens (some of which are outdoors, au naturel) and a number of fun day hikes. This park is famous also for its unique azalea variety, the Miyama Kirishima, which in spring turns the slopes a bright pink. And you’ll probably spot deer grazing in the forests and glades. As you ascend to the peak, you’ll see the foliage get more stunted and great eroded fissures will open in the gentle slope. Be sure to wear excellent shoes, as the sharp volcanic stones do a number on your footwear. At the top, you’ll have an unparalleled 360-degree view of Miyazaki and Kagoshima Prefectures. Mt Takachiho is also known as the mountain from which the gods descended to earth, becoming the Japanese people – and a direct link to the Imperial family.

If you’re a James Bond fan, you might recognise the mountain range as the secret lair of Ernst Stavro Blofeld, the Spectre villain in You Only Live Twice. James Bond circles Mt Shinmoedake, baffled by its innocuous crater. Later, it’s discovered that the water’s surface is fake and the missile base is hidden beneath it. You can hike many of the range’s peaks, including Takachiho, but conditions change and eruptions of Shinmoedake, as recently as 2021, have left that mountain’s safety hard to define.


KIRISHIMA-JINGū & THE CREATION MYTH

Kirishima-jingū (霧島神宮) is dedicated to the Japanese creation myth: the grandson of the sun goddess Amaterasu, Ninigi-no-Mikoto, descended from the heavens onto Mt Takachiho, bringing with him three items: a sword, a mirror, and a gem (though it’s thought to be more like a comma-shaped stone). You’ll see references to these throughout Kagoshima Prefecture, which takes great local pride in being the spot where it all began. The three items are collectively known as the Imperial Regalia. In Kirishima-jingū you’ll be able to pray to Ninigi-no-Mikoto, and its giant, centuries-old cedars and camphor trees, its bamboo groves, and its beautiful shrine buildings are worthy of a detour, regardless of whether you think the Japanese came from the sky...or, like the Jōmon people, from the sea.



PLACES TO EAT AROUND KAGOSHIMA

Taketora

Ibusuki ramen shop of renown, famous for its ‘Kaimon-dake’, filled with black pork broth and a hot-spring-boiled egg. ¥

Tōsenkyō Sōmen Nagashi

Delicious sōmen noodles spin around as you try to catch them with your chopsticks. A lot of fun. ¥

Kurobuta no Yakata

In the Kirishima area, this black-pork spot serves platters of meat and veggies to be boiled in soy-milk broth. ¥¥


Why I love Kagoshima
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Ray Bartlett, writer.

I was lucky enough to live here from 1993 to 1995 and formed some of my deepest, life-long friendships here. I love how beautiful this prefecture is; how natural, how wild, how dramatic. Right after I arrived, a 100-year flood (the kind that are happening every two or three years now) created landslides that cut off Kokubu from the rest of the world. I made Japanese friends and revelled in being so deeply involved in a beautiful little part of the world.



Learn About Jōmon-era Life

UENOHARA JŌMON NO MORI

In the mid-1990s, during a construction project of an industrial park atop Uenohara, a bluff overlooking Kinkō Bay, an incredible discovery was found: the remains of a Jōmon-era settlement that, when the artefacts were dated, helped scientists piece together the mystery of how the Japanese arrived in Japan. Many now believe it was by way of the southerly Ryūkyū island chain, of which Okinawa is a part. These early visitors are identified by their distinctive ‘cord-marked’ pottery. It’s theorised that they chose places like Uenohara for obvious reasons: it was easy to defend, and it offered an excellent view of the surrounding territory. They may also have been in contact, much the way the MesoAmerican cultures were, with other similar civilisations around Kagoshima Bay.

Today, you can visit the amazing Uenohara Jōmon no Mori museum (鹿児島県立埋蔵文化財センター) dedicated to this discovery, with interactive exhibits and lots of hands-on activities (such as shooting bow and arrows as the Jōmon people may have done). You can also see replicas of their dwellings and learn about the geology and geography that affected the decision to stay here. Uenohara is a bit out of the way. To get here by train, you’ll need to first head to Kokubu, then get a taxi or bus up to Uenohara. The museum does have a little English, but you’ll find some exhibits have more than others. Still, it’s a fascinating stop for anyone with curiosity about prehistoric Japan.

Feel Like Being Buried?

IBUSUKI’S SUBLIME HOT-SAND BATH

All this volcanic activity means great onsens aren’t far away. In fact, you’ll find Kagoshima Prefecture is peppered with them. But while getting into hot water may be humdrum for you by now, what about getting into hot sand? You can do this elsewhere, such as in Beppu’s Takegawara Onsen, but here in Ibusuki it’s better. You’ll find Ibusuki town a delightful, peaceful place with mostly closed-up shopping arcades from an era when hordes of Japanese tourists holidayed at seaside resorts. That’s mostly in the past now, but the Ibusuki Hakusuikan Sand Onsen (指宿白水館砂むし温泉) is still going strong.

First, pay the entry fee and then hit the changing room. Unlike most onsen, where you head into the bathing area to wash before entering the bath, here you just strip off your clothes, put them in a basket and don a yukata (cotton robe). Follow the signs out of the building and down some steps to a covered area of dark-sand beach. Bathhouse workers wielding shovels and with bandanas on their heads will dig you a coffin-sized trench in the sand. Even if you don’t know Japanese, it’s easy to tell what to do next: lie down in the hole. With expert scoops of the shovel – dangerously close to toes and other appendages – they’ll bury you up to your neck and then gently put an onsen towel across your brow to keep the sweat from dripping into your eyes. And drip it will. The hot, heavy sand has an instant effect, and most people are cautioned to spend only a few minutes lest they get dizzy or dehydrated. If you stay longer, you’ll arise redder than a lobster. Get to your feet slowly, drink the ice water, and then clean off the sand at the bathing area before soaking in the water onsen and finally returning to your clothes.
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Sand onsen, Ibusuki | brize99/Shutterstock ©

OTHER PLACES TO SEE AROUND KAGOSHIMA

Chiran

This samurai town has beautifully maintained historic houses, several open to the public.

Cape Sata

The furthest southern spot in mainland Kyūshū has a lighthouse and lovely ocean views.

Tarumizu

A quaint fishing village on the northeast side of Kinkō Bay, famous for its biwa soft serve.


SUBLIME, SURPRISING SOFT SERVE

If you’re in the Ibusuki area, keep an eye out for its special soft-serve ice-cream flavour: okra. Yep, in these parts that funky green veggie associated with gumbo and Cajun cooking is a prime soft-serve flavour. And it’s tasty, too. Many cones even come topped with a piece of okra. While you’re in Kagoshima, you can sample other odd flavours. There’s biwa (aka loquat), which is popular in Tarumizu, on the opposite side of the bay. Another fun one is amendoro, which is vanilla soft serve with a sweet-potato syrup drizzled on top. They’re all delicious, especially in the searing Kagoshima heat. Enjoy!




Getting Around

A network of buses connect most of the small towns and cities with bigger spots that are reachable by train. Only one train line goes down the peninsula to Ibusuki, and another branch heads from Kagoshima across to Kirishima and then eventually to Miyazaki city. For the most convenient travel, consider renting a car or hiring a taxi for a half or whole day to get you around.







OKINAWA & THE SOUTHWEST ISLANDS
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HEAVENLY BEACHES AND MAGICAL FORESTS

Hike, snorkel, scuba, swim and dive into deep island cultures.
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Manta Ray, Ishigaki | Martin Voeller/shutterstock ©

The archipelagos of the Southwest Islands, or Nansei-shotō (南西諸島), belong to Kagoshima and Okinawa prefectures. But while the Ōsumi Islands (including Yakushima, with its lush moss and ancient evergreens) are historically connected to Japan, from Amami-Ōshima south all the way to Yonaguni (almost a stone’s throw from Taiwan) was once the Ryūkyū kingdom, and the vestiges of that culture – intimately connected with the tide and moon – colour these vibrant islands surrounded by coral reefs. The beaches in Okinawa Prefecture are the main draw for tours, but take some time getting to know the culture. The ethnic diversity of Okinawa Prefecture reflects its important role in trade and politics among East and Southeast Asian countries over centuries, the United States military presence since WWII, and the lure of the islands’ natural beauty, especially to diving and marine-sport enthusiasts. While local people don’t usually swim in winter, folks from colder climates will find the water just fine year-round in Okinawa Prefecture. Throughout these islands, be prepared to encounter harmless insects and geckos in even the fanciest and cleanest hotels – it’s just part of living close to nature.
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THE MAIN AREAS

YAKUSHIMA

Prehistoric trees and mossy glades.

AMAMI-ŌSHIMA & THE AMAMI ISLANDS

From waterfalls to whale-watching.

OKINAWA-HONTŌ

Ryūkyū history and culture.

ZAMAMI

Kerama National Park’s spectacular reefs.

MIYAKO ISLANDS

A beach-lover’s dream.

YAEYAMA ISLANDS

Culture and nature coexist.



Find Your Way

Travelling to these far-flung islands takes planning, especially if you’re relying on limited public transport. Through typhoon season, typically June through November, weather can disrupt travel plans, so build in extra time if you can.
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Plan Your Time

Choose one island as a base: Yakushima for hiking, Amami-Ōshima for nature, Okinawa-hontō for culture, Miyako-jima for beaches, Ishigaki or Zamami for snorkelling. From there travel to nearby islands.
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Okinawan shortbread cookies | Koenig_K/shutterstock ©


If You’re Pressed For Time

• Fly into Naha, the capital of Okinawa-hontō, to explore the local food scene around Makishi Market, and pick up some Okinawan shortbread cookies or awamori (rice liquor) as souvenirs.

• The next day make a day trip by ferry to Kudaka-jima to view sacred sites called utaki, or take the fast boat to stay overnight on Zamami and snorkel into another universe full of coral, tropical fish and sea turtles.

• Before flying out, have fresh-caught tuna early in the morning at the bustling Iyumachi Fish Market.




If You Can Spend Four or Five Days

• Make Ishigaki port your hub for birdwatching, snorkelling, and making excursions by ferry to other islands in the Yaeyamas.

• Spend a night or two in the serene village on Taketomi, where the stone walls and traditional houses make it feel like you’ve travelled back in time, and book a sabani sailing excursion.

• Do a day trip to Iriomote to paddle through mangroves into the jungle.

• Enjoy the lively restaurants and bars in Ishigaki that make it feel more like a big city than the small town it really is.




If You’re Not in a Rush

• Spend a few days on Amami-Ōshima chasing waterfalls or watching whales.

• Make a quick stop to see the stunning coastline of Yoron-tō on your way to Okinawa-hontō, where you’ll spend a night on the town in Naha.

• Then rent a car and drive north to Yanbaru to spend a few days in a village where old ways of living with the land and sea persist.

• Then fly to Miyako-jima to relax on beaches some say are the most beautiful in East Asia.



Seasonal Highlights

Rain in May and June can hinder hiking and snorkelling. Otherwise, it’s a good time to find deals and avoid crowds. Autumn can be gorgeous.

FEBRUARY

Spot humpback whales, especially around Amami-Ōshima and Zamami.
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MAY

Watch seafarers race dragon boats across the waves, and even take a ride on one during Naha’s Hārii festival.

[image: jpg]

kalapangha/shutterstock ©

MAY

Paddle and swim among fluffy pink sagaribana flowers that drop into the rivers on Iriomote.
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JULY

It’s too hot for much else, so hit the beach and swim in crystal-clear water in Miyako.
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SEPTEMBER

On the full moon, catch a glimpse of giant tug-o-war festivals, slightly different in each village of Yakushima.
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OCTOBER

See men dressed as supernatural beings spread mud on local people to exorcise evil spirits during Miyako-jima’s Pāntu festival.
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DECEMBER

Dive to see colourful nudibranch around Ishigaki.
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YAKUSHIMA
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Yakushima (屋久島) is the most-travelled of Kagoshima Prefecture’s volcanic Ōsumi Islands (大隈諸島), which include neighbouring Tanegashima, popular with surfers. Off the tip of Kagoshima Prefecture, Yakushima is culturally (and logistically) more connected to mainland Japan than to the former Ryūkyū kingdom comprising islands further south. World Heritage primeval forests of ancient sugi trees (Cryptomeria japonica) and lush moss draw adventurers into the mountains. Tankan and karin citrus – and even mango and dragon fruit – thrive around the balmy coast, but inland peaks reaching nearly 2000m are snowcapped in winter. If you come by ferry, you may catch a glimpse of tobiuo (flying fish); on the island they’re served fried, as sashimi and in dashi (a stock). Compared to Okinawa, beaches (where sea turtles come ashore to lay eggs) are relatively quiet, even during high season in July and August.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Jōmon Sugi

SIGHTS

2Janokuchi-no-taki

3Mt Miyanoura

4Shiratani Ravine

5Taikoiwa Rock

6Yakusugi Museum

ACTIVITIES

7Arakawa Trailhead

8Tachū-dake

SLEEPING

9Ananda Chillage

10Umi no Cottage Tida

11Yakusugirou Shichifuku

EATING

see 14Kamogawa Bento

12Kobako

13Mori Cafe

14Warung Karang

see 12Yakushima Karin Snack Studio

DRINKING

15Isso Coffee Roastery

SHOPPING

16Sangaku Tarō Shop

17Shelly Coco




TOP TIP

It rains a lot and many shops take irregular holidays, so keep plans flexible! If a big hike is your main objective, it’s a good idea to build in an extra day or two on Yakushima in case of bad weather.
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Trek to a Prehistoric Tree

SPIRIT OF THE FOREST

The most famous destination on Yakushima is the prehistoric Jōmon Sugi (縄文杉), a  Cryptopmeria japonica (often called Japanese cedar) somewhere between 2000 and 7000 years old. It’s nearly in the centre of the island and is accessible only by a trail that starts in the mountains above Anbō port. Traditionally, the island’s ancient trees were revered as gods, and the deep forest was a place for spiritual pilgrimages, while the woods around the edge of the island were also a source of fuel and timber. But in the 17th century, as much as 70% of the yakusugi – Cryptomeria japonica trees over 1000 years old – were logged; the Jōmon Sugi, possibly the oldest tree in Japan, was perhaps passed over because of its funny shape, not straight and tall enough to make good lumber. Today, forests cover 90% of Yakushima, and nearly half the island is protected as a national park, part of it a Unesco World Heritage Site. The Jōmon Sugi remains a spiritual place or ‘power spot’ not only for islanders, but also for visitors from around the world.

If hiking to the Jōmon Sugi is your main mission on Yakushima, stay at one of the island’s many minshuku (casual Japanese inns), which will pack breakfast and lunch for your predawn departure (necessary to complete the eight- to 10-hour round trip before dusk).

March through November, the road to the Arakawa trailhead (where most hikers start) is closed to private cars. From the Yakusugi Museum parking lot, take the bus to the trailhead (¥2400, round trip; check the current schedule at an information centre when you arrive on the island). The hike begins with an 8km walk along an old logging railroad – and across trestle bridges high above rocky riverbeds – with only your headlamp lighting the way. As the sun rises, you may see yakushika, deer indigenous to the island, grazing on underbrush. Before climbing the staircase-like trail up the mountain, you have one last chance to use a restroom and refill water bottles.

The climb to the summit is less than 3km, but it’s steep. The trail weaves through old-growth forests, with the biggest trees over 800 years old, and streams fed by mountain springs. You’ll know you’ve reached the Jōmon Sugi when you see the viewing platforms that protect it. Though not as tall as some nearby trees, its gnarled trunk is over 16m in circumference. Hikers are advised to head back down before 1pm (your knees will thank you if you brought a hiking pole for the descent). If you cross paths with monkeys, give them plenty of space.

ROOMS WITH A VIEW ON YAKUSHIMA

Yakusugirou Shichifuku

A 100-year-old building in Isso fishing village; no sound privacy but lots of charm. ¥

Ananda Chillage

Big bathtubs and comfortable chairs for enjoying the ocean view above the southern coast. ¥¥

Umi no Cottage Tida

Private cottages near Yudomari Onsen with semi-open-air baths and a fine restaurant. ¥¥¥



ROAD TRIP
Around Yakushima in One Day

It’s possible to circle Yakushima on coastal Rte 77/78 in less than three hours, but you can easily stretch the drive into an entire day of meandering from one viewpoint to another. Stop to explore a seaside shrine in the mouth of a cave, taste island tofu, take a dip in a secluded swimming hole, snap photos of a picturesque white lighthouse and taste some of the best matcha soft serve in Japan.
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1 Yaku-jinja

Begin at this shrine by honouring the spirits of the island and its flora and fauna, asking them for safe passage.

The Drive: Pass Miyanoura and Shitogo village; take a right just before the Isso Beach parking lot, onto Cape Yahazu.

2 Yahazudake-jinja

A paved path along the rocky coast leads to a vermilion torii gate in the dark mouth of a cave, said to house spirits of fishing and marriage.

The Drive:  Pass the fishing village of Isso, and Inakahama beach (where sea turtles lay eggs.)

3 Shiba Tofu

Follow hand-painted signs off the main road: the shop looks like a private house. Enjoy a fresh tofu and soy milk set at a table outside.

The Drive:  Continue up this side road, following signs for Yokogawa Valley.

4 Yokogawa Valley

A six-minute walk from the parking lot, there’s a spectacular swimming hole surrounded by boulders. (Don’t go in after heavy rain or when logs are in the water).

The Drive:  Head back to the main road. Just before the World Heritage forest, a narrow road on the right leads to Yakushima-tōdai.
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5 Yakushima-tōdai

The cliff’s edge behind this picturesque lighthouse offers sweeping views.

The Drive:  Proceed with caution through the World Heritage forest, where you may encounter monkeys and deer.

6 Ōko Waterfall

If you have time to see just one of Yakushima’s waterfalls, this 88m cascade is the most awe-inspiring.

The Drive:  Head into the more populated Yudomari area.

7 Yudomari Onsen

Yudomari is open 24 hours. The ¥300 entrance fee is on the honour system. Tents separate men’s and women’s baths, and the path continues to a coed bath at the edge of the sea. Use a bucket to rinse yourself before entering the water.

The Drive:  Make your way around the island’s southern tip.

8 Sarukawa Banyan

A pullout at the trailhead is marked by a single red sign. This challenging three-minute hike leads to a stunning natural banyan grove.

The Drive:  Drive over the bridge into Anbō, and pass through town.

9 Yakushima Hachimanju Tea Garden

This shop’s organic green tea is the first harvested each year in all of Japan, and the matcha soft serve is exceptional.




Time out in Isso
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Kimika Baba, proprietor of Yakusugirou Shichifuku guesthouse in Isso. @yakusugirou_shichifuku

I’ve visited every prefecture in Japan by motorbike, but came back to my hometown because I wanted to liven it up (the population is declining). Every village here has its own culture. Dialects used to be so different that my grandmother couldn’t understand people in the next village. In the south, that difference is fading because the mild climate attracts so many people from elsewhere in Japan. But here in the north, where winter winds are harsh, the regional feeling is still strong. Visitors should stay at least three nights to relax. I recommend the coffee at Isso Coffee Roastery and handmade earrings and local snacks from Shelly Coco.



Hike Trails Less Travelled

MEGALITHS, WATERFALLS AND ALPINE MARSHES

There’s more to hiking in Yakushima than the Jōmon Sugi and the moss forest that inspired the details of Princess Mononoke. According to locals, those aren’t even the best hikes. So if you’ve checked those off your bucket list, or you prefer less-travelled trails, try these hikes instead.

Tachū-dake is an 8km hike that starts as a walk in the Yakusugiland park, climbs past alpine rhododendrons and summits at a massive monolith. Hananoego is an alpine marsh and can be a stop along the way to the summit of Mt Miyanoura, or a destination in its own right for its misty high-altitude landscape, which is completely different from the subtropical coast. Swimming beneath a waterfall is the reward for the steep 3.5km climb from Onoaida Onsen to Janokuchi-no-taki (but watch out for leeches). Pick up a free Welcome to Yakushima guidebook at the airport or ferry terminal information centre to get oriented.

WHERE TO EAT ON YAKUSHIMA

Kobako (こばこ)

Daily side dishes and onigiri (rice balls) to go, sold from a blue shipping container next to Karin Snack Studio. ¥

Warung Karang

Vegetable-forward lunch plates served until 3pm (one of only a few options in Anbō after 2pm). ¥¥

Mori Cafe

Colourful roadside shack near the airport known for ice-cream parfaits and burgers. ¥

Into the Land of Mononoke

A MAGICAL MOSS GARDEN

By hiking at Shiratani Ravine (白谷雲水峡, Shiratani-unsuikyō), fans of filmmaker Hayao Miyazaki and his Studio Ghibli masterpieces can step into the landscape of one of his movies: the moss glades here inspired the fantastical forest in Princess Mononoke. The moss carpeting the ground and dripping from branches is such a magical green it’s hard to capture in photos, and it’s said animators used at least 200 shades of green to paint the backgrounds for Princess Mononoke.

If you plan to hike to Jōmon Sugi another day, do this shorter half-day hike first (otherwise you might be too fatigued from the longer hike). The entrance to Shiratani Unsuikyō Park is about a 30-minute drive from Miyanoura, with occasional buses leaving from the port. At the booth where you pay the ¥500 entry fee, pick up a map to choose the route that best suits you; you need about four hours to go to the moss-covered forest and back, and there are longer, more challenging trails you can add (the steep 10-minute climb at the end of the Taikoiwa Rock loop offers a spectacular view at the summit).

If you have the experience and gear for a multiday excursion, it’s also possible to connect the moss forest and Jōmon Sugi into a two-day trek, but camping is limited to a few huts.

Surf Tanegashima

JOIN THE LOCALS ON THE WAVES

The run-down resorts on Tanegashima (種子島), Yakushima’s neighbour, indicate it’s past its prime as a vacation spot, but this island is a destination for surfers! (You can make it a stopover between Kagoshima and Yakushima.) It’s one of the few places in Japan’s Southwest Islands where you don’t have to paddle far out to distant reef breaks or take a boat to catch a wave. Surfers come from all over Japan to ride tubes and big waves, but there are good beginner spots too. Tanegashima has 15 different surf points to choose from, depending on the weather and season.
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GEAR UP

The cardinal rule of hiking, ‘pack it in pack it out’, applies even to human waste here, to keep heavily trafficked forests healthy. Before heading into the mountains, buy portable toilet packs from a supermarket or information centre. Popular trails have privacy booths along the way and disposal bins at the trailhead. Prepare for sudden rain showers: if you didn’t pack rainwear, rent it at Sangaku Tarō Shop. Fuel up on local fruit juices and baked goods from Yakushima Karin Snack Studio, or order bentō from Kamogawa Bentō (next to Kamogawa restaurant) a day ahead. Always bring a map and fill out a tōzan todokede (route plan) at the trailhead.




Getting Around

Kagoshima is the departure point for boats and planes to Yakushima. Flights are more reliable than ferries (which can be cancelled when the sea is rough) but are also frequently delayed due to weather. On the island, buses are infrequent and a lot of places are difficult to reach without a car, so if you don’t plan to rent one, stay near the port or airport and carefully plan ahead so you don’t get stranded.






AMAMI-ŌSHIMA & THE AMAMI ISLANDS
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Amami-Ōshima (奄美大島), the largest of the Amami Islands (奄美諸島 Amami-guntō) in the East China Sea between Kyūshū and Okinawa, won’t stay off the radar of foreign tourists for long. Since its registration as a Unesco World Natural Heritage Site in 2021, Japanese outdoor enthusiasts have flocked to this subtropical paradise for everything from hiking and birdwatching to surfing and SUP. Snorkel alongside whales in winter and turtles in summer, and spot endemic species as you kayak through mangroves or ride along on a night tour. Take note of the sumo rings in nearly every village, the fukugi hedges, and the lunar rituals that reflect cultural connections with the former Ryūkyū kingdom.

Make Amami-Ōshima your base for excursions to smaller and more remote islands in the archipelago: explore limestone caves on Okinoerabu-jima, observe rabbits on Tokunoshima, admire coral walls on Kakeroma-jima or relax at the beach on Yoron-tō.
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SIGHTS

1Kuninao

2Mangrove Park

3Saneku Beach

4Yamato Village

ACTIVITIES

5Leap Scuba Amami

SLEEPING

6Denpaku Amami Hotel

7Hub a Nice Inn

8Miru Amami

EATING

9Aji no Sato

10Amami Yakuzen Tsumugi-An

11Hisakura

12Minatoya

13Natsukashaya

14Yamato Mahorobakan

see 7Yoru no Obanzai




TOP TIP

At the Amami-Ōshima airport or ferry port, pick up a guide to Amami Islands Rules for protecting this unique natural environment. Some rules: pack out trash, stay on marked trails, leave plants where they’re growing and give animals space.
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Paddle Through Virgin Mangroves

LOW-KEY KAYAK TOURS

The easiest and most economical way to paddle through the second-largest mangrove forest in Japan is an hour-long group tour. Arrive at Amami-Ōshima’s Mangrove Park (マングローブパーク) hall at least 20 minutes early (reservations recommended but not required; note that private tours leave from a different parking lot). Operators call them canoe tours, but you’re given a plastic kayak, with rain gear and sandals too, when needed. At high tide it’s possible to paddle into the tunnel of mangroves, low-growing trees that thrive in salty estuaries. But at low tide you can exit your boat to see various kinds of crabs, and the shorebirds that come to eat them. Your guide will explain (mostly in Japanese, then in less-detailed English) about the two types of mangrove trees here, and the creatures that inhabit them. You’ll get more out of the tour if you allow extra time to first familiarise yourself with local flora and fauna through the beautifully designed exhibitions at the World Heritage Conservation Centre (奄美大島世界遺産センター) in the new building next door.

WHERE TO SLEEP ON AMAMI-ŌSHIMA

Hub a Nice Inn

Rustic accommodation with a great record collection, thoughtful amenities and a friendly cat. ¥

Denpaku Amami Hotel

Hip but impersonal (and slightly musty) hotel, 10 minutes’ drive from the airport. ¥¥

Miru Amami

Serene family-friendly beachfront villas with large patios, sunset views and meals with local ingredients. ¥¥¥


KOKUTO SHōCHū

Setouchi Shuhan in Koniya is the only shop in the world to offer all 120 varieties of kokutō shōchū, sugarcane liquor produced only in the Amami Islands (¥300 per tasting cup). By definition, authentic shōchū is brewed from kōji (mould that converts starch into fermentable sugar), yeast and a main ingredient – typically rice, barley or sweet potato – then distilled just once in a pot still (it’s more flavourful than a multiple-distilled spirit like vodka). Shōchū comes off the still at about 70% alcohol, but is usually diluted to 25%. There’s no residual sugar, but some kokutō shōchū retains the grassy flavour of sugarcane or notes of molasses; others taste nutty and rich. Try it with soda, cold water or even hot water.



Nature & Culture Converge

WATERFALLS, BEACHES AND SUMO RINGS

Yamato Village (大和村) actually comprises 11 tiny hamlets and the mountains and ocean around them on the western side of Amami-Ōshima, where depending on the season you can learn traditional dance, try natural dyeing techniques or go out on a boat with local fishers. If you’re lucky, your trip will align with one of the many festivals held in the hamlets throughout the year, such as Hōnensai, when a noro priestess leads a ritual culminating in a sumo match during the eighth or ninth month of the lunar calendar. All these activities and events, as well as accommodation, are listed on the village’s tourism website (amami.org). If you just want to hang out at the beach, snorkel or rent a paddleboard, head to the calm water of Kuninao hamlet. Here there are showers and changing rooms by the sandy beach, a rental shop in a blue shipping container that only opens when the weather is good or the operators have reservations (0997-57-2828), and a quirky snack shack next door called Bee Lunch.


Noro of Okinawa

Learn more about noro, women who were the top spiritual and community leaders during the Ryūkyū kingdom, by visiting the sacred island of Kudaka-jima.



Go Off-Grid

THE SLOW LIFE ON KAKEROMA

The moment you step off the boat onto Kakeroma Island (加計呂麻島; Kakeroma-jima), an island with around 1000 residents, time slows down. Cell service cuts out as you move away from the main road. There’s nothing you need to do and nothing you can do, except listen to the birds and the waves, swim in the brilliant turquoise ocean, bask in the presence of ancient banyan trees, and enjoy the view. Getting to and around the island, however, takes careful planning. Travellers often underestimate the size of the island, and how little tourist infrastructure there is. Locals have mostly welcomed an influx of visitors in recent years, but they ask that you don’t pick the flowers, and please take your trash with you.

For a day trip, pack a lunch and head to Saneku Beach. Ferries and water taxis leave from Koniya, at the southern tip of Amami-Ōshima, to Sesō and Ikenma, ports on Kakeroma (you want the former). There’s no English signage in the Koniya terminal, but staff at the information desk do speak some English and can help you align the boat and bus schedules (so you don’t end up stranded for hours). If you opt for the water taxi (only 12 passengers per boat), arrive at least 15 minutes early and have ¥400 ready to drop into a small wooden box next to the captain. It only takes 20 minutes to cross the channel. There’s nothing at Sesō port except a waiting room and one shop across the street, which does sell bentō (if it’s closed, you have no other options on this end of the island). The bus stop, in the parking lot, is an unmarked four-posted shelter with a bench inside. It takes 50 minutes to get to Saneku.

Saneku Beach sits in a small cove, inside the channel between Kakeroma and Amami-Ōshima. The calm clear water sparkles a brilliant shade of aquamarine. This is where the students (only two at the time of writing) from the elementary school up the road learn to swim. Shells and beach glass are scattered along the white-sand beach, which you might have all to yourself on an overcast day.

Take some time to wander along the road too, where the houses are protected from typhoons by coral walls built (without mortar) to allow the breeze to pass through, keeping homes cool in summer. The gaps are also a good hiding place for habu snakes, so there are sticks for hitting snakes placed at regular intervals along the road. Another interesting island innovation: note the upturned plastic bottles with the bottom cut off, wired to posts. These are for newspapers, delivered by the bus driver after the first boat each morning.

On your return, the bus will drop you off right before the ferry arrives. If you take a water taxi instead, you need to arrive 40 minutes early to line up (the evening boats fill up fast). If the shop across the street is open, you can enjoy a passion-fruit soft serve while you wait. Line up by the set of stairs to nowhere, and be careful not to get on one of the private boats chartered by locals: your boat will arrive by those stairs at the scheduled time.
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Saneku Beach | norinori303/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT ON AMAMI-ŌSHIMA

Yoru no Obanzai

Neighbourhood side dish shop and izakaya (pub-eatery) in a renovated garage in Setouchi. Weekends only. ¥

Natsukashaya (なつかしゃ家)

Homey restaurant in Naze serving set meals of nostalgic local dishes. Reservations required. ¥¥¥

Amami Yakuzen Tsumugi-An

A good place for lunch near Mangrove Park, serving soba coloured green by wild herbs. ¥¥


AMAMI SOUL FOOD

Keihan rice reflects one of the main agricultural products of the flat northern half of Amami-Ōshima: chicken. Its key elements are rice bathing in hot chicken broth and an array of toppings that usually include shredded chicken, stewed shiitake, thinly sliced omelette, pickled papaya and citrus zest. Find it served mostly during lunchtime. Hisakura, in Tatsugo, is one of the most popular keihan spots, but the dish is said to have originated at Minatoya, near the Akakina coast. There are also keihan kits to be found in supermarkets and souvenir shops, so you can easily make it at home.



SWEET TREATS ON AMAMI-ŌSHIMA

Yamato Mahorobakan

Coastal roadside stop for tart sumomo (sour plum) and pleasingly bitter tankan (local citrus) soft serve. ¥

Aji no Sato

Market near the airport selling local produce and a sweet fermented (nonalcoholic) drink called miki. ¥

Little Bay

Koniya coffee shop with seasonal gelato flavours like salted lemon, and baked goods including carrot cake. ¥


Tours & Guides

[image: jpg]

Megumi Kanazawa, photographer and Licensed Guide Interpreter. @travel.richwoman

I moved to Amami-Ōshima because it has mountains, forest, rivers and beautiful beaches; the culture is unique, and local people are full of compassion. There’s not much English signage or public transport, so hiring a guide or joining a tour is a good idea. Places like Kinsakubaru primeval forest can only be entered with an authorised guide. I recommend these tours:

Leap Scuba Amami

It has snorkelling tours too.

Amanico Amami Tour Guide

Ask Seiya Kokabu to take you paddleboarding.

Ganso Night Tour

This is the original night tour, where you can see Amami rabbits.



Two Hours on Yoron Island

AMAMI’S SOUTHERNMOST ISLAND

About 100km north of Okinawa-hontō, Yoron Island (与論島; Yoron-tō), accessible by plane or ferry, is ideal for a relaxing stopover between Amami-Ōshima and Okinawa-hontō, or a do-nothing vacation. The island is so small it’s possible to circle by bicycle in 90 minutes, and you can arrange a moped or electric bike with Yoron Rental Car (ヨロンレンタカー). Even a 2½-hour layover is long enough to enjoy a quick lunch and a scenic stroll along the rugged western coast.

Less than 10 minutes’ walk from the airport, at Blue Coral Reef, enjoy a plate of black pork gyōza and a bowl of soba topped with mozuku, slippery threads of purplish green seaweed. From the window you can see Paradise Beach (behind the restaurant there’s a path through a tunnel of bushes that frames a set of rope swings on the beach).

Now for a stroll. As you exit the restaurant, climb up the stairs on the right to follow the path that hugs the coast, where the air smells of wild herbs and sea spray from the waves crashing against craggy dark grey cliffs. In less than an hour, you can stop at several breathtaking viewpoints and a train station to nowhere. The trail ends at the ferry port, and from there it’s a 10-minute walk along the road back to the airport. If you still have a little time, you can enjoy a cold drink at the one and only airport restaurant while watching the runway.


Getting Around

On Amami-Ōshima, the city of Naze, where the ferry comes in, isn’t the prettiest, but it has buses to Yamato Village on the west coast and Setouchi in the south near Koniya (the point of departure for Kakeroma-jima). A lot of tours and activities originate in Naze too. There are also direct buses from the airport to Setouchi. Renting a car will give you access to more of the island, but beware of narrow winding roads in the interior and drive slowly in case of wildlife: the easiest drive to Yamato Village is through Naze.






OKINAWA-HONTō
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The main Island of Okinawa Prefecture, Okinawa-hontō (沖縄本島), often just referred to as Okinawa, rivals Hawaii in popularity as a sun-soaked semi-tropical destination. Honeymooners flock here for romantic beach vacations. You can find that kind of experience at fancy resorts, but outer islands (like Miyako or Zamami) have more pristine (and less crowded) beaches. But don’t overlook the draw of Okinawa’s rich culture, distinct from the rest of Japan. The people of Okinawa-hontō – for centuries the heart of Ryūkyū politics and religion – take particular pride in their culture remaining vibrant in spite of the islands’ history of exploitation by China, Japan and the US. Japan forced assimilation in the 19th century, but the native language still inflects the way people speak, and you can see Ryūkyū culture in the island’s textiles, architecture, food and rituals.
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SIGHTS

1Iyumachi Fish Market

2Kudaka-jima

3Kuina no Mori

4Ōgimi Bashofu Centre

5Okinawa Peace Memorial Park

6Shuri-jō

see 6Suikara

7Yanbaru National Park

ACTIVITIES

8Okinawa Craft Industry Promotion Centre

SLEEPING

9Kitchen Hostel Ao

10Omo5

11Southwest Grand

12Yanbaru Hotel Nanmei Shinshitsu

EATING

13Aka Tombo

see 33Ayumi

14Better Girl

15Emi no Mise

16Kame Kame

17Le Bois

18Natural Food and Snack Mana

19Pork Tamago Onigiri

20Ryuness

21South Indian Dining Malayalam

22Urizun

23Yafuso Chicken

24Yume no Ya

DRINKING

25Bookcafe Rail

26Fifi Parlor

27Gurumaw

ENTERTAINMENT

28Sakurazaka Theater

SHOPPING

29Aikaze

30Kokutōya

31Kuganiyaa

32Kuusuya

33Makishi Market

34Motobu Market

35Yanbaru Craftworks




TOP TIP

Head north into Yanbaru to spot indigenous wildlife and experience traditional village life. Observe the dizzying nothingness of sacred sites on Kudaka-jima. Devour Naha’s diverse food scene. And then head to outer islands for snorkelling and diving in clearer, less-crowded waters.
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Shuri-jō | Mix and Match Studio/shutterstock ©

Naha Food Crawl

EAT YOUR WAY THROUGH THE CAPITAL CITY

Worldwide, the traditional Okinawa diet (high in plant foods supplemented by a little fish) is famously linked to longevity, but Japanese travellers head to Okinawa-hontō for tacos and pizza. Today, Okinawa cuisine encompasses influences from China, Southeast Asia, Polynesia, North America and mainland Japan, as well as indigenous ingredients and dishes.

To watch the tuna auction at Iyumachi Fish Market, arrive early (around 6am). Nestled among marinas and shipping containers, Iyumachi is like a mini version of Tokyo’s Tsukiji fish market. You’ll be greeted by the smell of woodsmoke from a yaki-imo (roasted sweet potato) stall out front. Inside, the market smells of fresh seawater. Because it’s so close to the fishing grounds – for bluefin, yellowfin, bigeye and albacore, depending on the season – tuna here is usually fresh, not flash frozen. For breakfast, pick up sashimi or order grilled or fried fish from one of the food stalls.

Late risers can head instead to Kame Kame (from 10.30am), an old-school neighbourhood noodle shop in a pink building. Okinawa soba are thick wheat noodles, served here in bonito broth. In the rest of Japan, mugwort almost exclusively flavours sweets, but in Okinawa it’s used in all kinds of dishes – at Kame Kame you can add as much as you’d like to your noodle soup. Then, at one of the big wooden picnic tables, season it to taste with red pepper paste, red pickled ginger and kōrēgusu (pepper sauce made with awamori).

Next, make your way to Makishi Market, just off touristy Kokusai-dōri (International St). A generation ago, this was a place for daily shopping, but now local people mostly go when they need a special fish for a festival. It moved into a new building in 2023, but most of the same old vendors are there, selling seafood, pickles and seaweed on the 1st floor. On the 2nd floor of the market where the restaurants are, look for Ayumi, a small shop selling only classic sata andagi, dense faintly sweet Okinawan doughnuts.

In the surrounding arcades, as elderly shopkeepers retire and close their vegetable and clothing stores, young people are opening trendy cafes and boutiques, keeping the area vibrant. There are plenty of places to try Okinawa staples such as pork tamago onigiri and taco rice. Try a shop called Pork Tamago Onigiri for the former and Aka Tombo for the latter. There’s even a vending-machine awamori bar, Gurumaw, where for ¥200 you can fill a plastic cup with the awamori of your choice. In the late afternoon, the senbero spots (especially east of the market) start to light up their paper lanterns: for ¥1000 they’ll serve you two drinks and a side dish, or three drinks. Venture out to Ukishima St, known for fashion boutiques, to eat tacos on handmade blue-corn tortillas and drink ¥500 sours made with fresh juice at Yafuso Chicken, which runs an employment program during the day.

For dinner, choose between contemporary and classic Okinawan cuisine. Reservations are recommended at Le Bois (ル・ボワ), on the 2nd floor of an unassuming building with a view of Kibogaoka Park. It serves dishes like maguro (bluefin tuna) tartare and bolognese inflected with shiikuwāsā citrus, paired with an extensive collection of Japanese wine – and occasionally some awamori from the chef’s hometown. For decades, Urizun (five minutes from the Asato monorail station) has been the go-to spot for local cuisine and awamori; sidle up to the hefty wooden bar to try kusu, aged awamori, and dishes like jimami-dōfu (peanut tofu), tōfu-yō (tofu aged in awamori), umi-budō (sea ‘grapes’) and chanpuru.
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BEST KONBINI SCORES

Even big convenience store chains like 7-Eleven and Family Mart cater to local tastes and carry regional products. In Okinawa, there are Spam onigiri and a ton of novel snacks and drinks to sample.

Orion Watta

These fruity canned chūhai cocktails, in flavours like shiikuwāsā citrus and passion fruit, are mostly very sweet except a new sugar-free version along the lines of a hard seltzer.

Sabachi

Similarly textured to shrimp chips, this salty snack is made from mackerel, and pairs well with beer or awamori.

Suppaiman

A play on suppai (meaning sour) and a certain world-famous superhero, this line of umeboshi (pickled plum) treats are sweet, salty and mouth-wateringly sour.

One-Cup Awamori

Single-serving cups of awamori, the regional spirit, are great for picnics and small enough to easily tuck into a suitcase.



HIP HOTELS IN NAHA

Omo5

Small but stylish rooms, a cafe on the 1st floor and a big library (great for nomad workers). ¥¥

Kitchen Hostel Ao

Bunkbeds with privacy curtains in large mixed and female-only dorms above lively cafe. ¥

Southwest Grand

Spacious rooms with mid-century-modern inflection. Access to a rooftop pool and sauna. ¥¥¥


WHAT’S AWAMORI?

Maybe you’ve sipped awamori cut with iced water or spiked food with awamori-based hot sauce, but what exactly is this regional liquor? Its main ingredient is Thai Indica rice, a legacy of the Ryūkyū kingdom’s trade with Siam (present-day Thailand). The entire batch of rice is inoculated with black kōji (a strain of mould responsible for ferments from miso to sake), then brewed with water and yeast into a mash that’s single-distilled in a pot still, and diluted to 30% to 40% alcohol. Traditionally, awamori is aged in clay pots for six months to a year before bottling. Awamori older than three years is called kūsu. During the Ryūkyū era, it was served to Chinese envoys and sent as tribute to Japan’s shogun. It remains integral to rituals and celebrations.



NAHA’S VEGAN DELIGHTS

Natural Food and Snack Mana

Herbal teas, vegan sweets and lunch sets featuring local produce and brown rice. ¥¥

South Indian Dining Malayalam

Chic basement bistro serving dosas and vegan Kerala curries. ¥¥

Ryuness

Upstairs spot where edible flowers and fresh vegies embellish vegan fried ‘chicken’ and sushi. ¥¥


REMAINS OF THE RYūKYū KINGDOM

Shuri-jō (首里城; Shuri Castle) is a monument to the Ryūkyū kingdom. It’s a replica of the castle constructed in the 15th and 16th centuries – when the kingdom prospered from trade with China, Southeast Asia and Japan, and tributes from territories expanding to include the Amami, Miyako and Yaeyama islands. Its architecture reflects those influences and its function as royal residence, centre of government and religion, and hub of craftsmanship and performing arts. Japan forcefully annexed Okinawa in 1879 and made the castle a military base. During WWII American forces reduced it to rubble. Rebuilt in 1992, then again after a fire in 2019 (currently open but renovations are ongoing), Shuri-jō has come to symbolise the assimilation of Okinawa into Japan and the resilience of Ryūkyū’s distinct culture.



The Fabric of Okinawan Culture

FOLLOW THE THREAD OF RYūKYū TEXTILES

The variety and complexity of Ryūkyū textiles is astonishing. At Suikara, the Shuri dyeing and weaving museum near Shuri-jo, you can sign up for a bingata workshop to create flamboyant floral designs. The Ōgimi Bashofu Centre up north in Yanbaru is an active production facility, where local craftspeople weave banana fibres into geometrically patterned cloth in shades of beige, brown and gold and pass on their skills – visitors are encouraged to quietly observe. If you’d like to try your hand at indigo dyeing, there are full-day courses at the Okinawa Craft Industry Promotion Centre, near Tomigusuku Castle, at the edge of Naha.

As you travel through other islands, look for mud-dyed Ōshima tsumugi, deep-blue Miyako jōfu, bright Yaeyama minsah and intricately patterned Yonaguni hanaori. You can also learn about the meticulous process of producing Miyako jōfu from indigenous plants in the nettle family, at the Miyako-jima City Traditional Crafts Centre.

TASTY SOUVENIRS IN NAHA

Kokutōya

Dark sugar treats from throughout the Southwest Islands.

Kuusuya

One of the largest selections of awamori in Okinawa, including gift sets of small bottles.

Kuganiyaa

Okinawan shortbread cookies with packaging featuring flowery bingata textile design.


BRAKE FOR KUINA

The Yanbaru kuina, or Okinawa rail, has a red beak, long legs and barred black and white feathers across its belly. It can’t fly, so it hops into trees to sleep. In Yanbaru, the only place in the world where this endangered species is found, you’ll see road signs for kuina crossings. Cars, along with feral pets and mongooses, are a major threat to these birds. Drive especially carefully during spring breeding season, when encounters are more likely. It’s tough to get a close look, though, so if you want to observe this National Treasure (officially registered since 1982), head to the Kuina no Mori (クイナの森) in Kunigami village, where there’s a breeding program and educational exhibit.



Deep Okinawa

A GLIMPSE OF LOCAL LIFE

Yanbaru Hotel Nanmei Shinshitsu (やんばるホテル南溟森室) lies far north along the coastal edge of Yanbaru National Park (やんばる国立公園) and comprises a collection of old houses renovated into stylish accommodation. The small staff acts as a bridge between guests and the local community, connecting travellers with deep culture they couldn’t otherwise access, and helping to preserve it for future generations. You need at least two days for the full experience.

Check in at a small office just off the main coastal road to meet your ‘sherpa’ (their term), who will be your concierge, teacher and best friend until checkout. If you’re staying in Jashiki village (the other houses are a short drive away in Kijoka), your sherpa will put your luggage in a wheelbarrow and guide you through a maze of hedges to the chicly reimagined traditional house, replete with a Bose sound system and Balmuda toaster oven. The house’s tōtōmē altar is similar to the butsudan for ancestor worship in Japanese Buddhist homes but also honours the spirit of the land beneath the house. Take a moment to settle in and connect to wi-fi: there’s little to no cell service.

Your sherpa will guide you through the tiny community – where less than 30 people still live – explaining the practical and spiritual significance of the landscaping and architecture, like the dense fukugi hedges that protect houses from wind and fire, and the shrine where residents hold bimonthly rituals to appease the mountains and sea. People here live closely connected to each other and to the land in a way that’s becoming rare not just in Okinawa, but around the world.

If you’re lucky, you’ll overhear one of the neighbours practising sanshin, a stringed instrument similar to a shamisen, and singing Okinawan songs, before you head to dinner at a nearby restaurant (probably Fisherman’s Dining, where the fresh catch comes in daily). Later, listen for fruit bats in the mango tree as you drift off to sleep on your futon.

In the morning, your sherpa will bring an assortment of small dishes prepared by a local grandmother. Depending on which house you stay in, you can cook rice together on the kamado, a traditional wood-fired stove. The day’s activities will be tailored to your interests – perhaps an ethnobotanical walk through the forest, sailing on a traditional wooden boat, or pruning sacred fukugi trees and using the trimmings to dye fabric brilliant yellow. Don’t miss watching the sunset over the East China Sea. Dinner is a cookout in the garden. If you want drinks, pick up a bottle of awamori or some Orion beers earlier in the day. Afterwards, you’ll be glad to soak in the outdoor bathtub, watching the stars.

The next morning, enjoy your breakfast (bread and a smoothie from a local bakery) on the porch while listening to birds. After checkout, your sherpa will see you off, waving until you drive out of sight.
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DELICIOUS DETOURS TOWARDS YANBARU

Emi no Mise

Colourful set menu built around indigenous vegetables grown across the street. ¥¥

Fifi Parlor

Roadside coffee and tuna melt stand with rope swings facing a peaceful harbour. ¥

Yume no Ya

Old-school Okinawa soba up a very narrow winding mountain road; call for accurate hours. ¥

Ghosts & Spirits on Kudaka-jima

WHERE PAST AND PRESENT ENTANGLE

The spectre of WWII still haunts Okinawa, evident in generational trauma (suggested reading: Speak, Okinawa) and poverty that’s a legacy of atrocities enacted on the island by mainland Japan and the US – Okinawa Peace Memorial Park offers space for reflection. In spite of the opposition of many Okinawans, the US still claims part of this land. But the spirit of Ryūkyū culture remains vibrant. Go to Kudaka-jima (久高島), where the royal family and highest ranking priestess used to pray, to feel the presence of Ryūkyū’s past.

About a 40-minute drive or hour-plus bus ride east of Naha is Azama Port in Nanjō. From here, four ferries a day make the 20-minute trip across sparkling aquamarine water to Kudaka-jima. Pick up a map when you buy your ferry tickets, and don’t forget a hat and sunscreen. The small island, 8km in circumference, is perfect for a day trip. The mostly elderly population of around 200 residents continue the island’s traditional way of life, giving daily thanks to the heavens, earth and sea.

When you disembark the ferry, turn left and walk along the water to the end of the parking lot, stopping before the road goes uphill; on the right, a small stone marker indicates the sacred spot where visitors should kneel and quietly acknowledge their intrusion before entering the island. Kudaka-jima has many utaki, natural spaces where gods and ancestral deities are worshipped. The artist and theorist Tarō Okamoto described their dizzying emptiness, and each seems to vibrate with something beyond words (whether you believe that’s a supernatural being or the power of nature). You should not enter utaki here – often the boundary is marked by no more than a thin rope – but rather appreciate them from outside. Parts of the island close for rituals according to the lunar calendar, and it can be a bit tricky to know exactly where you’re allowed to go and where not, so watch for signs that say 立入禁止 (do not enter), and turn back if someone scolds you!

A bicycle is the best way to navigate narrow streets between stone walls in the small village and unpaved roads through the uninhabited northeast end of the island. There are a few rental places around the port. Nearby, Shokudō Tokujin serves medicinal soup made of pork and irabu (smoked sea snake). Pedal over to the Community Centre (公民館集会場) to see striking black-and-white photos of women performing rituals. They are noro, matrilineal spiritual and community leaders. After Japan annexed Okinawa, their role in society became less prominent, and now only a few in their 80s and 90s remain. Beyond the small village, the island belongs to the spirits, and that’s where you’ll find most of the holy sites and utaki. Swimming is prohibited, but Piza Hama, a rocky beach, is a cool place to check out tide pools with electric-blue fish and starfish. It’s OK to take photos on Kudaka-jima, but please don’t take rocks, shells or plants.

Finally, before you catch the ferry, cool off with a guava juice at Rumi’s Cafe. Old folks (and stray cats) gather at the picnic table under the big tree across the street, sharing snacks and conversation in local dialect. You may find yourself in the presence of one of the last noro.
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MORE THAN A PIT STOP

Japan’s michi-no-eki, or road stations, are more than a place to stop and use the restroom. They sell local produce and handmade souvenirs, and their cafeterias feature regional dishes and soft serve flavoured with local ingredients, such as mikan orange in Ehime, blueberry on the Noto Peninsula, or beni imo (purple sweet potato) in Okinawa. Some of the best in Japan are said to be on Okinawa-hontō. At Ōgimi Michi-no-eki, in Yanbaru, pick up ripe pineapple and cheap bags of shiikuwāsā, or grab sata andagi (doughnuts) and Spam onigiri for the road. In Itoman, 20 minutes from Naha airport, the michi-no-eki includes a fish market. And the one in Ginoza, in the middle of the island, features a huge playground and splash pad for kids.



COOL CRAFTS IN KUNIGAMI

Yanbaru Craftworks

Artist studios and shops in an old elementary school.

Motobu Market

Retro town market with local crafts, including Okinawa glass.

Aikaze

Indigo farm, cafe and clothing boutique. By appointment only.


RYūKYū SPIRITUALITY

Shōko Tsuruta, Nanjō City councilwoman explains, ‘In Okinawa, ancestor and nature worship are part of daily life. Events, like the Tsuitachi jūkunichi ritual, align with the waxing and waning of the moon and ebb and flow of tides. This ritual offers thanks to the fire god in the kitchen and ancestral tablets on the home altar. We have no large rivers so fresh water is precious: birth and new year’s rituals are performed at special wells or springs. When we want to hear our ancestors or gods, we can ask Yuta, women who are mediums. A few sayings represent our spiritual culture. Ichariba chōdē, once you meet, you are brothers. Yuimāru, if you need help, help each other. Nuchi du takara, life is a treasure.’



SOMETHING DIFFERENT

Better Girl

Hip Naha restaurant serving fresh and flavourful breakfast all day. ¥

Sakurazaka Theater

Catch an indie film, sip a craft beer, and peruse books and crafts at this local Naha hangout. ¥

Bookcafe Rail

Off-grid cafe in Yanbaru with excellent cheesecake, but extremely limited hours. ¥¥


BIRTHPLACE OF KARATE

Karate originated in Okinawa. It evolved over centuries to encompass Ryūkyū martial arts called te, and influences from China and Southeast Asia. During the reign of King Shō Shin (1477–1526), members of the ruling classes practised te in Shuri, the Ryūkyū capital. When the Satsuma Domain from mainland Japan invaded Okinawa, they banned Ryūkyū people from carrying weapons, and it’s believed that’s how the martial art became known as karate, written with the characters ‘empty hand’.




Getting Around

Okinawa-hontō is the hub for exploring outer islands and points south. The introduction of low-cost air carriers means it’s no longer possible to make your way south to the Miyako and Yaeyama islands by ferry. However, some closer islands, including the Keramas, Kume-jima and Yoron-tō, are still accessible by boat, and there’s even a ferry all the way up to Amami-Ōshima (that takes a full day).

Naha airport is a 15-minute cab ride from the city centre, slightly longer by bus (ignore navigation apps that tell you to go to a bus stop outside the airport, and instead look for signs right in front of the terminal). It’s better not to have a car in Naha, where parking is a pain and you can easily get around by monorail, bus or bicycle. However, a rental car is the best way to explore outside the city.






ZAMAMI
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Within day-trip distance of Naha, Okinawa’s capital city, experience some of the best snorkelling in the world in Kerama Shotō National Park (Kerama Shotō Kokuritsu Kōen; 慶良間諸島国立公園), where the water is so clear and brilliant its colour has its own name: Kerama blue. Zamami-jima (座間味島) is one of three main populated islands within the park (along with Aka-jima and Tokashiki-jima) and has the best balance of amenities and nature, with a lively little port town, a Michelin-starred beach (Furuzamami) and vast swaths of unspoiled forests. The protected waters around these islands host sea turtles, whales and a rainbow of tropical fish that feed on over 400 types of coral. If you sign up for a snorkelling or diving tour in Naha, this area is where they’ll take you, so you may as well go to Zamami yourself and hire a local guide. You’ll get the most out of your visit if you stay at least one night.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ama Beach

2Furuzamami Beach

ACTIVITIES

3Irie

4Noah

SLEEPING

5Ama Beach Campsite

6Guest House Iyonchi

7Kānusuba

EATING

8Ao no Umi

9Gypsy

10Nana-maru

11Sabaidee Cafe

12Santa

13Shokudō Jirobē

14Wayama Mozuku

INFORMATION

15Ao no Yukuru-kan




TOP TIP

If you’re staying over on Zamami and plan to cook, you might want to bring fruits and vegetables from the mainland: mini marts on the islands carry essentials (and plenty of snacks) but hardly any produce.
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Slow Boat to Zamami

VACATION STARTS ON THE WAY

Make the boat ride from Naha to Zamami part of the experience. The high-speed Queen Zamami is nearly twice as fast, but the two-hour Zamami Ferry ride is more fun. Kick off your shoes and nap in one of the carpeted lounge areas, go up to the observation deck to take in the view (in winter, you might see whales) or grab a coffee from the vending machine and just chill. Even better, bring a picnic and some drinks. You’ll get a peek at the islands of Tokashiki and Aka on the way, and reach Zamami already relaxed.

Snorkel into Another Universe

BY BOAT OR BY BOARD

Swimming to the edge of the reef where it drops off into deeper darker water feels like swimming into another universe, with galaxies of iridescent fish swirling around you. The textures and colours of coral seem infinitely varied. The water is unbelievably clear with visibility of up to 30m, so it’s easy to spot blue damselfish, yellow butterflyfish, orange clownfish (Nemo) and multicoloured parrotfish as you float through their world.

The easiest way to reach this alternative universe is by boat. Irie is one of several marine shops near the port. Captain Takayuki Suzuki will take you to two or three spots over the course of a few hours (¥9000), so you see a variety of ecosystems in a short time. He knows all the best spots to see fish, coral and turtles. One of his staff (who speak a tiny bit of English, enough to keep you safe) will swim alongside you, and – bonus – they take fabulous photos! The boat can accommodate up to 15 people, but most tours have just a few guests. All you need to bring is a towel, a bottle of water, and clothes you can swim in (coverage is recommended, for Japanese modesty and sun protection). You can bring your own snorkel if you want, but the ones they provide are high quality. Make a reservation in advance, especially in summer.

Alternately, SUP and kayak tours (¥8000) give you a two-for-one (beginners are welcome): paddling and snorkelling. Adil Hayasaka, the English speaking proprietor of Noah, will drive you and a few other guests to the best spot to paddle out from, depending on the weather, and give you a quick tutorial (if necessary). You’ll glide across the crystal-clear water to a breathtaking section of coral reef. Don’t forget UV protection and something to drink. After you’ve snorkelled to your heart’s content – and perhaps spotted a sea turtle – you’ll head to a beach that can only be reached from the water and stop there for a break on the sand. Soak up the scenery, listen for ruddy kingfishers, pick up some beach glass, or just take a quick nap before paddling back. Equipment rental is included and Noah takes great photos (so keep your phone somewhere dry). Book directly for the best rate.
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Clownfish, Kahi-jima, Zamami | d3_plus/shutterstock ©


WHERE TO FIND...EVERYTHING

You can get everything from bus tickets to coffee at Ao no Yukuru-kan (青のゆくる館) visitor centre, and it should be your first stop on Zamami (you’ll see it when you walk out of the ferry terminal). Familiarise yourself with the island’s ecosystems and the etiquette for protecting them by perusing interactive displays. Check the tide, and find out when to spot sea turtles off Ama Beach. Rent binoculars for bird- and whale-watching, get the phone number of a diving guide, borrow a stroller, or stash your bags in a coin locker. There are showers and restrooms too. The snacks (seafood dogs, sata andagi) are pretty good, and the view of the port from the 2nd floor is fabulous.



WHERE TO SLEEP ON ZAMAMI ISLAND

Ama Beach Campsite

Beachfront campsite with cold showers and food prep area; tents and gear available for rent. ¥

Guest House Iyonchi

Freshly remodelled and older (cheaper) rooms – book deep-sea fishing directly with the owner. ¥¥

Kānusuba

Handsome modern rooms, with high-end restaurant and marine shop on-site. ¥¥¥


BEST ZAMAMI IZAKAYA

Santa

In a little brown house, this is the local favourite spot for sashimi. Ebi-mayo (shrimp dressed in mayonnaise) is also a hit. Reservations strongly recommended!

Nana-maru

The open kitchen and casual vibe make it seem like you’re in someone’s home. Pork dishes are popular, but the fried chicken and nanbanzuke (vinegared fried fish) are excellent too.

Ao no Umi

Vegetarian friendly! Dashimaki tamago is excellent and they have fun drinks like the shiikuwāsā highball. ¥

Shokudō Jirobē  (食堂じろべえ)

Neighbourhood spot near Ama Beach, with dishes like squid-ink yaki-soba and tasty daily specials. ¥



ZAMAMI AFTER-BEACH LUNCH

Gypsy

Chill courtyard with gapao rice and tacos; lunch until 4pm (dinner/drinks 8pm to 11pm) all summer. ¥

Wayama Mozuku

Okinawa soba with local mozuku seaweed. Lunch only and there’s often a wait. ¥

Sabaidee Cafe

Cute spot for smoothies, sandwiches and bicycle rental. ¥



Work the Hills

[image: jpg]

You need to love hills (or rent a motorbike) to ride around Zamami, but it’s worth it for the scenery. From the port, take the main road up past the sparkling blue water of Furuzamami Beach. After the tiny hamlet of Asa, bear left at the fork following signs for 1 Chishi Observatory. Take in the rugged windswept cliffs (and use the restroom), then head back to the main road and wind your way to where the pavement ends. Dismount and walk about three minutes down the dirt road on the left (staying left at the fork) through a tunnel of lush vegetation to quiet 2 Ino Beach (aka Tōma to locals). Double back the way you came, listening for uguisu (Japanese bush warblers) in the stubby pines, and watching butterflies flit between wildflowers. Pass through the port again, and make your way north past the Peace Tower (watch for potholes), staying right until you get to 3 Mt Takatsuki Observatory, where you can spend 15 to 20 minutes exploring trails and snapping photos of the harbour below, which used to shelter trade ships travelling between China and Okinawa. Head back the way you came, and take the first right; stay right at the next fork to reach 4 Inazaki Observatory, from which you can spot whales in winter. Continue winding along the coast to 5 Unajinosachi Observatory and its striking rock formations, and then 6 Kaminohama Observatory. If you time it right, Kaminohama is the best place to watch the sun set over distant islands. Hurry back to the port before dark, past a wetland where egrets roost, and the Marilyn Statue, commemorating a love affair between two dogs (her beloved Shiro would swim across from Aka Island to see her).




MORE KERAMA ISLANDS

Tokashiki-jima is the biggest and most populated and modernised of the Kerama Islands. It’s 35 minutes from Naha by high-speed ferry, so it’s a good day trip. Like Zamami, it offers beautiful beaches with white sand and turquoise water, great spots for snorkelling and diving, and chances to see turtles or whales, depending on the season. But activities are more spread out, and there’s less nightlife. Aka-jima is tiny (it’s fun to cycle the 5km island loop) and quiet: this is where to go for peace and nature. There are few bars and restaurants on Aka, so book accommodation that provides meals. Boats to Aka leave from Naha, as well as from Zamami and Tokashiki – make reservations in advance.



Into the Kerama Blue

WHERE TO SWIM AND SUNBATHE

Ama Beach is the spot to see turtles, but you can only swim and snorkel there at high tide. Check the Ao no Yukuru-kan visitor centre to find out the best time to see these magnificent creatures, then pick up a rental bike for the 1.5km ride over a gentle little hill. There’s a sign near the beach with photos and names of the turtles that hang around here, and the common-sense rules for respecting them: basically, give them space and move slowly. They’re pretty used to people, and will likely just go about grazing on seagrass as you observe them.

If you just want to swim or lounge on the beach, head in the other direction to the white sand of Michelin-starred Furuzamami Beach, where you can dip in the Kerama blue water even at low tide. There’s a snack shack, and you can rent snorkels, floaties and beach chairs. Even when the beach is crowded, it’s not really (the stretch of sand is long, and the number of visitors allowed on the island each day is limited). Most people will find the snorkelling here delightful, but seasoned snorkellers and free divers may feel limited by the roped-off swimming area (opt for a boat or board a tour instead). The hike up and over the hill from the port is less than 2km, but it can feel long and hot, and buses are infrequent, so consider renting an electric bike or scooter in town.


Getting Around

Get to Zamami Island by the fast Queen Zamami or the slow but fun Zamami Ferry. In the heat of summer, it’s best to rent an electric bike for getting to beaches and viewpoints, but winter is great for cycling around Zamami. If you plan to go much further than Furuzamami or Ama Beaches, the clunkers for rent on the island won’t cut it for the hilly terrain, so rent a road bike before you go from Okinawa Ringyo in Naha. Its Maejima shop is minutes from the port. You can roll right onto the Zamami Ferry as long as you call a day in advance, but you need to disassemble and pack your bike in a bag for the Queen Zamami.






MIYAKO ISLANDS
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Miyako is for beach-lovers. The main island, Miyako-jima (宮古島), is flat, with sugarcane, mango and cattle farms in the middle and swimming and off-beach snorkelling spots around the perimeter. Country roads are completely dark at night, except for the glow of the occasional vending machine. There are so many great beaches – with soft white sand and clear turquoise water – to choose from, that the best beach is usually just the one nearest your accommodation. Groups and families may be most content at a vacation rental: ask your host about the secluded beaches nearby, or make friends with locals who will tell you about secret spots. Smaller Kurima, Ikema, Irabu and Shimoji islands are connected by bridges to Miyako-jima, and each has its own character (check out the colourful fishers’ houses at Irabu’s Sarahama Port and the cute cafes on Kurima). If you’re looking for lively nightlife, though, the Miyako Islands might not be for you.
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SIGHTS

1Aragusuka Beach

2Blue Cave

3Harimizu Utaki

4Ikizu Beach

5Miyako-jima City Museum

6Sarahama

7Shinbiji

8Toguchi-no-hama

9Yonaha Maehama

ACTIVITIES

10Alternative Farm Miyako

11Imugyā Marine Garden

12Miyako-jima City Taiken Kōgei Mura

13Miyako-jima City Traditional Crafts Centre

SLEEPING

14Glory Island

see 2Guest House Ocean

15Iraph Sui

EATING

16Minaaiya

17Nakayukui Shoten

18Ricco Gelato

19Sima Cafe Tounkaraya

20Utopia Farm Miyako-jima

21Yukishio

DRINKING

see 18Island Brewing

SHOPPING

22Don Quijote




TOP TIP

There are lots of family-friendly places to swim and snorkel, but it’s important to familiarise yourself with dangerous stinging sea creatures to avoid (there are explanatory signs at the main beaches), don’t swim alone and heed riptide warnings.
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Imugyā Marine Garden | nikosto/shutterstock ©

COOL TREATS

Ricco Gelato

Local and seasonal gelato and sorbet in flavours including mango and shiikuwāsā. ¥

Nakayukui Shoten

The can’t-miss treat here is purple sweet potato sata andagi (doughnuts) with ice cream. ¥

Yukishio

Sea-salt factory where you can add flavoured salts to your soft serve. ¥

Spot a Sea Turtle at Aragusuka

BEST BEACH FOR EASY SNORKELLING

If you’re planning to snorkel for more than two days, it’s cheaper to buy a snorkel at Don Quijote (¥2000 to ¥4000) than to rent one (¥1000 per day). For relaxed off-beach snorkelling, head down the wooded hillside to Aragusuka Beach on Miyako-jima. The contrast between the deep green foliage, the white sand and the turquoise water is dazzling. In the midsummer high season this beach is lively, with vendors selling curry, Okinawa soba, and Orion beer, and renting paddleboards, snorkels, lifejackets, fins – anything you need! But you can have the place all to yourself at golden hour on a drizzly June day. The calm shallow water in front of this long stretch of sand is great for kids and beginners who want to explore coral reefs (remember not to touch or stand on the coral!) and look for tropical fish. Come in the morning if you’re hoping to see turtles nibbling on seagrass, but give them plenty of space. There are restrooms and coin-operated showers by the parking lot, and you can rent a beach umbrella for ¥1000, so it’s easy to stay all day.
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Sea turtle near Miyako-jima | Khun Ta/shutterstock ©

Walk or Swim Through a Marine Garden

THERE’S SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE

Another great Miyako-jima snorkelling spot is Imugyā Marine Garden (Ingyā to locals), where rocks protect an aquamarine pool from waves, and there are lots of anemones and anemone-fish. You can snorkel on the ocean side too, but be careful of rip currents as you approach the reef’s edge (in fact, don’t go there unless you’re with a local guide). The water here is so clear that you can even see coral from the walking paths through this small park. If getting wet doesn’t appeal to you, stroll along the water’s edge on the paved path and then up to a scenic overlook with panoramic views of the island and sea.

Pose Among Fruit & Flowers

A BREAK FROM THE BEACH

If rain spoils your plans or you’ve had enough of the beach and have an hour to kill, head inland to Utopia Farm Miyako-jima. More than a mango farm, it’s a popular photo spot and sweets shop selling fruity parfaits and soft serve, which you can eat either inside the air-conditioned cafe or a (warm but shady) greenhouse full of bougainvillea in shades of pink and white. For a small fee (¥350) tour greenhouses full of banana trees, mango trees, more bougainvillea vines, and unusual varieties of hibiscus flowers (and perhaps some influencers posing for shots to put on social media). The mangoes here, which you can buy in gift boxes, are exquisite but expensive.


SUGARCANE CULTIVATION

On Miyako-jima the sugarcane stalks are harvested December through April when the plants are flowering. Sugarcane is the main agricultural product of Okinawa Prefecture, with roots going back to at least the 17th century when it’s believed knowledge of sugar manufacturing methods was brought from China. The Ryūkyū kingdom appointed a sugar magistrate in 1662 to control the quality of kokuto, the dark cane sugar that made the Ryūkyū Kingdom rich for a time and is still a sought-after souvenir. Sugarcane is also grown as livestock feed, making up part of the diet of cattle raised for Miyako beef. Alternative Farm Miyako grows organic sugarcane, and offers interactive farm tours.



BEACHY HOTELS

Guest House Ocean

Basic rooms on Irabu. Walking distance from snorkelling and stargazing spots. Friendly host. ¥

Glory Island

Outside town on Miyako-jima, this minimal motel has shabby-chic blue and white rooms facing the sunset. ¥¥

Iraph Sui

Serene white and blue Irabu Island luxury hotel with a heated infinity pool and sunset sparkling wine. ¥¥¥


MIYAKO JōFU

This intricately patterned fabric was for centuries offered as tribute to Ryūkyū royalty, then as tax payment to the Satsuma Domain. Fibres harvested from inside the stalks of ramie, a leafy plant in the nettle family that’s native to Okinawa, are hand-spun into threads. These threads are dyed with indigo and woven to produce geometrical designs. Then the fabric is boiled with a fixative, and hammered until it gleams with a waxy texture. Modern production of Miyako jōfu, used to make stylish summer kimono, peaked in the early 20th century, then steeply declined under the American occupation of Okinawa. At the Miyako-jima City Traditional Crafts Centre (宮古島市伝統工芸品センター), visitors can learn about the production process, and see the work of innovative independent designers.



A Beach to Remember

SEVEN KILOMETRES OF HEAVEN

People say Yonaha Maehama is the most beautiful beach in all of Okinawa Prefecture – even in all of East Asia – but on busy summer days the jet skis zipping around, loud music from the cafe and vendors renting everything from beach umbrellas to said jet skis can be a distraction. However, if you like a beach with lots of amenities (not to mention perfect sand and water), this is the spot for you.

Unwind on Kurima

MANGO SMOOTHIES AND SECLUDED SWIMMING

If charming cafes and quiet beaches are more your thing, head across the bridge to Kurima Island (来間島; Kurima-jima), a teardrop-shaped island 9km in circumference. Just across the bay from Miyako-jima’s popular Yonaha Maehama beach, the beach at Kurima port is almost as beautiful and way more relaxed, with calm water that’s great for swimming. In the little town above the port, grab a teeny-tiny pizza and a bright magenta dragon-fruit smoothie at Pani Pani, or go to Aosora Parlor to drink one of its coveted mango smoothies at a striped table made from salvaged wood (the attached Aosora shop sells a rotating selection of handmade Miyako crafts). The beach below Tako Park, where you might want to take a photo with the cartoonish giant octopus, is great for snorkelling because of all the fish.

If you really want to get away from the crowds, head to Nagahama, a beach on the west side of Kurima that faces the open ocean. The parking lot is just a dirt pullout, and there are no restrooms or showers. The snorkelling there is good at high tide, but on windy days or when the tide is going out, the currents can be dangerous, so be careful and don’t swim alone.

Beach, Nap, Repeat

SLOW DOWN ON IRABU-JIMA

Here’s how to vacation on Irabu Island (伊良部島; Irabu-jima): swim or snorkel in the morning, nap in the afternoon and stargaze at night. Irabu-jima, the second-largest of the Miyako Islands, is connected to Miyako-jima by one of Japan’s longest bridges (3.5km), a sight in and of itself – there are places to pull over and take pictures. There’s not a lot happening on Irabu, and that’s the point. The interior of the island is chequered with sugarcane plantations, outlined by stone walls and fukugi trees. Fishermen’s houses painted with marine paint colour the hillside of Sarahama, a bonito fishing port. The soft sand beach and clear blue water of Toguchi-no-hama, after the string of new resorts on the southwest side of the island, invites leisurely sunning and swimming (it’s not good for snorkelling). The rugged rocks around Shinbiji and Blue Cave, north of Sarahama port, provide the backdrop to spectacular snorkelling and diving (to access these spots, ask a local for advice or join a tour).
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Yonaha Maehama | okimo/shutterstock ©

MIYAKO FLAVOUR

Minaaiya

Tofu restaurant near Yonaha Maehama Beach with reasonably priced Okinawa soba and set meals. ¥

Sima Cafe Tounkaraya

Colourful smoothies and Miyako beef hamburger and curry sets with sea views, near Imugya Marine Garden. ¥

Island Brewing

Downtown craft-brew pub with tacos on tiny handmade tortillas, spinning dancehall records. ¥¥

Ikema-jima’s Natural Charms

FOR LOVEBIRDS AND BIRD-LOVERS

The heart-shaped rock on Ikizu Beach (actually a hole in a rock that looks like a heart from a certain angle) is the most famous attraction on Ikema-jima. It’s a fun spot to take a photo and the beach is beautiful. The whole island is a wildlife refuge, with the largest wetland in Okinawa Prefecture at the centre, where you might see coconut crabs and birds, including Eurasian wigeons, bitterns and coots.


BEYOND BEACHES

Miyako-jima City Taiken Kōgei Mura

At this craft village inside the Botanical Garden you can experience straw-sandal making, weaving, cooking and more. Entry to the garden and craft village is free, but each lesson has its own fee.

Miyako-jima City Museum

Learn about the island’s geology, history, customs and nature at this small local museum. The display text is all in Japanese, but English pamphlets are available.

Harimizu Utaki

Though it now incorporates elements of a Japanese shrine, this utaki was a sacred site even before Miyako-jima became part of the Ryūkyū kingdom. Usually you shouldn’t enter utaki, but this is an exception.




Getting Around

There’s fierce competition for rental cars on post-pandemic Miyako Island, so book well in advance. Some accommodation offer their own rental cars. If you’re getting around by public transit, make sure there’s somewhere to buy food near where you stay, or pick up groceries first if you’re headed to a rural area. Even though Miyako-jima is pretty flat, things are too spread out for cycling to be practical, especially under the harsh summer sun. There are two airports, and the flight from Naha takes less than an hour.






YAEYAMA ISLANDS
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The southernmost archipelago in Japan, the Yaeyama Islands (八重山諸島; Yaeyama-shotō) are among the best places for nature lovers in the Southwest Islands. You can find lively nightlife and deep traditional culture here too, with unique festivals, textiles and music, and a surprisingly diverse mix of people and food.

The islands were burdened by taxes from the Ryūkyū kingdom and then Japan, and to this day locals identify as Yaeyama people more than Japanese or Ryūkyū. It’s also said that one in five people here is at least part Taiwanese: during the Japanese occupation of Taiwan, people could travel back and forth freely, and many still go back and forth for work.

Ishigaki Island (石垣島; Ishigaki-jima), where there’s an international airport, is the hub for exploring Iriomote’s vast national park, Taketomi’s charming traditional architecture, and the peaceful beaches of smaller islands, including Hateruma and Yonaguni.
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SIGHTS

1Yonehara Beach

SLEEPING

2Cago

3Guest House Hive

4Guesthouse Shimaotoya

5Hotel Miyahira

see 4Kotchi

see 4Shinminka Villa

6Third Ishigaki

EATING

7Kanifu

8Shabu-Shabu Taiyo

9Tony Soba

10Yaaraa Cafe

DRINKING

11Cocosone

12Ishigakijima Village

13Revolucion

SHOPPING

14Miyara Farm

15Shimaai

16Usagidō




TOP TIP

Rent an electric moped from GoShare on Ishigaki (pick-up spots at the airport and port) to explore scenic roads around the island, stopping at roadside snack stands and craft shops. Watch out for potholes and shirohara kuina (flightless birds).
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Yonehara Beach | Stefano Costanzo Photo/shutterstock ©


BAR-HOP IN ISHIGAKI

Ishigaki’s downtown, around the port, is the size of a small town’s, but with the nightlife of a city. Some bars in the old entertainment district don’t even open until midnight. These are some of the best places to grab a drink after dark.

Cocosone

The owner-bartender makes signature tea- and coffee-infused rum and has a killer record collection of ska and soul.

Revolucion

The tiled bar and tequila collection are souvenirs of the owner’s annual pilgrimages to Latin America. Try the spicy mezcal margarita.

Ishigakijima Village

A rowdy two-storey boozy wonderland of izakaya and bars (shows up on some maps as Ishigaki Island Village).



Snorkel Yonehara

IT’S AS GOOD AS DIVING

With 370 species of coral supporting a vibrant underwater ecosystem, the Yaeyamas are famous for diving, but locals say the water here is so clear that snorkelling is just as good. To see for yourself, head to Yonehara Beach (米原海岸), on the north side of Ishigaki, at high tide. At low tide, coral is exposed and it’s impossible to swim. There’s a rental shop open on sunny summer days, but if you plan to snorkel for more than one day – or in the off-season – it’s worth bringing your own equipment. Locals don’t usually swim in winter, but visitors from colder climates will find the water fine year-round. On nice days the water can get crowded near the entrance, but the beach is long. If you walk far enough along the white sand, you can find a bit of the aquamarine water to have all to yourself, and take your time to watch colourful fish without bumping into other snorkellers. The water is calm here, but stay in the shallows unless you’re with a local guide. Remember not to touch the coral, so that it can continue to thrive for future generations.
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Ruddy kingfisher, Ishigaki | F_studio/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO SLEEP AROUND ISHIGAKI PORT

Guest House Hive

Plywood bunks that feel like a playground, and a bright and clean shared kitchen. ¥

Hotel Miyahira

One of the few locally owned hotels, with dated but comfortable rooms and thoughtful hospitality. ¥¥

Third Ishigaki

Boutique hotel offering wheelchair-accessible and group rooms, a library and rooftop DJ events. ¥¥¥

Destination Birdwatching

WITH A GOOD-HUMOURED GUIDE

Some 300 species of birds live in or pass through the Yaeyama Islands, including migratory and endangered species, making it a destination for birdwatchers from all over the world. You might think the vast mangrove swamps and undisturbed jungle of Iriomote Island would be the best place for birdwatching, but Masahiro Kobayashi explains that it’s actually much easier to see birds on Ishigaki (without any strenuous hiking). Kobayashi is the sharp-eyed good-humoured field guide of SeaBeans, and his Ishigaki bird tours (¥12,000 per person) are so popular he recommends you book your tour before you book your flight. Most of his guests are Japanese nature-photography enthusiasts who come with fancy cameras and huge telephoto lenses, and Kobayashi knows just how to set them up for the perfect shot. But you don’t need to be an avid birder or have fancy equipment to join one of these tours. Kobayashi will loan you a pair of binoculars if you ask in advance. He doesn’t speak English, but you can use a translation app to book a reservation and communicate by email, and he has guidebooks with English to help with communication on the tour.

This isn’t a leisurely nature walk. It’s all about getting a good look at as many kinds of birds as possible in a day, and you’ll mostly be in the car. All you need to pack is water and snacks (and photography gear if you have it). Kobayashi will pick you up in the morning and drive you around until late afternoon or early evening. The exact itinerary and what you can see depends on the season. You might spot ruddy kingfishers in the park, with the raspberry feathers and long orange bills. You might see a crested serpent eagle hunting near its nest, or a flash of green and purple as an emerald dove flies between branches. At the shore you’ll observe waterbirds through a telescope. And you’ll probably see the iconic shirohara kuina (white-breasted waterhen) darting around the edges of agricultural fields. While Kobayashi can’t guarantee you’ll see any particular bird (they have their own lives to live, after all), he knows the island and the habits of the birds there. He also offers night tours for finding owls, bats, insects and reptiles.


DARK-SKY STARGAZING

Ishigaki is an official International Dark Sky Place, part of an initiative to reduce light pollution and preserve dark skies. It’s an amateur astronomer’s paradise! Anywhere on the island you can step out on a clear night and see stars, but the further you get from the city lights, the better they are. There are observatories on the island with big telescopes, and a handful of outlets offer stargazing tours where they’ll take you to a dark outdoor spot for admiring far-away galaxies and identifying planets and constellations.



Dive with Manta Rays

SCUBA CRUISES AND COURSES

It’s amazing how much you can communicate without speaking the same language, but scuba diving is not when you want to test that. Prime Scuba has experienced English-speaking guides and a big boat that will take you to the arches, canyons and swim-throughs that make the Yaeyama Islands a wonderland for divers. They will guide you to places where you’re likely to encounter manta rays, sea turtles, long-fin batfish and giant cuttlefish.

WHERE TO EAT IN DOWNTOWN ISHIGAKI

Tony Soba

Goat soba is the signature dish. Talk to ‘Tony’ and view photos and clippings on Ishigaki history. ¥

Uminchu izakaya Gen (海人居酒屋 源 総本店)

You can’t beat the sashimi (and grilled or steamed fish) at this fishermen’s co-op izakaya. ¥¥

Shabu-Shabu Taiyo

Hotpots feature pineapple-fed Ishigaki pork (two locations). ¥¥


Ishigaki soul
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Tsuyoshi Yamada, local guide

I’m a local guy, born and raised on Ishigaki. I travelled to over 30 countries, and realised Ishigaki is one of the most beautiful places. You see marine life in the ocean and beautiful vegetation in the mountains, all growing on coral (since this is a coral island). Life in the sea and on land are helping each other. Yaeyama people have our own culture, including holidays that go by the lunar calendar. For example, on Anagama people wearing Grandpa and Grandma masks do an entertaining Q&A session: if the audience asks, ‘How’s life in heaven?’ they might answer ‘Every day is a party and we’re having a great time.’ Then, Tsubarama is a singing contest where you make up lyrics to a set melody.



Walk Back in Time

THE CHARMING STREETS OF TAKETOMI

Just a 15-minute ferry ride from Ishigaki port, Taketomi Island (竹富島; Taketomi-jima) looks almost frozen in time. Go there to stroll through the village (near the port), looking at the red roof tiles of traditional houses, protected by coral walls punctuated by flowers, and roads covered in white sand (so you could see snakes in low light before the advent of street lights). You can bike around the island in three hours, and there are lovely beaches too, which are actually easiest to access from Ishigaki city without a car. Residents ask beachgoers to behave modestly and not walk through town in swimwear or with visible tattoos. There’s no ambulance or clinic on the island, so take care not to get heatstroke and swim carefully. Do your part to keep the island pristine by taking home your own trash.

April through June is the best (less crowded) time to go; avoid the spring Golden Week holidays and July and August when the rental shops don’t have enough bikes and there are lines for all the restaurants. Most people come for a day trip, and the real charm of Taketomi shows itself after the last ferry leaves, and a quiet calm falls over the village at dusk. Accommodation is limited, though, so book well in advance if you hope to stay over. There’s no supermarket or convenience store on Taketomi, and sometimes almost every restaurant on the island closes on the same day because of a community event. With this in mind, book dinner at your accommodation, or ask them to help you with a reservation – and bring snacks.

WHERE TO SHOP & SNACK ON ISHIGAKI

Miyara Farm (宮良農園)

Ceramics studio and outdoor cafe with local fruit smoothies and shaved ice, along the western costal road.

Usagidō

Bookstore and cafe, near Arakawa Park. Try the black sugar café au lait and browse Yaeyama field guides.

Shimaai

Downtown boutique for farm-to-fabric indigo textiles, clothing and accessories.

Sail on a Sabani

WOODEN BOATS WITH HISTORY

Taketomi is one of the few places where you can experience sailing in a sabani, traditional wooden boats for fishing and transporting goods. Because Taketomi had little farmable land, people used to travel back and forth to Iriomote to grow rice. There’s still a lookout on the island, where people used to watch for boats coming back full of grain. At first, sabani were carved out of logs like dugout canoes, but as such big trees became scarce, the construction technique changed to use sugi (Cryptomeria japonica) lumber from Miyazaki Prefecture, assembled using bamboo nails and dovetail joints. Their shallow hull allows these boats to navigate over coral reefs in as little as 40cm of water. Outriggers aren’t traditional, but these days they’re added for stability, especially when taking guests out for a tour. If you’d like to join such a tour, crossing crystalline blue waves to a sandbar, book one with Shu-kaji, founded by Taketomi native Akira Uesedo. The other guide, Hiroyasu Funakoshi, is fluent in English, and they’re both skilled sailors. Their tours are especially popular with honeymooners, and they offer a special package that includes photos.
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FURTHEST POINT SOUTH

If it’s your dream to lie on a white-sand beach with lush green plants behind you, clear aquamarine water stretching out in front of you, and no one else around, then head to Hateruma, the southernmost populated island in Japan. The ferry from Ishigaki takes around 80 minutes – perfect for a day trip – and you can rent a bike by the port. There’s not much on the island, so bring what you need for the day, and take your trash home with you so it doesn’t become a burden on residents. In July and August there are more visitors to the island, but it’s still one of the less-crowded places in the Yaeyamas at which to enjoy the beach.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT ON TAKETOMI

Cago

A taste of local life. The garden rooms feel like sleeping in a luxurious greenhouse. ¥¥¥

Yaaraa Cafe

Awamori cocktails, and handmade pizza with toppings like local tuna and herbs. ¥

Kanifu

Curry and taco rice at the biggest and most reliably open restaurant on Taketomi. ¥¥


LITTLE HORSES, BIG ROCKS, STRONG ALCOHOL

Yonaguni, Japan’s westernmost island, only 111km from Taiwan, isn’t much of a tourist destination, which is exactly why some people love it. It is, however, known for a few things.

Yonaguni Ponies

Also known as the shima uma or Ryūkyū horse, these small but strong workhorses used to haul rice and sugarcane, but were replaced by trucks and tractors. Now they’re listed as critically endangered, but preservation efforts are helping their numbers recover.

Yonaguni Monument

A destination for scuba divers, the Yonaguni Monument is an underwater rock formation so geometrically perfect that there’s debate over whether it’s a natural phenomenon or manmade.

Yonaguni Awamori

A few distilleries on Yonaguni make a style of awamori called hanazake. It was originally produced for ceremonial purposes and is 60% alcohol compared to the typical 30% to 40%.



Paddle into the Jungle

WHAT’S SUP ON IRIOMOTE

Even seasoned adventurers should hire a guide to explore the dense subtropical jungles of Iriomote Island (西表島; Iriomote-jima) and avoid getting injured or lost. Almost the entire island is a national park, listed as a Unesco World Heritage Site in 2021. The island is known for its mangroves, waterfalls and wildcats, and one of the best ways into the interior is through waterways, paddling up a river by stand-up paddleboard (SUP) or kayak. Ikkei Suzuki, owner of the tour company Iriomote St East, is a SUP guide who speaks enough English to make sure you have a good time (and has other guides who are fluent). The half-day tours will take you to less-famous spots where you can really enjoy nature. All levels are welcome, and there are usually only three or four people (never more than six).

Take the ferry for about 50 minutes from Ishigaki to meet your guide at Iriomote’s Ōhara port, where there are fewer tourists than if you had landed at Uehara. Bring water, snacks and UV protection, and wear clothes and shoes you can get wet. Near where one of the rivers flows into the sea, your guide will briefly demonstrate good paddleboarding technique, and then off you’ll go. Tours glide along the serene brackish water into one of the largest untouched mangrove swamps in Japan, with some species of mangrove only found here, all specially adapted to grow in the salty water. You’ll hear ruddy kingfishers whistling from the trees, and see fish swimming in the clear water. As you make your way upriver to where the freshwater hasn’t mingled with seawater, the vegetation changes. Suddenly, you’re in the jungle among banyans and sagaribana (Barringtonia racemosa), which only blooms for one night, then drops its pink blooms. If you’re lucky enough to time your trip just right in June, the fallen fluffy pink flowers will be floating in the river.

Where the river narrows, there’s a nice little swimming hole. Your guide will hang hammocks from tree branches about the river for break time, so you can nap and then dip in the water before paddling back. (The guide may choose a different course depending on the weather and the level of the group.) You’ll be done by lunchtime, so this can be done as a day trip.
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WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT AROUND ŌHARA PORT, IRIOMOTE

Guesthouse Shimaotoya

Hostel converted from a nursing home, with very basic rooms in a peaceful setting. ¥

Shinminka Villa

Small, stylish, modern Japanese house (find Shinminka Villas throughout Okinawa Prefecture). ¥¥¥

Kotchi

Hearty local pub food served on a covered patio. ¥


WHY I LOVE THE YAEYAMAS
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Hannah Kirshner, writer

I can go out at night for drinks with friends on Ishigaki (I become a regular at Cocosone when I’m there), then the next morning be on a ferry to go paddleboarding through mangroves on Iriomote – what a contrast! These Islands have amazing nature and a culture that’s distinct from the rest of Japan – even from the rest of Okinawa Prefecture. I really thought people were exaggerating about the beautiful colour of the sea here until I saw for myself how clear and blue it is.




Getting Around

Don’t bother renting a car in Ishigaki unless you have your heart set on a specific activity that requires one (and even then, many tours will offer to pick you up). Instead, take the express bus from the airport to Ishigaki Terminal (have ¥500 ready), the ferry port, and stay around there. The port is the hub of dining, nightlife and public transport. It’s just a 50-minute ferry ride to Iriomote and 15 minutes to Taketomi. Ferries are run by two companies, sometimes with boats departing at the same time to the same destination, so be mindful of which one your ticket is for. If you must rent a car, keep in mind that dirt roads without power lines are usually private, and always drive slowly to avoid hitting wildlife.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Japan. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Japan and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The majority of international visitors to Japan arrive by air. The main gateway, Tokyo, has two international airports: Narita (NRT), 60km east of central Tokyo in Chiba Prefecture, and Haneda (HND), 15km south of Tokyo Station. Kansai International Airport (KIX) serves Osaka and the Kansai region, while a number of smaller airports also receive direct flights from overseas.
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Visas

Citizens of 69 countries, including the US, UK, Australia, NZ, Canada, Hong Kong, Korea, Singapore and most European countries, will be issued a temporary visitor visa on arrival, typically for 90 days.




Baggage Forwarding

Baggage couriering services (takkyūbin) are popular in Japan; send your bags on ahead from airports, train stations and hotels and travel ‘hands-free’. Costs depend on size and weight of the bags.




Entry Procedures

Foreign nationals are photographed and fingerprinted on arrival; you may be asked to show proof of onward travel or sufficient means to purchase an onward ticket.




Wi-Fi

Free wi-fi is available at airports; it’s possible to get by solely using free wi-fi in Japan, but many travellers rent a pocket internet device for the duration of their visit.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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DOMESTIC AIR TRANSFERS ON ARRIVAL

When booking flights involving a domestic air transfer to a regional airport in Japan once you arrive in Tokyo, it pays to check that the domestic flight is out of the same airport at which you arrive. Some international airlines use local carriers for the domestic leg as a code share flight and if you’re not wary, you can book a flight arriving at Haneda, but with the domestic flight departing out of Narita (or vice versa). In that case you’ll need to take a shuttle between airports, taking upwards of 70 minutes and costing ¥3200.








Getting Around

Approximately 125 million people in a country smaller than the state of California! Not a problem. Japan has one of the most efficient transport networks on the planet.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental Car
From ¥7000/day

Petrol
Approx ¥160/litre

Shinkansen (Bullet Train)
Tokyo to Osaka ¥14,000

Bike Rental
Around ¥2000–3000 per day



Train

Japan’s rail network is legendary, with shinkansen (bullet trains) zipping around the country at startling speeds. Smaller train lines head all over the place, and the whole system runs like clockwork. Consider purchasing a Japan Rail (JR) Pass for virtually unlimited train travel.

Rental Wheels

For travel to mountainous or remote areas, renting some wheels is the way to go, particularly in places like Hokkaidō. Multi-language sat-nav systems make getting around easy, plus the bigger rental-car companies all have English-language websites.

CYCLING AROUND JAPAN

While a few cities such as Tokyo, Osaka and Sapporo have bike-share schemes, many tourist and resort areas have bicycles for hire, often in the vicinity of train stations. While heavy ‘shopping bikes’ are the norm, e-bikes are also becoming popular. It’s also becoming more common to see cycle tourers hitting the road around Japan. Hokkaidō is particularly good for exploring on two wheels, and the prefectural government has produced its excellent online Hokkaidō Cycling Tourism Guide.


Bus

If minimising costs is important, Japan’s long-distance bus network competes well with other forms of transport. You can also save on accommodation costs by taking an overnight bus. A comprehensive bus network links all the main and many smaller cities throughout the country.




Ferry

Japan has over 14,000 islands, and ferries link a good many of them with the ‘mainland’. Taking a long-distance ferry to Okinawa or Hokkaidō is an experience in itself, with communal tatami mat rooms, baths and restaurants. They’re a good option when the journey is as important as the destination.




Plane

With a growing number of budget domestic airlines, taking to the skies can be the most cost-effective way to go, especially over longer distances. Flying to Okinawa or Hokkaidō is easy. All the local carriers have websites in English for checking prices and booking tickets.




TIP

Travel plans can be severely disrupted June to October if a typhoon is on the way. Watch weather forecasts!
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Stop signs are inverted red triangles
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.03%








Money

Currency: Yen (¥)
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Credit Cards

Major international cards such as Visa and MasterCard are generally accepted by hotels, restaurants, rental-car companies, convenience stores and bigger operations, especially in cities and popular tourist destinations. More and more places are set up to accept contactless payments.

Cash

Cash is king. Make sure to have cash on hand, especially when visiting mountainous or remote areas or small islands. Places like temples and shrines will only accept cash. The easiest place to get it is from ATMs at convenience stores such as Family Mart, Lawson and 7-Eleven.

Money Security

Theft, robbery and pickpockets are rare in Japan; you’re more likely to lose your money by accident than to have it taken from you.

Tipping

Tipping is not a custom in Japanese culture and is not required; you’re likely to cause confusion if you try!


HOW MUCH FOR A...

subway fare
¥220

museum entrance
¥1000

taxi flagfall
¥600

public toilet
free



HOW TO… Save Some Yen

While it’s not standard practice, some bars, often in entertainment areas, have taken on the concept of ‘Happy Hour’, often in the late afternoon. Two essential words for big consumers are tabe-hōdai (eat as much as you like) and nomi-hōdai (drink as much as you like), often used together for a potential bout of gluttony, but always with a time limit, usually 90 minutes.


YEN OR EN?

While the Japanese currency is known worldwide as the yen (¥), Japanese pronounce it as en, with no ‘y’ sound. This is because the first Japanese/English dictionaries used ye for the Japanese ‘e’ sound and the word yen has been used ever since for the Japanese currency. As well as seeing the currency mark ¥, you will also see the kanji character 円 (pronounced en). So if you see the price ¥250, it’s exactly the same as the price 250円.
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LOCAL TIP

If you’re from a country that uses ‘rounding up’, those small aluminium ¥1 coins are a pain. Keep some in your wallet though....or you’ll just end up getting more!








Accommodation

Capsule Hotels

Chances are you’ve seen them in international media. A hotel of stacked ‘capsules’, with each ‘room’ the size of a futon mattress: about 2m in length, 1.2m in width and 1m in height, but with a wonderful variety of shared facilities in communal areas. They were initially developed for Japanese businessmen wanting cheap accommodation near train stations.

Business Hotels

Western-style, no-frills rooms with private bathrooms that first targeted businessmen away from home wanting more than a capsule. They’re found around train stations or road interchanges and tend to come in huge chains with hotels all over Japan. Some chains include breakfast; others have large communal baths in order to differentiate themselves. In general, they’re quite affordable.

Temple Lodgings

Some Buddhist temples, especially in pilgrim destinations, have a shukubō, offering lodging with meals. Most have basic, Japanese-style rooms, shared toilets and bathrooms, and usually offer shōjin-ryōri (vegetarian monks’ cuisine) meals. Some are more luxurious. Guests can usually attend evening and morning prayers. A number of temples at Kōya-san operate shukubō as a means of making extra income.

Love Hotels

There are an estimated 30,000 love hotels in Japan, places that usually rent out rooms short-term for a ‘rest’ (a euphemism for ‘play’). It’s all about maximising income though, and ‘rest’ income is supplemented by ‘stay’ income, from those looking for overnight accommodation. Surprisingly, you can book on the standard search engines.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a capsule hotel
¥4000

a love hotel
¥7000/room

temple lodging
¥12,000/person
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Ryokan

A ryokan is the sort of place you might imagine yourself staying in before you go to Japan – a ‘Japanese inn’, where you sleep on a futon on tatami mats and eat gorgeous meals. Ryokan come in all shapes and sizes, from luxurious onsen ryokan with huge daiyoku-jō (communal baths) and spectacular kaiseki ryōri meals, to small family-run places where you stay sudomari (without meals) and don’t break the budget.



CAMPING & MOUNTAIN HUTS

There are good camping areas all over the country, especially in beach, lake and mountain areas and resorts. Camping is extremely popular in the summer months, as is ‘auto-camping’ at campgrounds, where you pitch a tent next to your vehicle. Camping is also available high in the mountains and is usually cheaper than staying at yama-goya (mountain huts). The benefit of staying at yama-goya, though, is that they usually provide bedding and two meals, so you don’t need to carry much when hiking around in the Japanese mountains.






Family Travel

Japan is generally a great place to travel as a family, as it’s safe, clean, interesting and easy to get around. Older children are usually intrigued by the totally different surroundings, popular youth culture and mod cons, while parents tend to feel that younger children, even if they wander, are totally safe.


Accommodation

While few cheaper hotels have triple or quad rooms, consider booking a stay in a ryokan or minshuku (guesthouse) with large tatami rooms that can hold up to four or five futon laid out in a row. This can be a good-fun cultural experience for families. Hostels and guesthouses often have family rooms or four-person dorms that can be booked by a family.

Getting Around

Children between the ages of six and 12 ride for half-price on trains, while children under six ride for free. Trains have priority seating for pregnant passengers and those with small children. If you’re heading out into the countryside, consider renting a car to make child- and luggage-wrangling a lot easier. Car-rental agencies can usually provide a child seat on request.


Eating

Local families often eat out at family restaurants, which have child menus and big booths and are surprisingly reasonable, often with salad bars and help-yourself soft drinks. Consider taking small forks and spoons for kids if they’re going to struggle with chopsticks.




Infants

Shopping malls, department stores, train stations and michi-no-eki (roadside stations) tend to have facilities for nappy-changing and nursing. Breast-feeding is generally not done in public, though some mothers find a quiet corner and use a shawl.




FUN WITH KIDS

Tokyo Disneyland & Disney Sea

Children love the classic Disney attractions, plus the nearby only-in-Japan Disney Sea.

Universal Studios Japan, Osaka

Japanese version of the American cinema theme park.

Beaches

Being an island nation, there are beaches all around Japan, best enjoyed in summer; ask locally as to the best nearby beach for families.

Baseball

Watching the wild Japanese crowds supporting their team can be more enjoyable than following the game.
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FAMILY SKI TRIPS

Winter-sports resorts that see foreign visitors on skiing and snowboarding trips, such as Niseko and Furano in Hokkaidō, and Hakuba and Nozawa Onsen in Nagano Prefecture, are well set up for families. While older children may require minimal supervision, younger kids have activities and snow parks to enjoy. Many resorts offer English-speaking instructors and childcare facilities. Some families like to stay in self-contained accommodation, such as an apartment or house, so that they can have dinner and breakfast at home, rather than eating out for all meals.






Health & Safe Travel

HOSPITALS & PHARMACIES

Japan enjoys a high level of medical services, but hospitals, clinics and pharmacies may not have staff on hand who speak English. Pharmacies carry few recognisable foreign brands, though local substitutes of common medicines are likely to be available. Check to make sure your medications, both prescription and over-the-counter, are allowed in Japan. You may only be allowed to bring enough for the duration of your visit, even for some common medications.

Natural Disasters

Japan is a land of smoking volcanoes, earthquakes, tsunamis and typhoons. Check weather forecasts regularly if in Japan between June and October, as 20 to 25 typhoons come through each year, some making direct hits and causing mayhem with travel schedules. If you’ve ever seen footage of the 2011 tsunami that devastated the Tōhoku region’s Pacific coastline, you’ll never forget it.

Insurance

Japanese clinics and hospitals only accept Japan-issued health insurance, so if you need treatment, you’ll have to pay up front, collect receipts and apply for reimbursement from your insurance company. Paid in full, the cost of medical treatment in Japan is low compared to countries like the US, even for emergency care.

Dangerous Animals

If you’re heading out into the wilds, be aware that there are higuma (Ussuri brown bears) in Hokkaidō and Asian black bears on Honshū. In terms of venomous snakes, the mamushi (pit viper) is found all over Japan, while the habu (yellow-spotted pit viper) is on Okinawan islands. Hikers should keep away if suzumebachi (murder hornets) are reported in certain areas.


TAP WATER

Fine to drink anywhere in Japan.

WARNING APP

Download the JNTO ‘Safety Tips’ app (Android & iOS) for earthquake, tsunami and various weather-related warnings.



BEACH SAFETY SIGNAL FLAGS
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Emergency Evacuation Evacuate from the water in the case of emergencies such as tsunamis.
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Swimming Area Swim in the safe zone between the two flags.
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No Swimming Current conditions make it too dangerous to swim.
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Caution Waves and currents are higher and stronger than usual; stay where you can stand.
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Safe to Swim Conditions are safe to swim and enjoy the sea.


EXTREME HEAT

The Japanese summer gets extremely hot and humid, and the months of June to August are not the best times to visit, except to the cooler, higher altitudes of mountainous regions, and higher latitudes such as Hokkaidō. Hydrate regularly in summer and be aware of heat exhaustion from temperatures potentially in the mid- to high 30°Cs.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


Etiquette

Chopsticks Don’t stick your chopsticks upright in a bowl of rice or pass food from one pair of chopsticks to another.

Filling your own glass (alcohol) Considered bad form in Japan; instead, fill everyone else’s and someone will fill yours.

Slurping It’s perfectly OK, even expected, to slurp your noodles; observe the locals around you and learn to slurp.



Restaurant Words to Know

Irasshai! Boomed out by restaurant staff when a customer enters, meaning ‘Welcome!’

Nan-mei sama? How many people? (asked by the server)

Osusume wa nan desu ka? What do you recommend?

Omakase de onegai shimasu I’ll leave it up to you (one for adventurous eaters)

Kampai! Cheers!

Itadakimasu What the customer says before digging in

Okaikei kudasai Can I have the bill please?

Gochisō-sama deshita Thank you for the meal (said as you’re leaving)
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MENU DECODER

Soba Thin, brown buckwheat noodles; served hot in a soup, or cold

Udon Thicker white wheat noodles; served hot in a soup, or cold

Ramen Chinese-style wheat noodles; usually served in a hot broth

-don Served over a bowl of rice; eg oyako-don (chicken and egg over rice)

-katsu Meat covered in breadcrumbs, then fried; eg tonkatsu (fried pork cutlet)

-age Deep fried; eg karaage (deep-fried chicken)

-yaki Grilled or stir-fried; eg yakitori (grilled chicken skewers) or yaki-soba (stir-fried noodles)

-karē Japanese-style curry; eg karē-raisu (curry on rice) or katsu-karē (pork cutlet on rice with curry)

-tempura Lightly battered and deep fried; eg ten-don (tempura on a bowl of rice)

-teishoku Set meal including rice, pickles and miso soup; eg tonkatsu teishoku (fried pork cutlet set meal)

-sarada Salad; eg yasai-sarada (vegetable salad)



HOW TO… Pick a Restaurant

If you have minimal or no Japanese language ability, you’ll need to pick a place that has an English menu, a picture menu, or plastic models of the dishes on offer displayed outside or in the window. In the ‘plastic models’ case, remember that in the worst-case scenario, if you can’t make yourself understood, you can always drag the server outside and point at what you want.

If there’s nothing outside that looks inviting to non-Japanese speakers, in all probability it’s not going to be easy once you get inside. While restaurants want to increase sales, customer satisfaction and profits, they also want to reduce time-consuming hassles, and if they’re not set up to handle them, non-Japanese speaking customers can be viewed as a potential problem, especially out in the countryside where there are fewer English speakers. It’s not a minefield, but a bit of empathy is required from both sides.

Tabelog is the best online English-language resource for helping to pick a restaurant.



HOW MUCH FOR...

a bowl of ramen
¥800–1000

soft-serve ice cream
¥400–500

onigiri (rice-ball snack)
¥150

gourmet meal
the sky’s the limit!

okonomiyaki
¥1000

teishoku (set menu) meal
¥1200

draught beer
¥500–600

coffee
¥400–500



HOW TO… Order

Japan is gearing up for tourism boom times, and restaurants intent on attracting foreign customers want to make things as easy as possible for themselves.

A new trend is for customers, once seated, to order from a tablet at the table, often with both English translations and pictures, with no interaction with a server. Pick what looks good and order by clicking. Remember that what you see is what you get. It’s next to impossible in Japan to question your server about ingredients and ask for changes to what is in the dish.

At some cheaper places like noodle shops, you may be met with a vending machine just inside the door. You’ll need to make your choice, insert your money, take your ticket, hand it to the server, then wait at your seat until your meal is ready. This is fairly foolproof, but don’t create a huge line at the door by taking forever to choose your meal.

Kaiten-zushi (conveyor-belt sushi) is the ultimate in easy eats for foreigners. Grab what looks good as it goes past and eat it.

And, of course, at the other end of the scale, you may be at a classy restaurant at your international hotel, where the server speaks fluent English and you have no issues at all ordering what you want. It all comes down to how adventurous you want to be!
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Fast Fact

Kagawa Prefecture on Shikoku is so into udon noodles that the local speciality is known as sanuki-udon (Sanuki is the old name for Kagawa) and the prefecture’s nickname is udon-ken (udon prefecture).




ADVENTUROUS EATING & DRINKING

Japan is absolutely obsessed with eating. Local food and drink is likely to be a highlight of any trip, especially if you are an adventurous eater. While it’s feasible to visit Japan for a couple of weeks, eat at hotel restaurants and never leave your comfort zone, that would be a shame as there are some exciting new flavours (and textures!) to try out there.

First up, make the effort to go to a supermarket and see what the locals are eating. This could be in the basement of a department store in the city, or a local place out in the suburbs. It’s likely to be an eye-opener, as there may be some items that you don’t even recognise as food.

Morning fish markets are the places to try sushi or kaisen-don (seafood on rice) for breakfast. Cheap treats include tako-yaki (octopus balls), dango (dumplings on a skewer) or onsen-tamago (eggs cooked in onsen water). Dare to try nattō, partially fermented soybeans that are the litmus test by which Japanese judge a foreigner’s sense of culinary adventure.

While you could play it safe and stick with beer, drinking options extend to sake (known by the Japanese as nihonshū), made from rice and served chilled, at room temperature or warmed, depending on the season and personal preference. Try shōchū, a distilled alcohol, often made from potatoes, and awamori, the pride of Okinawa. Don’t forget that the Japanese make award-winning whisky.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Eat & Drink Local

Visit markets to support local farmers and fishers and try the meibutsu, the local speciality; try the freshest seafood for breakfast in Hakodate and delve into local sake when in Niigata.

Low-Impact Walking

Japan is a mountainous land and a hikers’ paradise. The ultimate low-impact walk is to follow in the footsteps of 1200 years of pilgrims and complete the 88 Sacred Temples of Shikoku pilgrimage.

Adventures Outdoors

Japan is embracing a range of environmentally friendly activities in the outdoors; go rafting at Minakami, snorkelling in the Zamami islands or diving in Okinawa’s Yaeyama Islands.

Off the Beaten Track

There’s a beaten track in Japan, especially for first-time visitors. Make the effort to get off it and spread the love. Tokyo, Kyoto and Hiroshima can get very crowded with tourists.
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Consider exploring Japan by pedal power, be that for a day, such as riding around Lake Tōya, or on an extended trip. Check out the Hokkaidō Cycling Tourism Guide online.




Get a view of local culture by attending a festival during your visit, such as combining your ski trip to Niseko with going to the Sapporo Snow Festival in February.



STAY AT A TEMPLE

Gain some insight into Japanese beliefs by staying at a Buddhist temple at Kōya-san in Wakayama Prefecture, south of Osaka, eating shōjin-ryōri (vegetarian monks’ cuisine) and attending prayer sessions.


RESPECT THE RULES

Rules are not made to be broken in Japan. Visitors breaking them, such as walking across a pedestrian crossing when the walk light is red, will be frowned upon by all Japanese.

Explore Preserved Villages

Visit marvellously preserved villages throughout Japan to learn about the country’s unique history. Consider walking part of the Nakasendō trail between the old post towns of Tsumago and Magome.

Support Local Arts

The aesthetic expression of the Japanese through unique arts and crafts is renowned worldwide. Meet local artisans and support them by purchasing quality souvenirs while travelling in Japan.
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Learn about the Ainu

If visiting Hokkaidō, learn about the Ainu, who were finally legally recognised as an indigenous people of Japan in 2019. Visit Upopoy: National Ainu Museum & Park in Shiraoi.


Be a Good Visitor

Try to learn some Japanese words and phrases and observe Japanese cultural norms.




Lack of Rubbish Bins

Cart your rubbish around with you until you find an appropriate place to recycle or bin it.




24 billion

It’s said that Japan uses around 24 billion pairs of waribashi (disposable chopsticks) each year! That’s around 185 pairs per person. Take and use your own reusable chopsticks.




RESOURCES

japan.travel Explore deeper: sustainable travel experiences in Japan.
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theinvisibletourist.com Dos and don’ts in Japan: critical etiquette.

[image: jpg]

web-japan.org Gateway for anything about Japan.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

While 9% of Japanese identify themselves as a member of the LGBTIQ+ community (according to a 2020 national survey), in 2023 only one out of the 713 members of the Japanese legislature was openly gay. Japan may be governed by conservative, elderly, male lawmakers, but they’re out of touch with the general population and unlikely to have much of an impact on your visit.


Ni-chōme

Tokyo has the largest gay and lesbian scene in Japan, centred on the neighbourhood Shinjuku-nichōme (Ni-chōme for short). It’s said to house the world’s highest concentration of gay bars. Other parts of Tokyo, including Ueno, Asakusa and Shimbashi, have smaller gay-friendly areas. In Osaka, things are centred on Dōyama-chō. Although there have been growing signs of acceptance outside these safe spaces, many LGBTIQ+ people in Japan remain fearful of the potential social and economic ramifications of living publicly out.
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NO LEGAL RESTRICTIONS

Travellers are unlikely to encounter problems in Japan. There are no legal restraints against same-sex sexual activities, apart from the age restriction, set at 16 years of age in 2023. There are no explicit religious prohibitions against homosexuality in the traditional religions of Shintō and Buddhism.




Tokyo Pride

While the capital’s first Pride parade was organised in 1994, the 2023 event was held over a weekend in late April with over 200,000 people attending under the theme ‘Press on till Japan changes’. The Pride parade featured over 10,000 participants, mostly Japanese with faces unmasked, seen as a significant sign that LGBTIQ+ rights are no longer seen as an abstract concept in Japan.



TOURS & RESOURCES

Out Adventures runs guided group tours to Japan for gay men, friends and family, while Out Asia Travel puts together customised itineraries for visits to Japan. Check out the Japan National Tourism Organisation’s blog: LGBT Friendly Japan.
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No same-sex marriage

Ruled almost continuously by the conservative Liberal Democrat Party (LDP) since 1955, Japan is the only G7 country without legal protection for same-sex unions, despite opinion polls showing that about 70% of the Japanese public support same-sex marriage. There’s a growing gulf between the LDP, where only 11% of lawmakers favour legalising same-sex marriage, and public opinion on gender-related issues.


Public Displays of Affection

The Japanese, regardless of their sexual orientation, do not typically engage in displays of affection in public. While you may see hand-holding, you’re unlikely to see kissing or hugging by Japanese couples in public.








Accessible Travel

Japan has made huge accessible-travel improvements over the past few decades. As a people, the Japanese are very good at anticipating other people’s needs and the service industry is justifiably renowned for its excellence. Japan is more accessible than ever before, but there are still issues to consider.


Transport

Train and subway networks are very accessible, with elevators to platforms and portable ramps for carriage access; city buses in large urban areas are wheelchair accessible. Book accessible taxis well in advance.


Airport

Accessible Japan has detailed information on Japan’s major international airports. In general, all have electric-cart pick-ups, guided assistance to/from flights, wheelchairs available, accessible toilets and disability parking.




Accommodation

While many accommodation places have accessible rooms, you’re likely to only find information about them on their Japanese-language website. Check for Accessible Hotels throughout Japan on the Accessible Japan website.



EATING

If you can’t use chopsticks, bring your own utensils as many places will not have any available. Smaller restaurants are unlikely to have room for a wheelchair, but there will be few issues finding good eating options.

Toilet Facilities

Multi-purpose toilets with grab bars, accessible sinks and emergency buttons are available in most train and subway stations, tourist attractions, public buildings, department stores, larger supermarkets and in some parks.

Attractions

Major sights are often accessible, even if not obviously so; shrines and temples often have back entrances with ramps. You may find steep slopes and long gravel paths to negotiate, which may be difficult in a wheelchair.


RESOURCES

Accessibility is called bariafuri (barrier free; バリアフリー) in Japan and most people will go out of their way to be helpful.

Accessible Japan (accessible-japan.com; QR code below) is the best resource, with detailed information and lists of accessible hotels, attractions and tours throughout Japan. TabiFolk is its online community dedicated to making travel accessible to everyone, where you can ask questions, share information and find the answers you’re after.
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Wheelchairs

If you’re deciding on whether to take a motorised or a manual wheelchair, consider taking the smaller, more compact one, as it’s more likely to fit into smaller restaurants, shops and attractions.








Climate

Japan stretches from latitude 25°N in southern Okinawa to over 45°N in northern Hokkaidō – about the same as Miami to Montreal. As a northern hemisphere country, its seasons are the same as Europe and North America; it’s colder in the north, warmer in the south.


Summer Heat

Summer can be unbearably hot, especially in the larger cities such as Tokyo and Osaka, where asphalt roads accentuate the heat. Temperatures in the mid- to high 30°Cs are becoming more and more common in summer, especially from late July to early September. While it’s the summer holidays, it’s also the season of heat exhaustion, and heat warnings on weather forecasts are becoming the norm. Make sure to hydrate regularly.

Rainy Season

While most Japanese will proudly tell you that Japan is a country of four seasons (shiki), they tend to omit mentioning a fifth, tsuyu, the rainy season. Tsuyu is not a great time to be in Japan, with hot, muggy, humid days and plenty of rain. While tsuyu sweeps up the country from south to north, affecting southern parts first, it’s generally thought of as mid-June to mid-July and everyone rejoices once it’s over and summer arrives.

Snow

More snow falls on the Sea of Japan side of the central mountains of Honshū than on the Pacific side, and there’s more snow the further north you go. While Niseko, on Hokkaidō, famously receives over 15m of snow each winter, snow also falls on the higher peaks of Shikoku and Kyūshū. Ski seasons are longer on Hokkaidō, lasting from December to April. Most years, snow will restrict access to the high peaks of the Japan Alps until early July.


THE CHANGING CLIMATE

It used to be said tsuyu, the rainy season, didn’t afflict Hokkaidō and nor did typhoons. But typhoons have become more frequent and more severe, even in the north. The Sea of Japan coast was always known for its heavy, deep snowfall in winter, but nowadays there’s much less snow. And Okinawa’s colourful coral reefs have fallen foul of coral bleaching due to warmer tropical waters. Like the rest of the world, Japan is feeling the effects of climate change.



TYPHOONS

Each year, between June and October, around 20 to 25 typhoons approach Japan from the tropics to the southeast. In general, Okinawa, Kyūshū and Shikoku are in the firing line. Few typhoons reach as far north as Hokkaidō. Typhoons can cause mayhem to travel plans, with aircraft, ferry and train schedules sometimes severely disrupted. If a typhoon is on the way, you’ll likely know about it, as all of Japan will be monitoring its progress.

ALLERGY SEASON

Those gorgeous cherry blossoms that Japan is renowned for are not the only arrival in spring. Due to reforestation policies post-WWII, much of Japan is covered in sugi (cedar) and hinoki (Japanese cypress), both producing large amounts of pollen that affects some 40% of Japanese with hay fever–type allergies. Come prepared if you anticipate having issues.
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Nuts & Bolts

Convenience Stores

Konbini are found everywhere and are truly convenient; some are proud to say that they are open 24/7/365!

Toilets

While most toilets in modern buildings and homes are sit-down Western-style, you may still come across Japanese-style squat toilets in older public facilities.

Women-Only Carriages

During the crush of rush hour, trains in the big cities have women-only carriages; there’s usually signage in pink, in Japanese and English, indicating which cars.

Newspapers

The Japan Times (japantimes.co.jp), sold at convenience stores, train-station kiosks and select hotels, is Japan’s long-running independent English-language daily. Also see Asia & Japan Watch (asahi.com/ajw), the online, English-language portal for Japan’s just left-of-centre newspaper, the Asahi Shimbun, for news and commentary.


Weights & Measures

Japan uses the metric system.

Smoking

Not allowed outside designated areas; can be strictly enforced.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT +9

Country Code
81

Police Number
110

Population
125 million



Electricity 100V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Ganjitsu (New Year’s Day) 1 January

Seijin-no-hi (Coming-of-Age Day) 2nd Monday in January

Kenkoku Kinembi (National Foundation Day) 11 February

Tennō Tanjōbi (Emperor’s Birthday) 23 February

Shunbun-no-hi (Spring Equinox Day) 20 or 21 March

Shōwa-no-hi (Shōwa Day) 29 April

Kempō Kinembi (Constitution Day) 3 May

Midori-no-hi (Green Day) 4 May

Kodomo-no-hi (Children’s Day) 5 May

Umi-no-hi (Marine Day) 3rd Monday in July

Yama-no-hi (Mountain Day) 11 August

Keirō-no-hi (Respect for the Aged Day) 3rd Monday in September

Shūbun-no-hi (Autumn Equinox Day) 22 or 23 September

Taiku-no-hi (Sports Day) 2nd Monday in October

Bunka-no-hi (Culture Day) 3 November

Kinrō Kansha-no-hi (Labour Thanksgiving Day) 23 November






Language

You can have a fantastic time in Japan’s major cities without speaking Japanese, but even just a few phrases will help you make friends, attract smiles and advice from locals, and ensure you have a rich and rewarding travel experience.


Basics



	Hello
	こんにちは
kon·ni·chi·wa



	Goodbye
	さようなら
sa·yō·na·ra



	Yes
	はい
hai



	No
	いいえ
ī·e



	Please
	ください



	(when asking)
	ku·da·sai



	Please
	どうぞ



	(when offering)
	dō·zo



	Thank you
	ありがとう
a·ri·ga·tō



	Excuse me
	すみません



	(to get attention)
	su·mi·ma·sen



	Sorry
	ごめんなさい
go·men·na·sai



	What’s your name?
	お名前は何ですか?
o·na·ma·e wa nan desu ka



	My name is …
	私の名前は … です
wa·ta·shi no na·ma·e wa … desu



	How are you?
	お元気ですか?
o·gen·ki desu ka



	Fine. And you?
	はい、元気です。 あなたは?
hai, gen·ki desu a·na·ta wa



	Do you speak English?
	英語が話せますか?
eigo ga ha·na·se·masu ka



	I don’t understand.
	わかりません
wa·ka·ri·ma·sen



	Does anyone speak English?
	どなたか英語を 話せますか?
do·na·ta ka eigo o ha·na·se·masu ka




Directions



	Where’s the ... ?
	…はどこですか?
… wa do·ko desu ka



	What’s the address?
	住所は何ですか?
jū·sho wa nan desu ka



	Could you please write it down?
	書いてくれませんか?
kai·te ku·re·ma·sen ka



	Can you show me (on the map)?
	(地図で)教えて くれませんか?
(chi·zu de) o·shi·e·te ku·re·ma·sen ka




Signs



	Entrance
	入口



	Exit
	出口



	Open
	営業中/開館



	Closed
	閉店/閉館



	Information
	インフォメーション



	Danger
	危険



	Toilets
	トイレ



	Women
	女



	Men
	男




Emergencies



	Help!
	たすけて!
tasukete



	Go away!
	離れろ!
ha·na·re·ro



	Call the police!
	警察を呼んで!
kē·sa·tsu o yon·de



	Call a doctor!
	医者を呼んで!
i·sha o yon·de



	I’m ill.
	私は病気です
wa·ta·shi wa byō·ki desu





NUMBERS

1

一 i·chi

2

二 ni

3

三 san

4

四 shi/yon

5

五 go

6

六 ro·ku

7

七 shi·chi/na·na

8

八 ha·chi

9

九 ku/kyū

10

十 jū





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

There are several – you may recognise futon, karaoke, tsunami, bentō box and manga, to name a few.



PRONUNCIATION TIPS

Japanese pronunciation is not considered difficult for English speakers. Unlike some other Asian languages, it has no tones and most of its sounds are also found in English.

Vowels

Vowels in Japanese can be either short or long. The long ones should be held twice as long as the short ones and are represented with a macron (horizontal line) on top of them.

Consonants

Most consonant sounds are pretty close to their English counterparts. Pronounce the double consonants with a slight pause between them, as this can change the meaning.


10 Phrases to Sound Like a Local

All good? – Daijōbu?

Really? – Maji?

Awesome! – Sugoi!

Uncool! – Dasai!

Cute! – Kawaii!

Ridiculous! – Yabai!

Annoying – Uzai

The worst! – Saitei!

Sneaky! – Zurui!

That’s funny! – Ukeru!

3 Phrases to Learn Before You Go

What’s the local speciality? ji·mo·to·ryō·ri wa na·ni ga a·ri·masu ka

Throughout Japan most areas have a speciality dish and locals usually love to talk about food.

Can you recommend any local tourist attractions?

ji·mo·to no kan·kō su·pot·to o o su·su·me shi·masu ka

Locals will be happy to recommend places for you to visit, and often will go out of their way to tell you the best way to get there and how to enjoy it to the fullest.

How do I get to...?

...e wa dō i·ke·ba ī desu ka

Finding a place can be difficult in Japan. Addresses usually give an area, not a street; practise asking directions.



WHO SPEAKS JAPANESE?

Japanese is spoken by more than 125 million people. While it bears some resemblance to Altaic languages such as Mongolian and Turkish, and has grammatical similarities to Korean, its origins are unclear.

[image: jpg]








THE JAPAN

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Japanese life.




A History of Japan in 15 Places

For centuries, Japan shut itself off from the world. Nevertheless, its history is also one of international connections and exchange.

Simon Richmond

Meet the Japanese

Do expect a friendly welcome, but don’t be surprised when the Japanese don’t match the Western stereotypes.

Rob Goss

Unshakeable: How Japan Deals with Disaster

With the next big one only a tremor away, it’s no surprise that disaster is deeply ingrained in the Japanese psyche.

Thomas O’Malley

Land of the Setting Sun

With deaths far outstripping births, Japan is quietly disappearing. What can be done to defuse the demographic time bomb?

Thomas O’Malley

The Art of Revival

How a decades-long arts and culture project on Naoshima is providing one model for tackling rural depopulation.

Simon Richmond

The Joy of Japanese Ceramics

With a rich history and timeless forms, Japanese pottery is a highlight of any trip to Japan.

Ray Bartlett

Konbini: A One-Stop Surrogate Parent

Reassuring with all-night halos of fluorescent light, convenience stores are ever-awake parents, nurturing solo-living students, the elderly and disaster victims.

Phillip Tang
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A HISTORY OF JAPAN IN
15 PLACES

For centuries, Japan shut itself off from the world. When it was forced to open its borders in the mid-19th century, it became an object of global fascination. Nevertheless, its history is also one of international connections and exchange, with cultural influences first being imported millennia ago from mainland Asia. By Simon Richmond


THE CREATION MYTHS of Japan have Jimmu, the great-great-grandson of supreme Shintō deity sun goddess Amaterasu, becoming the first emperor in 660 BCE. Japan’s current emperor, the 126th, is believed to be Jimmu’s direct descendant. It’s a charming fiction, of course, but a telling one in that it establishes the nation’s roots in legendary antiquity, rather than in the messy reality of an archipelago populated by neolithic people who most likely sailed here from what is now China and Korea. Gradually, many separate kingdoms and tribes became unified under an imperial dynasty that can be properly traced to 8th century CE Nara.

Since those feudal times, Japan has recorded 10 major historical epochs – from the Heian courts of medieval Kyoto to the modern-day era of Reiwa (meaning ‘beautiful harmony’), which began when Naruhito ascended to the Chrysanthemum throne on the abdication of his father Akihito in 2019. In the 16th century a decades-long civil war was followed by over 250 years of military government rule, known as the Edo period, when the Tokugawa shoguns called the shots. Edo (modern-day Tokyo) became the largest city in the world and Japan’s unique culture became even more refined. The Japan you encounter today is the legacy of all of this and more.

1. Sannai-Maruyama

NEOLITHIC CULTURE

The earliest culture associated with Japan is that of the neolithic Jōmon who, from about 10,000 BCE, inhabited coastal areas, particularly in eastern Japan. Historians associate them with a distinct style of hand-formed pottery imprinted with twisted cords (Jōmon means ‘cord markings’). They lived a quasi-nomadic, hunter-gatherer life. In 1992, during surveys for a planned baseball stadium, the ruins of a 40-hectare Jōmon settlement were discovered southwest of Aomori. It was inhabited roughly between 3900 and 2200 BCE, and the site includes a 32m longhouse. It is one of 17 Jōmon archaeological sites across Tōhoku and Hokkaidō that were added to Japan’s list of World Heritage Sites in 2021.

2. Ise-jingū

MOST SACRED SHRINE

The core concept of Shintō, Japan’s oldest religion, is that deities, known as kami, preside over all things in nature. The kami live at shrines where people go to worship them. The supreme kami is Amaterasu and her shrine is Ise-jingū. The mythical sun goddess has been worshipped on this spot for around 2000 years, and according to legend, the shrine houses a sacred mirror that belonged to her. Custom dictates that every 20 years exact replicas of the inner and outer sanctums of the shrine, as well as the wooden Ujibashi Bridge, which is said to separate the sacred realm from the daily world, are rebuilt.


3. Tōdai-ji

JAPAN’S FIRST PERMANENT CAPITAL

By the 6th century CE, Buddhism had been introduced into Japan from Korea and embraced by the Yamato imperial court. In 710 a permanent capital named Heijō-kyō (Citadel of Peace) was established, which today is known as Nara. Although this capital lasted little more than 70 years, this was an age when a distinct Japanese culture began to take shape and grand monuments to Buddhism were constructed. These included the giant bronze Buddha in Tōdai-ji, which was unveiled in 752. The Daibutsu-den (Hall of the Great Buddha) that was built to house the 16m tall statue was, until 1998, the world’s largest wooden building.
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4. Heian-jingū

HEIAN PALACE BUILDING REPLICAS

In 794 Emperor Kammu established the new capital of Heian-kyō, present-day Kyoto. This would be Japan’s capital pretty much without interruption for over 1000 years. Built according to Chinese principles of geomancy, at Heian-kyō’s heart was the imperial palace and administrative centre Heian-kyū. In 1227 the palace burned down and was never rebuilt, but you can get some idea of what parts of it might have looked like from 1895-vintage Heian-jingū. The shrine buildings are replicas at two-thirds scale of the Imperial Court Palace of the Heian period. Two emperors of that period are enshrined here.

5. Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū

KAMAKURA SHOGUNS’ SHRINE

Between 1180 and 1185, the powerful Minamoto (Genji) and Taira (Heike) clans battled it out for supremacy in the Genpei War. The victor, Minamoto Yoritomo, became Japan’s first shogun (military dictator). He and his descendants ruled Japan for the next 150 years from Kamakura, while emasculated emperors held court in Kyoto. Yoritomo moved and enlarged an existing shrine in Kamakura to create Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū, dedicated to Hachiman, the Shintō god of war. The shrine is where Shizuka Gozen, the pregnant mistress of the samurai Minamoto no Yoshitsune, was forced to dance for Yoritomo – the shogun was hoping that she might reveal the whereabouts of his despised half-brother.

6. Shuri-jō

CASTLE OF THE RYŪKYŪ KINGDOM

In the 15th century, the Okinawan islands were united as the Ryūkyū kingdom, governed from Shuri-jō in present-day Naha. This was the golden era of Ryūkyū culture, when trade with China, Japan and other Southeast Asian nations flourished. Samurai forces from Satsuma (present-day Kagoshima) barged their way into this Ryūkyū castle in 1609, as part of their campaign to make the kingdom a vassal state. Commodore Perry also turned up in 1850 but was denied an audience with the king. On 31 October 2019 a catastrophic fire destroyed much of the castle, the fifth such conflagration in its long history. Reconstruction is underway, with a planned completion of 2026.


7. Osaka-jō

GIANT GRANITE FORTRESS

From 1467 to 1568, Japan was in a near constant state of civil war as powerful daimyō (regional lords under the shoguns) fought for control of the country. After unifying Japan in the late 16th century, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, a general for the assassinated warlord Oda Nobunaga, built this power base in Osaka. The giant granite fortress, completed in 1597 a year before Toyotomi died, was believed to be impregnable. However, in 1614 the castle was destroyed by the armies of Tokugawa Ieyasu, the founder of the Tokugawa shogunate. Ieyasu had the castle rebuilt in the 1620s, and its walls, made from interlocked granite boulders without mortar, still stand today.

8. Tokyo Imperial Palace

A NEW CAPITAL IN EDO

Tokugawa Ieyasu located his government not in Kyoto, but within his stronghold of eastern Japan, choosing a small castle town called Edo (present-day Tokyo) for his capital. The city gave its name to the Edo period (1603–1868) of successive rule by Tokugawa shoguns. The original Edo castle was built in 1457 by the samurai lord Ōta Dōkan, and in its heyday it was the largest fortress in the world. After the Meiji Restoration, the castle was dismantled and transformed into Tokyo Imperial Palace. Some of the moats and stone walls of the old fortress remain, including the base of the donjon (main keep) in the Imperial Palace East Garden.

9. Tōshō-gū

GRAND MAUSOLEUM FOR TOKUGAWAS

Nikkō, a holy place of pilgrimage for over 1000 years, was transformed after the death of Tokugawa Ieyasu in 1616. The shogun had requested a shrine be built in the mountain town in his honour, a wish that was fulfilled by his son and heir Hidetada. Ieyasu’s grandson Iemitsu ordered the shrine to be remade it into the dazzling complex that it is today. Cannily, he foisted the enormous bill on the regional daimyō as a way of draining their coffers and keeping their power in check. A decade-long restoration of Tōshō-gū was completed in 2019.

10. Dejima

DUTCH TRADING POST IN NAGASAKI

For over 200 years, an artificial island in Nagasaki harbour was the only permitted point of contact between Japan and the outside world. After Dejima’s construction in 1634, the 120m x 75m island first served as a trading post for the Portuguese, before they were expelled in 1639. It subsequently became the base for trade with the Dutch East India Company. For an insight into what life was like here, read David Mitchell’s novel The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet. At the end of the 19th century, Dejima was connected back to the city; the long-term restoration plan for the heritage site is to make it an island again.
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11. Motomachi, Hakodate

JAPAN OPENS ITS BORDERS

In 1853 Commodore Matthew Perry of the US Navy arrived off the coast with his fleet of four warships, demanding that Japan open its doors to trade. The Tokugawa shogunate’s power was waning, and a year later Japan gave way, allowing the ports of Shimoda and Hakodate to open to the Americans. The Foreigners’ Cemetery in Hakodate’s Motomachi district contains the graves of two mariners from Perry’s fleet. Among the heritage buildings in Motomachi are the Russian Orthodox Church (dating from 1916, the original 1860 one having burned down in a fire in 1907), the Old British Consulate and the Chinese Memorial Hall.

12. Tokyo Station

THE INDUSTRIAL AGE

The Meiji Restoration ushered in far-reaching changes in Japan. The class system was scrapped, foreign ideas and technology welcomed and there was a boom in the population of the cities. Japan’s new leaders were keen to modernise the country as quickly as possible so major industrial and infrastructure projects were undertaken, including the building of railways. The nation’s first train line between Shimbashi in Tokyo and Yokohama opened in 1872. By the time of the 1914 construction of Tokyo Station (an elegant brick building designed by Kingo Tatsuno, a pioneer of modern Japanese architecture), the country had an extensive rail network.

13. Atomic Bomb Dome

SHOCKING CLIMAX OF WWII

Japan’s desire to catch up with the West in the early 20th century led it down a dangerous and ruinous road of imperialism and militarism. Its attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 brought the USA into WWII, leading to the fateful day the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima in 1945. The city was chosen as a target because it was the headquarters of the Japanese Second General Army. The bomb exploded close to the Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall, a building with a distinctive domed roof. Everyone inside it was killed instantly, but because the explosion was almost directly overhead, the earthquake-proof building retained its shape.

14. Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building

POSTWAR RECOVERY

In 1949 a young Kenzō Tange won an international competition to design the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and Museum. As his career took off, so did the Japanese economy. Tange was called on again in 1964 for the Tokyo Olympics when he designed the Yoyogi National Stadium. In 1987 he won the Pritzker Architecture Prize, the most prestigious award for the profession. One of his biggest projects, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, opened in 1991, just as Japan’s economic bubble was about to burst. The design of the 48-storey twin-towered building (which is the tallest city hall in the world) marries an integrated circuit with a Gothic cathedral.

15. Ghibli Park

LIVING NATIONAL TREASURE

Japan might not be the economic powerhouse it once was, but in the 21st century its pop-cultural output – including anime, manga, computer games and fashion – has a commanding global reach. A contemporary national treasure is Hayao Miyazaki, the Oscar-wining director of animated classics for Studio Ghibli. The release of How Do You Live?, billed as Miyazaki’s final movie, was one of the most anticipated cultural events of 2023. The previous year saw the opening of Ghibli Park near Nagoya, a chance for fans to immerse themselves in the creative worlds of movies such as My Neighbour Totoro and Spirited Away.





MEET THE
JAPANESE

Do expect a friendly welcome, but don’t be surprised when the Japanese don’t match the Western stereotypes. ROB GOSS introduces the people of his adopted home.
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JAPAN CAN FEEL like a different world. In some senses, it is. In others, commonalities are hiding in plain sight. Having lived here for just over two decades, I can say that spending time in Japan can bust a few stereotypes. Yes, there’s a tendency to be reserved and polite in public, and there’s a strong cultural emphasis on harmony, avoiding confrontation and being guarded with your opinions. But head to festivals like the Awa-Odori or Nebuta or drop by any local izakaya for a few drinks, and you’ll soon see that the Japanese like to dance, laugh, love, drink and put the world to rights like anybody else.

The Japanese have stereotypes for each other too – depending on which part of Japan you’re from, Kyotoites could be refined or snobbish, Osakans outgoing or loud, and Tokyoites busy and standoffish. I think you can drop the negatives from that list. One of my favourite Japanese traits is how so many will associate a place first and foremost with food. Tell a friend you’re going to Osaka, and they’ll probably say something about tako-yaki or okonomiyaki. Sapporo will be miso ramen or jingisukan. If, like me, you say you’re from the UK, then the Japanese will likely mention fish and chips, but be too polite to say what they really think of British food.

Given the number of temples and shrines you’ll see in Japan, you could wonder if the Japanese are devoutly religious. Buddhism and Shintoism are both integral parts of Japanese culture, with Shintō rites at birth and Buddhist funerals, but for most Japanese, religious activities are a form of tradition rather than an expression of faith. As for weddings, traditionally they’d be Shintō, like the ceremonies you might see visiting the Mejii Shrine in Tokyo, but a white wedding is more common these days, possibly with an English teacher moonlighting as the wedding celebrant.

Who & How Many

Japan has a population of 125 million, of which a fraction under 98% is of Japanese descent. The relatively small non-Japanese population is predominantly from Asia, with Chinese, Vietnamese and Korean the three largest groups.

You’ll also notice that Japan has a lot of older citizens. With 29% of the population aged over 65, Japan has the world’s second-highest proportion of seniors (after Monaco). Along the with the ‘super ageing’ society, the birthrate is declining too, leading to estimates that by 2070 the population will have shrunk by 30%.

Those changing demographics can be most stark when travelling in rural Japan, where abandoned houses and untended paddies are an increasingly common sight as youths move to the cities and leave behind ageing towns. Then again, lots of things are different in the countryside. Not least that life moves more slowly, traditionally, and more in tune with the seasons. Things are calmer and more welcoming too – even if the language barriers can feel higher outside the big cities. But wherever you travel in Japan, with time and patience, no barrier is too high to get over.
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ALMOST TURNING JAPANESE

I came to Japan to teach English for a year, but I’ve now spent half of my life here. You can blame Cupid for that and the Japanese-English family that has followed. I still have my UK passport and suffer the misery of supporting English sports teams, but as with many long-timers Japan has gradually rubbed off on me. Linguistically, I notice it when the occasional Japanese word slips into my English – a genki here or an aho there. Then there are the reactive sounds that pop out uncontrollably – the un to show you are listening, the heee! of pleasant surprise and the irked ha? Culturally, it’s the little things that add up, rather than any single, major change. The silence on the Metro and shinkansen now feels natural to me, as does sharing food at restaurants, and not thinking twice when I see elementary school kids navigating rush hour alone. All par for the course in Japan.







UNSHAKEABLE:
HOW JAPAN DEALS WITH DISASTER

With the next big one only a tremor away, it’s no surprise that disaster is deeply ingrained in the Japanese psyche. By Thomas O’Malley
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IN A COUNTRY so uniquely susceptible to earthquakes, tsunamis, typhoons and volcanic eruptions, natural disasters have profoundly shaped the collective consciousness and cultural mindset of Japanese people. Across art, architecture, governance, religion and entertainment, the spectre of calamity has left an indelible mark, inspiring both practical solutions and serving as a catalyst for catharsis and contemplation.

Japan lies along the western edge of the so-called Pacific Ring of Fire, a 40,000km-long sweep of seismic turbulence where roughly 90% of all earthquakes occur. At a geological crossroads, it’s in the collision zone of four lithospheric plates: the Eurasian/Chinese Plate, the North American Plate, the Philippine Plate and the Pacific Plate. The country’s sublime mountain-and-island topography is itself a result of the relentless geological forces beneath; Mt Fuji, that enduring icon of Japan, is an active volcano (one of over 100), still closely monitored even though its last confirmed eruption was in 1707.

Spend more than a couple of days in Tokyo and odds are you’ll feel the earth move beneath your feet. Head to parts of the coast and you’ll see tsunami evacuation towers like church spires, and concrete seawalls girding the shore. Evacuation signs adorn every building and public space so that after a while you stop noticing them. In Japan, disaster preparedness is omnipresent.
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A Brief History of Quakes

The first earthquake in Japan to be reliably documented occurred in 599 CE near Nara, prompting the enshrinement of nai no kami (‘earthquake gods’) at various locations. Later, Namazu showed up in Japanese mythology, a giant catfish who was thought to live under the earth. Only the god Kashima could immobilise Namazu with the help of a heavy stone, but sometimes he’d get distracted and Namazu would thrash his tail causing earthquakes.

Mythical explanations of earthquakes endured in Japan for centuries. It was only after the Great Ansei Earthquake of 1855, which caused major destruction in the city of Edo (today’s Tokyo), that serious efforts were made to record and study seismic activity. The Japan Meteorological Agency has earthquake data going back to the start of the Meiji period, recording 19 major quakes between 1872 and 1995 in which more than 100 lives were lost.

At 11.58am on 1 September 1923, Tokyo and Yokohama were rocked by the Great Kantō Earthquake, considered at the time the worst natural disaster ever to strike Japan. The tsunami and fires that followed contributed to at least 105,000 deaths. Since the 1960s, the anniversary of the event has been designated Disaster Prevention Day, when schools and companies across Japan hold emergency drills.

The most powerful earthquake ever recorded in Japan, however, was the magnitude-9.0 disaster off the northeast coast in March 2011. The Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami shifted the earth’s axis by up to 25cm and moved Honshū 2.4m closer to the USA. An estimated 20,000 people lost their lives in the tsunami that followed, which triggered a meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant.
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Preparing for the Worst

After each new disaster, bitter lessons are learned and preparedness improved. Japan has the most stringent earthquake-resistant construction codes of any country in the world and continues to upgrade requirements.

But while sophisticated early-warning systems and advanced earthquake-proof infrastructure can do much to mitigate impact, they are not foolproof. Nobody can predict what will unfold the next time disaster strikes; only that it will definitely strike. In 2015 the Tokyo government sent a disaster preparedness manual to citizens featuring a manga called X-Day – the name given to the next major earthquake to hit Tokyo. An abrupt, harrowing tale of devastation, it ends with the line: ‘This is not a “what if” story. This story is sure to become reality.’
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The Art of Disaster

Manga, anime, film and television have all grappled with Japan’s impending destruction at the hands of natural (and occasionally unnatural) forces. The 2009 anime series Tokyo Magnitude 8.0 follows two children trying to get home after an earthquake devastates the capital. In the 1973 novel Japan Sinks, a series of severe earthquakes and volcanic eruptions actually cause the entire Japanese archipelago to sink into the ocean. The eponymous monster from Godzilla, originally conceived as a metaphor for the atomic bombs of WWII, was used in the 2016 Shin Godzilla reboot as a satire of bureaucratic ineffectiveness in times of disaster, drawing inspiration from the 2011 earthquake and tsunami. What each has in common is an overriding theme of resilience, both on an individual human level and of the Japanese nation as a whole.

The most famous artistic depiction of disaster, however, is surely The Great Wave off Kanagawa, an 1831 woodblock print by ukiyo-e artist Hokusai. So iconic is the scene, in which a towering wave looms over a small fishing boat with Mt Fuji in the background, that it is thought to be the most reproduced image in the history of art.

For all this talk of disaster, it’s worth closing with a reminder that Japan is one of the safest countries in the world in which to travel, and the likelihood of getting caught up in a major incident on your trip is remote. It always pays to be prepared, however. You can learn about what to do before, during and after an earthquake with official guidance from the Japan National Tourism Agency: jnto.go.jp/safety-tips/eng.





LAND OF THE
SETTING SUN

With deaths far outstripping births, Japan is quietly disappearing. What can be done to defuse the demographic time bomb? By Thomas O’Malley


ONE THING JAPAN doesn’t appear to lack is people. This is, after all, a country where one of the must-see sights is a throng of bodies crossing a road in Tokyo’s Shibuya, aka the ‘world’s busiest intersection’. And if you’ve ever battled through the major station complexes of Tokyo and Osaka during rush hour, you’ll have a visceral sense that Japan can be somewhat, well, crowded.

The reality, however, is that Japan’s demography is in crisis. In 2022 the country’s population dropped for the 12th consecutive year, by half a million. About twice as many people died as were born. In 2023 Japan’s Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare announced that Japan’s population will fall by 30% over the next half century. From 123 million people in 2023, Japan is forecast to hit 100 million in 2056, and 87 million by 2070. To put it bluntly, Japan is disappearing.

For a country to maintain a stable population size without immigration, every woman needs to have 2.07 babies on average in their lifetime, a figure known as the fertility rate. In 2023 Japan’s fertility rate was 1.35, one of the lowest in the world.

Growing Old Gracefully

Falling births are only one part of the demographic time bomb. The reason for alarm isn’t just that Japan’s population is fading away, but that it is fading to grey. Discounting the microstate of Monaco, Japan has by far the world’s oldest population, with 29% of citizens aged over 65 (second place is Italy with 24%). In 2022 one in every 1300 Japanese people was aged 100 or older. One unlikely statistic brings it all together: since around 2013, sales of nappies (diapers) for adults in Japan have outstripped those for babies.

Such a long-lived population is testament to Japan’s high standard of living and care for the elderly, its uniquely healthy and balanced washoku cuisine, and an advanced healthcare system that emphasises preventative screening. But looking ahead, the consequences of Japan’s inverted population pyramid are alarming. A shrinking workforce means less tax revenue when much more is needed to support the growing proportion of retirees who depend on social security, pensions and healthcare. Labour shortages may arise in certain industries. Growth and prosperity could falter, inviting economic stagnation.

The problem is most acute in rural Japan, as towns and villages wither beyond the point that services like schools can function. Between 2002 and 2020, nearly 9000 schools closed permanently, making it hard for remote areas to lure in new and younger residents. In March 2023 one school made the headlines – Yumoto middle school, in the village of Tenei, in mountainous Fukushima Prefecture, had just two students, sitting at adjacent desks in an otherwise empty classroom built for 20 or more. They graduated and the school, in operation for 76 years, closed for good.
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In a speech in January 2023, Prime Minister Fumio Kishida warned that the country ‘is on the brink of being unable to maintain the functions of society’. The next few years are, he warned, the last chance to try to reverse the declining birthrate.

So what is really at play here, and what can be done to fix it?

Modern Love & the Price of Parenthood

Japan is an expensive place to raise kids. The cumulative cost of childcare, education and housing, particularly in cities like Tokyo, is a major factor that influences the number of children couples plan on having, if any at all. Extra costs like cram schools and private tutoring push the bill up still further, meaning a hefty proportion of the household budget goes towards child-rearing.

Arguably more important than money when it comes to families, though, are the changing social and cultural attitudes in Japan. In the past, traditional gender roles saw men as breadwinners and women as caregivers and homemakers. Families were patriarchal, and marriage was seen as a duty, in many cases arranged by parents. Today, as in lots of other developed countries, there are far more women in the workforce, who may choose to prioritise their careers and delay or not have children. Japan’s intensive work culture, with some of the world’s longest working hours and fewest vacation days, makes it extremely challenging for women – and men – to balance work and family life.

Changing attitudes to marriage are another factor at play. Japanese today get married five to 10 years later than they did in the 1970s, many taking longer to choose a suitable partner rather than bowing to family pressure. Equally, the number of marriages per year has declined from over a million in 1972 to just under 600,000 in 2019. This has led to moral panic in the Japanese media, with lots of coverage given to phenomena like niito (NEET) – unmarried 15- to 35-year-olds who are ‘not in education, employment or training’. Another group under fire are ‘freeters’ – people who have rejected their expected social role as full-time salary workers in favour of part-time, low-paid jobs that grant them more freedom. Many ‘freeters’ live with their parents and thus struggle to enter into long-term relationships.

More extreme are hikikomori (which literally means ‘withdrawal’), people who isolate themselves indoors, devoting all their time to hobbies and avoiding social situations. A Cabinet Office survey in 2023 estimated there were 1.46 million working-age people in Japan living as hikikomori, a figure likely exacerbated by three years of COVID restrictions. Although sometimes referred to as a social problem, hikikomori is increasingly being viewed through the lens of developmental disorders and mental health. And then there are sōshoku danshi (herbivore men), pointing to a trend among some Japanese males to opt out of family life and traditional responsibilities altogether, choosing not to pursue romantic relationships.

What these phenomena, whether overblown or not, have in common is that they are symptomatic of a shift in attitudes away from Japan’s traditional collectivist culture, with its emphasis on group harmony, cooperation and interdependence, towards individualism and prioritising one’s own interests. Which in turn makes the task of persuading citizens to have more babies all the more challenging.

Solving Japan’s Demographic Puzzle

Japan’s population woes, though extreme, are shared by many other countries around the world. The World Health Organization has reported that by 2050, the global population of people aged 60 or over will double to 2.1 billion. Nor is it a new problem. Policy makers in Japan have warned about the dangers of depopulation since the 1970s, but haven’t managed to do anything meaningful about it. In the late 1980s, the country reeled at the ‘1.57 shock’ when the fertility rate reached the lowest point in its history, only to fall yet further.


Various birthrate-boosting campaigns have been launched over the years with limited success. In 2005 Japan created a ministerial post to raise fertility. In 2015 a major package of pro-family policies was introduced, including free daycare for children aged three to five and free preschool education for all. But the rate continued to fall. In 2023 Prime Minister Fumio Kishida promised to double spending on children, including raising childcare allowance, expanding after-school childcare and reforming parental leave, though it’s far from clear where the money will come from to fund it, nor whether the policies will have the desired effect.

Meguro Yoriko, a prominent Japanese sociologist and gender-studies pioneer, has said that halting the decline requires a wholesale restructuring of social systems that have been built around the gender-based division of work in Japan. The image of the postwar ‘modern family’, where the man works a corporate job while the woman stays at home, continues to cast a shadow over society via stigma around work and childcare, exacerbated by the enduring patriarchal hierarchies of many large corporations.

There is no silver bullet for depopulation, but immigration is increasingly seen as a means to stem the tide. Japan is ethnically a highly homogenous country, but that looks set to change. Foreign residents in Japan hit a record three million at the end of 2022, up 11.4% on the year before and triple the figure of 1990. Around half of that number comes from China, Korea and Vietnam. The feared right-wing backlash hasn’t materialised, but Japan counts just 2.4% of its population as immigrants compared to 15% in the United States and 30% in Australia. It would require huge numbers of immigrants to offset the decline, which may be unpalatable for a country that has long prized its own cultural and social unity.
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INVESTMENT IN ROBOTICS, ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGIES, AND GREATER AUTOMATION IN INDUSTRIES LIKE AGRICULTURE, MANUFACTURING AND HEALTHCARE COULD SEE JAPAN LEAD THE CHARGE AMONG ADVANCED ECONOMIES MOVING AWAY FROM A GROWTH MODEL TO ONE THAT PRIORITISES QUALITY OF LIFE.

Another way to look at the problem is simply to embrace it, finding ways to achieve happiness and continued prosperity in Japan while scaling down. A shrinking population brings with it environmental benefits, like reduced strain on natural resources and lower environmental waste and pollution. Crucially, Japan has proven in the past that it has the will for reinvention. Investment in robotics, artificial intelligence, assistive technologies, and greater automation in industries like agriculture, manufacturing and healthcare could see Japan lead the charge among advanced economies moving away from a growth model to one that prioritises quality of life. Whatever workable solutions Japan comes up with, rest assured that the rest of the world will be watching and taking notes.





THE ART OF
REVIVAL

How a decades-long arts and culture project on Naoshima is providing one model for tackling rural depopulation. By Simon Richmond


IN AUGUST 2021, a broken, yellow, polka-dotted sculpture tossing in the waves off the island of Naoshima became a viral hit on social media. Yayoi Kusama’s Pumpkin, one of the most iconic pieces of public art on the Inland Sea island, had been swept into the sea during Typhoon Lupit. The international attention was testament not only to the interest in Kusama, one of Japan’s greatest living contemporary artists, but also to Naoshima’s evolution into a major tourist attraction.

From Industrial to Art Island

FIfty years ago few Japanese, let alone foreigners, were aware of Naoshima. If the island was known for anything it was as the home of Japan’s oldest and largest copper smelters. Located on Naoshima’s north coast, the Mitsubishi Materials industrial facility has been in almost continuous use since 1917 – its docks and the denuded land around it (copper smelting is poisonous to the environment) are the first part of the island you see on approach from the port of Uno in Okayama Prefecture.

Mitsubishi remains the island’s major employer, but it’s not nearly the economic force it once was. When the celebrated expat writer Donald Richie, author of the travel literature classic The Inland Sea, visited in the 1960s, he described Naoshima as ‘a sad little island’. Since that time, the island, like many other rural areas of Japan, has been suffering depopulation.

In the 1970s Naoshima mayor Miyake Chikatsugu recognised the problem and courted the wealthy businessman Fukutake Tetsuhiko, founding president of Fukutake Publishing (renamed Benesse Corporation in 1985), for help in reversing the trend. They focused on the beautiful southern side of the island, protected as part of the Setonaikai National Park, and planned a modest ‘international children’s campground’.

In 1986, with the project barely begun, Tetsuhiko passed away, leaving his son and heir Soichiro to take up the reins. Soichiro had much more ambitious plans. Along with the architect Tadao Ando, he slowly but surely set about transforming Naoshima into a destination ‘art island’.

Economic Regeneration

On many levels the ‘art island’ project has been a resounding success. Naoshima’s current population of around 3000 is half of what it was in the early 1970s, but the island has been completely transformed by Benesse’s arts and culture investments. A vibrant tourism economy now supplements the declining fishing and industrial industries. Annual visitors to the island have risen from 36,000 in 1992, when Benesse House Museum opened, to over 750,000 in 2019. A dozen other Inland Sea islands plus the ports of Uno and Takamatsu now have art installations, courtesy of the popular Setouchi Triennale, another of the Benesse Art Site Naoshima’s projects.
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No longer ‘a sad little island’, Naoshima is an exciting place with a promising future. Young people from across Japan have relocated to set up businesses and start new lives – people such as the artist Shitamachi Motoyuki, who moved to the island with his family in March 2020. ‘The day I first received the proposal to work in Naoshima was the very day my daughter was born,’ says Shitamachi. ‘I began thinking that I would want to work on my project while raising my daughter in Naoshima.’

Transforming Abandoned Houses

Naoshima is not the only rural, depopulating area of Japan to hitch its fortunes to contemporary art. In 1994 a master plan was launched in Niigata Prefecture to use art to highlight the charms of the rice-growing Echigo Tsumari region. The art director Fram Kitagawa was appointed as advisor for the project, which got lift off with the first Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale (ETAT) in 2000.

Since that time there have been seven iterations of ETAT, attracting artists as varied as Marina Abramović, James Turrell and award-winning flower arranger Akiyama Miharu. Visitor numbers are now in the region of 500,000 per triennial. The artworks are scattered across approximately 200 villages, and many remain in situ between festivals bringing a steady stream of visitors to this bucolic, under-the-radar part of the Japanese countryside.

Around 100 of ETAT’s works have been in akiya (abandoned houses), just like the Art House projects on Naoshima, Teshima and Inujima. Similarly the Biwako Biennale, which was first held in 2001, has been transforming akiya around Lake Biwa into art venues, in the process preserving charming wooden buildings for future generations.

The Restoration Boom

It’s not just philanthropists, curators and artists that are realising the potential of akiya and kominka (old rural wooden houses). Ōmori, in Shimane Prefecture, is a village that’s a treasure trove of kominka, many of which have been saved over the last 40 years by the efforts of locals who want to restore these beautiful old houses.

In Shikoku’s remote Iya Valley, the writer Alex Kerr was an evangelist for kominka back in the 1970s when he restored Chiiori, a thatched house dating back to at least the 18th century, a story he documented in his award-winning book Lost Japan. Since Chiiori, Kerr has restored dozens of rural houses throughout Japan including 10 machiya (old townhouses) in Kyoto. Others have done likewise, and today there are over 1200 renovated Kyoto machiya, many of which are holiday lets to visitors eager to experience a romantic version of Japanese living.

The pandemic has further fuelled urbanites’ dreams of relocating to the countryside and restoring a relatively cheap-to-buy, but run-down akiya or kominka. However, before you start searching for your own rural fixer-upper, check out the YouTube channel of Tokyo Llama, the online name of Australian Jaya Thursfield. Jaya has amassed millions of views for his videos documenting the process of renovating an abandoned farmhouse he and his wife bought in Ibaraki Prefecture for just over ¥3 million (about US$27,000) in 2019. Pretty cheap, you may think, for a 1400-sq-metre property, a 45-minute train ride north of Tokyo.

But as with all old homes – especially wooden ones that have long been vacant – the hammer price is just the start of costs that can rack up eye-wateringly quickly. ‘Buying a house in rural Japan is not investment,’ cautions Jaya in one of his videos. ‘We don’t expect to make any money.’ They do, however, get to live in a large, handsome, traditional Japanese house.





THE JOY OF
JAPANESE CERAMICS

Evocative, mysterious, stunning, with a rich history and timeless forms, Japanese pottery is a highlight of any trip to Japan. By Ray Bartlett


EVEN AS A boy, I was always captivated by Japanese ceramics. My grandparents were world travellers and had always loved collecting things. I would go to their house for Christmas and delight in seeing the various art they’d brought home. I loved the Greek masks, the framed Indonesian puppets and the various paintings, but more than anything else, I loved the pottery from Asia and Japan. It spoke to me in a way that art always should. Looking at the delicate curves of a vessel, be it a vase or a teacup, I felt connected to that world somehow, and I think it was this exposure to art, even then, long before I’d ever boarded a flight to Japan, that had me dreaming of going there. Much later, in high school and college, I discovered a love of making pottery that once again drew my interest to Japan. And when I finally got to live in Kyūshū, I was lucky to be near some of the country’s most well-known, well-respected and stunning pottery towns.

Fascinating History

To understand Japanese ceramics, it’s important to know a bit of their history. In many of the styles you’ll see, including some of the most famous, such as Karatsu-yaki, there’s a strong Korean influence. In fact, sometimes Korean potters were forcibly relocated by Japanese invaders. It’s a dark part of Japanese ceramic history, and as you gaze at a particular vessel or sip tea from a perfect teacup, you’re not only drinking tea, you’re experiencing Japanese – and possibly Korean – culture. The processes used to make these pieces are techniques that have been performed for centuries, even millennia. And in fact, it’s their pottery, their ceramics, that gave Japan’s oldest-known culture their name: Jōmon, named for their pots, which showed a curious, distinct braided-cord pattern.

Many people are surprised to see the price of what – to some – appears to be a drab, sometimes even misshapen pot. Vessels by certain potters, and pottery from particular towns, can have prices comparable to a luxury car. Some of the value comes from the status of the town and the potter, but much of it is about the process, the crafter’s mastery of the form and the glazes used, and where the piece fits into the realm. For instance, it’s claimed that in the tea ceremony, arguably one of the most well-known and structured arts of Japan, one should first use a piece of raku-ware, then a piece from Hagi, in Yamaguchi Prefecture, and finally, a piece of Karatsu-yaki, from Kyūshū. The latter is often brown, grey, or drab, with some kind of visible ‘imperfection’, encompassing the concept of Japanese wabi-sabi, or perfect imperfection. The classic example is a still pond into which a lone frog leaps. So these vessels, and the town’s craft as a whole, isn’t isolated within itself but fits into a broad tradition not only of pottery, but of how that pottery is used in other parts of Japan.
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What to Look for in a Japanese Pottery Town

First, try to understand what makes this particular town’s pottery distinct and different from other places. For example, Shino-ware is marked by thick, milky glazes, often with pinkish hues, and a rough, pockmarked surface. Karatsu-ware is brown, smooth, glistening and often has crackle in the glaze (a thin cracking of the surface). Bizen is famous for brown, earth-toned vessels that are often unglazed and fired at high temperatures, sometimes wrapped with grasses or other material to produce patterns. It’s thrilling to be able to look at a piece of pottery and deduce which town it may have come from.

Next, if you’re allowed to, tour the studios. Some are quite modern, with electric pottery wheels and other high-tech devices. But more often than not, you’ll see techniques that haven’t changed for centuries. Wheels that made pots for emperors and nobles in feudal Japan days are still in use, as are the glaze recipes used to make items you’ll see in museums. Some pottery villages don’t exist any longer because the clay in the clay-bearing deposits was all used up. Other places import clay, keeping the tradition alive.

Look for some of the traditional tools, as well. In Onta, for instance, a beautiful pottery town outside Hita, in Ōita Prefecture, you can see the kara-usu, massive spoons hewn from logs that will fill with water and then empty, plunging a pestle mounted on the other end down into a mortar in the earth that’s filled with clay. These kara-usu will pulverise the hard clay into fine dust, where it’s mixed with water and then left to dry. On hillsides you may find an odd brick structure that runs up the side, looking a bit like an enclosed stairway. These are step kilns, an ancient process of pottery firing whereby pots are placed in each of the many ‘steps’ that rise up the hill. When fired, the chambers each have a different temperature, ranging from hot to relatively cool, and thus, different glazes and oxidation rates make different colours – even on vessels where the ingredients are the same. Even if you don’t purchase anything, it’s a delight to meander these beautiful towns and look around, with beauty at every corner.

IT’S CLAIMED THAT IN THE TEA CEREMONY, ARGUABLY ONE OF THE MOST WELL-KNOWN AND STRUCTURED ARTS OF JAPAN, ONE SHOULD FIRST USE A PIECE OF RAKU-WARE, THEN A PIECE FROM HAGI, IN YAMAGUCHI PREFECTURE, AND FINALLY, A PIECE OF KARATSU-YAKI, FROM KYŪSHŪ.

In my novel, Celadon, set in a fictional pottery village in southern Kyūshū, one of the characters says, ‘In clay, there are four joys: The joy of shaping it, of firing it, of glazing it, and of giving it away.’ I think you’ll find these four joys if you delve deeper into Japan’s pottery villages. I’ve felt lucky as a traveller through Japan to have been able to visit and appreciate so many of these magical towns, and few souvenirs are more meaningful than a piece of Japanese pottery, even small, that one can use or place somewhere as a memento not only of your trip, but of how that vessel fits into a vaster, comprehensive picture of what makes Japan, Japan.





KONBINI:
A ONE-STOP SURROGATE PARENT

Reassuring with all-night halos of fluorescent light, convenience stores are ever-awake parents, nurturing solo-living students, the elderly and disaster victims. By Phillip Tang


WHEN JAPANESE UNIVERSITY students first move out of home, one thing they check is the distance between potential new living quarters and a konbini (convenience store). Real-estate ads highlight this, knowing that the konbini will become a 24-hour constant in the newly alone student’s life, providing food, cash and wi-fi. It’s not just students, there are legions of workers, far from loved ones or just single, who depend on the care of a konbini. For them, the stores do it all, giving not just sustenance but providing safety, security and a place to discover what they like – just like Okā-san (Mum) or Otō-san (Dad) might do for them.

Take a look at the konbini top sellers: exciting drinks, single-serve bread snacks, dependable onigiri (rice balls) and ready-to-eat bentō meals. These side dishes can round out a quick home dinner for busy couples, or for a single elderly person. They all form part of nakashoku, ‘home meal replacements’. Konbini stand in for plenty of other tasks a parent might perform, and then some, from dispensing cash at ATMs to paying bills, booking concert and plane tickets, sending packages and making photocopies. Stores are an extension of the Japanese home, which are often shoebox apartments. Tiny kitchenettes don’t have enough space to store one large weekly shop, so konbini aren’t replacing supermarkets. Surrounded by sea and with little space, common practice has always been to buy a daily supply of fresh fish and produce. The konbini built on this mindset by selling fruit and veg next door.
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Beyond food, konbini specifically target the needs of the elderly, who increasingly live alone. In the 7-Eleven Japan Corporate Profile, the convenience store chain cites a goal of ‘transforming your local convenience store into a safe and secure centre for the community’. A 2005 agreement saw stores (including Lawson, Family Mart and Daily Yamazaki) present themselves as ‘Safety Stations’, opening their arms as a refuge to women, lost children and the elderly in distress. This wasn’t new. With their blazing, 24-hour lights visible from afar, stores across the country already received thousands of people seeking help each year.
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Japan has an ageing population, with the number of people over 65 to increase to over one-third by 2040. Japan’s konbini are becoming a supporting act to the elderly who live alone and not in nursing homes. In 2019 talks began to train konbini workers in assisting older adults who wander in confused or with an emergency, and to contact community support centres (local agencies that help the elderly). To many Japanese residents in smaller suburbs and towns, the mere presence of one ever-bright store projects an aura of safety to the whole neighbourhood.

FOR JAPANESE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS, THE STORES DO IT ALL, GIVING NOT JUST SUSTENANCE BUT PROVIDING SAFETY, SECURITY AND A PLACE TO DISCOVER WHAT THEY LIKE – JUST LIKE OKĀ-SAN (MUM) OR OTŌ-SAN (DAD) MIGHT DO FOR THEM.

Convenience stores can be a lifeline during natural disasters too, when they allow the government to piggyback on their ubiquity to deliver emergency supplies. This happened directly after the 1995 Awaji-shima and 2011 Tōhoku earthquakes, when many konbini turned themselves into emergency support centres, opening their doors for people to use their taps and toilets. After the 2004 Niigata earthquake, convenience stores distributed 11,000 bottles of water and 170,000 onigiri to victims. Some stores activated their mobile stores to deliver supplies to hard-to-reach areas, while convenience-store chain Lawson sent drones to bring food to the large elderly population in the radiation-affected zones around Fukushima.

After COVID, konbini have played a role in promoting lesser-known Japanese ingredients to decrease dependence on foreign imports. In fact, novelty has always been part of konbini. They can be joyous ambassadors of culinary adventure, introducing customers to new tastes. When a konbini chain launches a drink or sushi dish using local kabosu (Japanese lime) grown in Ōita to an audience of millions, it not only creates business for local farmers, but also accustoms the taste buds of people across Japan to a new flavour. Just like a mum might.





“You know you’re in a truly special part of Japan when it’s only you and a turtle on the station platform.”
JESSICA KORTEMAN
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“I’ll never get tired of looking out and seeing a billow of ash rise up from Sakurajima.”
RAY BARTLETT
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“Nothing beats the feeling of relief when you realise the baby bear on the Kōya-san hiking trail is actually a tanuki (Japanese racoon dog)…”
THOMAS O’MALLEY

“Irankarapte! I loved learning some Ainu words at Upopoy in Hokkaidō.”
CRAIG MCLACHLAN
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WALK

Explore the city the same way most Tokyoites

do - on foot. Pack a pair of comfortable shoes, as
you'lllikely be walking (and standing in line) a lot.
The city’s narrow alleyways are ripe for exploring,
so you'll want to take your time to roam.

TRAIN & SUBWAY

Thereisn't anywhere in the city that a
combination of both above and underground
trains can't take you. Google Maps will give up-
to-date transit options, including any delayed
timings. Train and subway services begin from
around 4am and end around midnight.

TAXI

For those with accessibility needs, or if
you've missed the last train back to your
accommodation, taxis can be a good option.
Larger taxi cars (called JPN Taxi) are roomy
and wheelchair-friendly. All taxis are metered
and prices start at ¥470 for the first kilometre.
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FROM THE AIRPORT

Two major airports serve Tokyo: Haneda and
Narita. Haneda is the closest to the city centre,
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Station. Narita, meanwhile, is about 1% hours
away by bus, or 40 to 60 minutes by train.
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Kyoto

1200 YEARS OF
JAPANESE TRADITION
Despite its extensive contemporary
trappings, Japan's ancient capital

remains a remarkable repository of
Hiroshima & terrific temples, serene shrines and
= immaculately manicured gardens.
Western Honsho Alongside these monuments to
ATALE OF TWO COASTLINES history, there’s Kyoto's lovingly
Reflect on war and the way forward in Hiroshima,

stroll around Okayama's celebrated Koraku-en
garden, and snap a selfie beside the public art

maintained cultural heritage in the
shape of festivals, food, geisha and

the performing arts. This is a city not
of Naoshima. Other travel joys of this region tobemissed.
include incredible island-hopping cycle rides,
several World Heritage sites and off-the-beaten-

track towns and villages.

Hiroshima & o
Shikoku Western Honshi
Kyoto
ANCIENT CULTURE AND MODERN ART
Often absent from Japan travel itineraries,
Shikoku deserves more attention. Japan's fourth Kansai
main island offers geographical diversity and
some amazing sights, such as Takamatsu's lovely .
traditional garden, Matsuyama’s splendid castle Shikoky
and venerable Dogo onsen. There's also the 88
temple pilgrimage, vine bridges and a southern s ohii
coast where you can surf. Kydshd
Kyﬁshﬁ Kansai
LESS VISITED, WITH LOTS TO SEE SULTURE, HISTORT.AND FUN
yapaRETostseUlErRITE Sand BEh Kansai is Japan at its most spiritual and most
amazing destination in its own right. Volcanic sﬁﬁ]rtlgl;lhg:etg?lZZ?i:a%d}:lzetf"? tlhe Zsoafcl\:?ria
activity keeps things lively - check out smoking and silarimage sitlesgonyumanopKodé i
Sakurajima, hike around the world's largest Kéya-sanOn tf?e other, the urban pleasures of
calderaand enjoy a superlative range of onsens. big cities 6saka i Ko’be as wellas top onsen
Also spend time in dynamic and historic cities reaoH Kinc’>saki
such as Fukuoka and Nagasaki. .
Okinawa & the Okinawa &
Southwest Islands the Southwest Islands

HEAVENLY BEACHES AND
MAGICAL FORESTS

These semi-tropical islands offers sunshine,
golden-sand beaches and beautiful natural
landscapes. Once the separate Ryokyo
Kingdom, these islands are the place to
experience a more laid-back, connected-to-
nature Japan, amid the soaring millennia-old
trees of Yakushima or the coral reefs of the

surrounding teal seas.
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CAR

To make the most of Hokkaido,
get some wheels and take a
road trip. With the advent of
multilingual car navigation
systems, more and more
travellers are choosing to
explore by car. Book online and
pick up arental at New Chitose
Airport.

0-Akan-dake

)

TRAIN

While a countrywide JR Pass
works, there are also a number
of Hokkaidg-only passes. Keep
inmind that if you're into the
outdoors, there are limited
train lines and infrequent trains
in less populated areas, which
may be where you want to go.

\ RUSSIA

Shiretoko
National Park
World Heritage-listed
Shiretoko Peninsulais
home to nature cruises,
excellent hikes, outdoor
onsen and brown bears.

(1371m)
"f’r
ey
@
é. L &
Kushiro Akan Masho
National Park

Learn about the Ainu, soak
in open-air onsen and hit the
hiking trails in this extensive
national park.

BICYCLE

Hokkaidd has a reputation
asacyclist's paradise,
especially in summer, when
cyclists are acommon sight
all over the island. Check
out the HokkaidG Cycling
Tourism Guide online, with
recommended routes and
excellent advice.
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TRAIN

Shinkansen (bullet train) services connect
Tokyo and Northern Honshd'’s main cities.
Regional and local lines also connect
most locations in this chapter. If you aren’t
travelling with a JR Rail Pass, the ¥20,000
JR East Tohoku Pass offers good savings
on five consecutive travel days.

BUS

Where trains don't go, local buses

usually do - they just tend not to runall
- thatoften. With the three-day Tohoku

.‘"@ Highway Bus Ticket, buses are also a

“very cheap way to go from city to city.

CAR

I you have an international driver's
licence, renting a car is a convenient
way to explore remote or rural areas,
especially Sado Island and the
Sanriku Coast. Nippon Rent-a-Car
and JR Rent-a-Car have branches
by major stations and accept online
reservations in English.
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offering easy access
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Arugged island with remnants
ofagold rush, scenic beauty -
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Sake, skiing and snowboarding
are among the main att ractions
of Niigata.
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Aizu-Wakamatsu

This former castle town in
Fukushima Prefecture is the
place to learn about Northern
Honshi's samurai culture.
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quaint and quiet. Beyond it rises
the smoldering Mt Aso, one of
Japan's largest active volcanoes.

TRAIN
Most visitors come here witha

~ JRPass,zipping from spot to

spot as much as they like until
the pass expires. Only Hirado lies
abit outside the JR Pass range,
butit's worth visiting via private
train lines and taxi hire.

CAR

Drivers will find roads are cleanand
well maintained, and while traffic
can get heavy, Japanese people
generally drive well and observe
signs...and will expect the same of
you. No crazy U-turns, please. Learn
the differences between your home
signage and the Japanese versions.

=)

FERRY

Getting to key citiesis as easy

as hopping ona ferry: arrive in
either Fukuoka or Beppu from
spots in the north (or even Busan,
in South Korea), or use ferries to
reach some of the key islands
that lie south of Kagoshima City.
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Sapporo & Hokkaido
DEFYING THE IMAGE OF A CROWDED JAPAN

Japan’s most northern main island retains a
frontier feel. The indigenous culture of the Ainu Sapporo &
is here, if you look for it, but mainly Hokkaido Hokkaido
is about its spectacular landscapes, much of it
protected within national parks. The food, which
includes superb seafood, is also pretty special.

Northern Honshi

A JAPAN LESS TRODDEN

This region offers many elements that make a
trip to Japan so memorable, but without the
crowds encountered elsewhere. There are lively
cities such as Sendai and Morioka, charming old
towns like Aizu Wakamatsu and Kakunodate, and
splendid scenery, from beguiling Matsushima
Bay to the wilds of Sado.

Northern
Honshi
Central Honshu & Mt Fuji &
the Japan Alps Around Tokyo
HISTORY, HOT SPRINGS AND DAYTRIPS TO BEACHES,
OUTDOOR ADVENTURE SHRINES AND FUJI
The heartland of Japan’s main island offers Nagoya and Aniconic volcano, stupendous
Kanazawa, two fascinating and fun cities. Visit this region shrines to the Tokugawa shoguns,
for rural escapades, from hiking the Nakasendd between and a serene giant Buddha by the
frozen-in-time villages to tracking down onsen-bathing seaside are among the must-
monkeys. The magnificent mountains are perfect either .. see sights close by the capital.
for summer ascents on foot or winter descents on skis. CentralH ho & Mt Fuji & There's also Yokohama, Japan’s
entrat Honshu Around Tokyo second-biggest city, the onsen
the Japan Alps and beaches of the Izu Peninsula
o and, far south, the semi-tropical
st Ogasawara Islands.
Tokyo
Tokyo

THE MODERN EXPLORER’S PLAYGROUND

Future-forward Tokyo offers some of the world’s
most striking architecture, fashionable shops
and garlanded restaurants and bars. There's

plenty of traditional Japan, too, from venerable
temples and shrines to elegant gardens and
theatres dedicated to the performing arts.

Museums showcase everything from woodblock
prints to robotics.
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FROM THE AIRPORT

The main airports for Kyoto are Osaka’s Kansai
International Airport (KIX) or Itami Airport
(ITM, mostly domestic flights). KIX to Kyoto
takes about 75 minutes via express train; from
ITM, allow about one hour by road. Airport
limousine buses and door-to-door shuttles
serve both airports.

SUBWAY

Kyoto's two municipal subway lines get you
quickly between north and south (Karasuma
line, including Kyoto Station) or east and west
(Tozailine, between Higashiyama and the west
side of the city). Transfer between the two lines
at Karasama-Oike Station.

Kinkaku-ji

Kitano
Tenman-gi

Northwest Kyoto

REGIONAL TRAINS

Three private, regional lines - plus local JR
trains - operate like subways/light rail in town.
The Hankya line runs through Downtown Kyoto
along Shijo-dari to western Kyoto, the Keihan
line serves stops along the Kamo-gawa, and
the Kintetsu line terminates at Kyoto Station.

BUS
Beyond rail stops, Kyoto's intricate city bus
network provides moderately priced transport
(¥230 perride), albeit at a slower pace. Most

routes used by visitors offer announcements
and bus-stop signage in English.

=1 Kamigamo-
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j?{l]}[:wgamo-
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The grandeur of old Edo

dazzles at this shrine

IBARAKI complex nestled amid

PREFECTURI itachi lush mountains and

serene forests. Vibrant

autumn foliage and

onsen seal the deal.

Yokohama
The waterfront of

this cosmopolitan

city makes life more
easy-going than
adjacent Tokyo. Visita
noodle museum, catch
contemporary jazz or
behold a giant robot.

Oyama,
&) £ shimodate

Chichibu-Tama-Kai
National Park

Two family-friendly mountains let you
traverse ush forests to temples along
paved paths, harder hikes or cable cars.

TRAIN 7
The train network js the easiest way
to reach most surrounding areas
A from Tokyo. To travel between
A International - choshio specific destjnations, it's usually
Airport quicker or easier to return to
Tokyo. Chéck for discounted train
packages, known as a ‘free pass’,
offe;eﬂ by train companies.
/

A [

YAMANASHI | * el
PREFECTURE,, ; Sagaminara®- )
-~ KANAGAWA )

Mt Fuji
Scale the majestic peak
of Japan's proud national
symbol or admire it from
surrounding lakes and % " !
shrines on a day trip. i § " o’ W 7 Kamakura BUS&CAR

To save money, direct express
buses can be comfortable and
convenient. Once in areas such as

Japan's medieval capital

Daibutsu gives you shrines and

OMiurg e amassive Buddhain g S
Sagami- N Ka mogawa the forests. The nearby Mt Fuji, Izu and N{kko, loop buses
Hakone S wan \ are great for getting around. Car
\ beaches and cute local tal entails st ol o
Atrifecta of rejuvenation, = il e train are a bonus. rental entails steep road tolls, vas

distances and hilly terrain.

culture and nature. Experience
soothing onsen, art museums,
volcanic steam vents, and lakes
with views of Mt Fuji.

Suruga-
wan

PACIFIC %

OCEAN BOAT & PLANE

The Izu Islands are a ferry, hydrofoil
or plane ride away, either from
Tokyo or towns along the Izu
Peninsula. Pleasure ferries cross
the lakes in Kawaguchi-ko and
Nikkd. The only way to reach the
Ogasawara Archipelagois via a
24-hour-long ferry trip from Tokyo.

Izu Peninsula
Beach life exists just outside Tokyo. Flip-flop
between sun-soaked beaches and seaside
hot springs, surrounded by cliffside hiking
trails and pine forests.

Ogasawara
Archipelago

Explore untouched landscapes,
pristine beaches and captivating
marine life on this subtropical
island chain far from city stress.
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Itoigawa o

Toyama
Prefecture
Jumping-off point for
the Tateyama-Kurobe
Alpine Route.

Sea of
Japan

)
Kanazawa 0Jd
ISHIKAWA § PREFECTURE
Aperfect blend of culture 7 ! N
and cosmopolitan flair, and / PREFECTURE | oAinokura, /" AT
home to one of Japan's - ®Komatsy ) d ol
most famous gardens. "\r‘\ Nl

Hakuba

Ahotspot for hitting
the slopes, with party
vibes, panoramic views - Narai
Ontake-gi
and plenty of powder. "fg wﬁz‘)’ a0 //
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Gujo- %
. °Hachiman \\ (e
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buildings house PREFECTURE .

galleries, museums
and restaurants in this
pretty riverside town.

Nagoya
Lively, friendly and
underrated, offering
plenty of culture
and nightlife.

The Nakasendd
&Kiso Valley
Hike through history on this Edo-period
route between the atmospheric post
towns of Magome and Tsumago.

&)
wan Tokoga"jne
o
%
Central Japan
International i
Airport (Centrair) \

TRAIN
Tokaido shinkﬁnsep)
(bullet train) stops at
Nagoya, and Hok
shinkansen runs to
gano and

Nagano

Surrounded by mountains,
host of the 1998 Winter
Olympics and home to the
revered Zenkd-ji temple.

_ NAGANO
PREFECTURE

lines stopin Takayama,
Mats}moto and Nagano.

Nozawa Onsen

Shred down slopes, soak in onsen or
simply soak up the lovely village vibes.

S NIGATA SN
| PREFEOTURE [~

GUNMA
PREFECTURE

" SAITAMA

© Chichiby

Matsumoto

Gateway to the Japan Alps and famous

for ts stunning original castle and as the
birthplace of renowned artist Kusama Yayoi.

PREFECTURE

Shiga Kogen

Japan's largest
skiresortwitha
variety of terrain and
eye-popping vistas of
picturesque ponds,
lakes and volcanoes.

Kumagaya—~"
©

Gunma
Natural Japan in all its
splendour with raging

rivers, bubbling onsen,
alpine scenery and
outdoor adventure.

N

) pththere’s
nothing Pétte«{ than
renting a“‘car. However,

as this is a mountainous

costs can add up fast too.

i
L

HIKING [
In aregion made for walking,
an extensive netwong of hiking
trails leads through forests
and mountains. Local buses
to trailheads will get youon
your way, though hardcore
hikers can walk the entire
length of the old Nakasendd

‘oute from Tokyo to Kyoto!
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Visit the Great buddha

The Daibutsu (Great Buddha) at Nara’s
Todai-ji is one of the most arresting sights
in Japan. The awe-inspiring physical pres-
ence of the vast image is striking. It's one
of the largest bronze Buddha images in
the world and it's contained in an equal-
ly huge building, the Daibutsu-den hall,
which is among the largest wooden build-
ings on earth.

Todai-ji was built by order of Emperor
Shomu during the Nara period (710-84)
and the complex was fi nally completed in
798, after the capital had been moved from
Nara to Kyoto. Most historians agree the
temple was built to consolidate the country
and serve as its spiritual focus. Legend
has it that over two million labourers
worked on the temple, but this is proba-
bly apocryphal. What's certain is that its
construction brought the country to the
brink of bankruptcy.

The original Daibutsu was cast in bronze
in eight castings over a period of three
vears. It has been recast several times
over the centuries. The original Daibutsu
was covered in gold leaf and one can only
imagine its impact on visitors during the
eighth century.

The temple belongs to the Kegon school
of Buddhism, one of the six schools of Bud-
dhism popular in Japan during the Nara
period. Kegon Buddhism, which comes
from the Chinese Huayan Buddhist sect,
is based on the Flower Garland Sutra. This
sutra expresses the idea of worlds within
worlds, all manifested by the Cosmic Bud-
dha (Vairocana or Dainichi Nyorai). The
Great Buddha and the fi gures that sur-
round him in the Daibutsu-den hall are
the perfect physical symbol of this cos-
mological map.

FACTFILE

THEDAIBUTSU
Height 1498m

Weight 500 tonnes

Nostril width 50cm

THE DAIBUTSU-DEN HALL
Height 4874m

Length 57m

Number of roof tiles 112,589

Komokuten

Standing o th lftof the Daibutsu s Komokuten
(Lord of Liitless Vision),who serves asa guardian
ofthe Buddha. e stands upon ki (demon), which
symbolises ignorance, and wields a brush and

scroll,which symbolise wisdom.

5 - Buddhas around Dainichi

i - Sisteen smaller Buddhas are arranged na halo

i ; = - around the Daibutsu’s head, each of which

Kokuzo Bosatsu ‘symbolises one of the Daibutsu's different

Seated tothe et ofthe Dabutsu s manifestations. They are graduatedin size

Kokiz Bosasu, the bodTisattvaof toappear the same size when viewed
memory and wisdom, to whom

from the ground.
students pray for hlp in their

studies and the faithful pray-

forhelponthe pathto . 4@

enlightenment

Tamonten
Tothe rght f the
Daibutsustands
Tamonten (Lord Who
Hears Al another
ofthe Bucidha's
guardians. He holds a
pagoda, whichis said
forepresentadivine
storehouse o wisdom.

s nonasvios

The Daibutsu (Great Buddha)

Knownin Sanskiitas Vairocana' and in Japaneseas the
“Daibutsu, thisis the Cosmic Buddha that givesise toall ther
Buddhas, according to Kegon doctrine. The Buddha's hands send
the messages fearnot 1ght) and welcome' left).

. Hole in Pillar
Behind the Daibutsu you illfind apllar with
a50cmhole throughits base (thesize of one:
of the Daibutsu's nostrls). It said thatif you
can craw through ths, you are assured of
enlightenment.

Nyoirin Kannon *
Seated totheightof the Daibutsuis Nyoirin
Kannon, one o theesateric forms of Kannon
Bodhisattva. This is o of the bodisattvas that
preside over thesixdifferent realms of karmic
rebitth
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