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I still vividly remember how I felt when I ﬁrst arrived in Hokkaido—an alien in a foreign place, fresh from the world of the West, transplanted to a remote frontier in far-northern Japan. These wild islands are just a stone’s throw from Russia and the Korean Peninsula and yet, despite their incred-ible seasonal wonders and magniﬁcent beauty, remain almost unknown to the world. Hokkaido is a volcanic exclama-tion mark on an island archipelago, unrivalled in cultural history and natural discoveries that are enchanting for any traveler.I embarked on my ﬁrst solo road trip to explore more of Hokkaido equipped with all the usual paraphernalia—camping gear, books of road maps, a selection of “konbini” (convenience store) food, drinks and snacks, and my ever-present camera gear. Before Google Maps, smart phones and before I’d ever received a friend request on Facebook, I ventured out in my trusty steed—a beaten up Subaru wagon—into a world I knew nothing about, and sought to ﬁnd out what was out there on these islands I’d recently decided to call home.Fumbling my way around using Japanese paper maps that I couldn’t read—getting lost most of the time—I slowly began to discover the true MY JOURNEY ON J
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Left Hokkaido offers a spectacular culinary twist on Japanese food, with endless new ﬂavors and variations on traditional Japanese cooking bred in the northern frontier. Top left Sapporo Beer, Japan’s oldest brand and a national icon from the islands of Hokkaido. Top middle The Noboribetsu Hell Festival is held annually in August, marking the time of year when the gates of Hell Valley (Jigokudani) open, and Enma, the King of Hell, emerges to walk the streets of the city with his demons. Top right Hokkaido is well known for its abundance of volcanic hot springs, making it a destination of relaxation and rejuvenation.intrigue of these magical islands. A wild, foreboding frontier of untamed mountains, untouched forests and frozen oceans. A seemingly ferocious environment balanced by a fragile and gentle lifecycle; as soft as a falling leaf, and as quiet as an owl. Here is a group of islands, the ﬁnal clinch in a densely populated island chain, part of, yet noticeably different from, the rest of 
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the native homeland of the indigenous Ainu people. In the last 150 years Japan has rapidly moved to inhabit and develop Hokkaido, the initial catalyst partly to prevent likely Russian advance ments or claim to the islands. For that reason it doesn’t have a long history as Japanese territory and there-fore looks and feels different—discon-nected—from the rest of the country.In a sense, this disconnect means Hokkaido is still somewhat of a north-ern mystery, largely undiscovered and therefore retaining a distinct air of intrigue for foreigners and even people from other parts of Japan. The islands are still wild, still free, and with a map and a hint of adventure in your spirit, there is a new world waiting to be discovered by intrepid travelers.Hokkaido is a road tripper’s dream, and for me there’s nothing better than loading a van with gear and setting off on a “choose-your-own-adventure” style expedition with a rough destination in mind, but everything in between yet to be discovered. With every season so distinctly different, revisiting favorite sites always gives a new perspective and new understanding of just how diverse the islands are. For this reason my exploration is never ending and my the nation—A resonating statement of independence from the bustling mega-lopolises of one of the world’s largest economies.Here in Hokkaido life is different. Connected but disconnected. It is connected to the unique nature and seasons of this hidden pocket of Asia and is part of Japan, adopting the customs and culture of the proud nation that has deﬁned life in this region of the world for thousands of years. Yet until very recently—arguably due to its inhospitable nature—the Japanese paid little mind to the cold northern islands, leaving Hokkaido as Cold and fertile waters surrounding Hokkaido make it a mecca for fresh and delicious seafood, well known as some of Japan’s best.Wandering through the vibrant ﬂower ﬁelds of Furano. Peak lavender season is usually during July with a wide variety of blooms continuing all summer.6
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7deﬁnes the way you live and accepting the ﬂow of the seasons is the only way to live in harmony with Mother Nature. In winter it’s cold, constantly snowing and entirely white. In summer it’s alive, vibrant and energized—maximizing every moment of life. The resilient, pioneering inhabitants of Hokkaido (affectionately known as “Dosanko”) know this all too well and are welcom-ing towards visitors. They understand exactly what has drawn us—and the people that came before them—to their islands, and why we stayed.Hokkaido is a vast and still largely wild part of the world. A lifetime here greatest joys are sharing my discoveries with friends and clients—and enjoying them all over again myself.After what was supposed to be a mereholiday, more than a decade later I’m still here. Still adventuring, discovering and ﬁnding day after day that the more I come to understand, the more I realize that there is so much more to learn. I love it here—truly love it. I love the wild nature of the islands, the severity of life lived in sync with the seasons and at the mercy of the weather. To live in Hokkaido you need to embrace the inherent nature of the land. There is no doing things your way—the weather Hiking the rugged, smoking volcanic mountain of Asahidake, Hokkaido’s highest peak at 7,516 ft (2,291 m).  Sapporo beer, available everywhere and an iconic staple beverage of the islands. would still not be enough time to explore everything there is to see. This book is my Hokkaido, written from a collection of experiences and explora-tions driven by a passion for these islands. May I note, this book is not  a comprehensive guide to every nook and cranny worthy of exploration in Hokkaido––it is merely an introduction that I hope will inspire you to uncover ever more of the wonders the islands of Hokkaido have to offer.




8The twin cities of Sapporo and Otaru are Hokkaido’s primary business, government and population centers. One is a thriving metropolis with broad leafy boulevards, a growing skyline and an active nightlife scene; the other a historic seaport with old stone warehouses lining a canal running through its center.Sapporo is a bustling and relatively new city, Hokkaido’s capital and the modern gateway through which almost all visitors to the island must pass. It is strategically located bordering a wide bay along the Sea of Japan to the north and sheltered by steep mountains to the south and west. New Chitose Airport serves as the primary international entry point to Hokkaido and lies within the greater Sapporo area, about an hour south by train from Sapporo’s central JR station.Just a short drive west of Sapporo along the coast, Otaru was once a vital international sea trading port, but is now a relatively quiet seaside tourist town, often regarded as Sapporo’s little (although older) brother. While Sapporo’s city center lies slightly inland, Otaru is right on the water, rolling back from the coast and up onto steep hills that ring the city. Although the two cities are closely linked by rail and road, they have distinct and unique personalities and deserve several days to explore. Both are vibrant food and cultural centers and over 2 million people call these cities home—around 2 million in Sapporo and just over 100,000 in Otaru. This may seem tiny compared to Tokyo but large when you consider that Hokkaido’s entire population is only around 5 million (less than 5% of Japan) with the majority of those in this small corner of the main island.Sa
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CHAPTER 1Odori Park. A green oasis in central Sapporo looking west to the surrounding mountains.
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After more than a decade exploring the most
remote corners of the islands of Hokkaido, this
book is a comprehensive collection of experiences
and discoveries brought together to create an
easy-to-follow guide to some of Hokkaido’s most
famous locations, alongside some of the islands’
hidden secrets.

Aaron Jamieson is a professional photographer and
writer who has committed a large portion of his
adult life to a search for the hidden wonders of
these special northern islands of Japan. Travel with
Aaron through the large cities of the southwest, to
the remote mountains of central Hokkaido, and
beyond to the wild east.

Explore Hokkaido through the eyes of a local and
uncover some of Japan’s least-discovered attractions
for visitors. A diverse natural wonderland with a
dynamic seasonal cycle that sees the island
transform from a pristine white wilderness in
winter to a vibrant green paradise in summer.

tuttlepublishing.com
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