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COVID TRAVEL UPDATE

The Covid-19 pandemic has made travel to Japan difficult or impossible in recent years. As a consequence, it has been a tumultuous time for Japanese businesses that rely on tourism.

The author and contributors to Tokyo Stroll have been busy keeping the guide up to date on closures, relocations, and changes to hours of operation during this period. For general advice on travel to Japan during the pandemic, see the "Pandemic planning" heading on page 21.
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Foreword

Tokyo is a wonderful maze: multileveled, new and old, mysterious and boring, sacred and profane, sexy and prudish at the same time. For the glitz and glamour—to explore Roppongi Hills or Omotesandō Hills or whatever needless chrome and electronic modern day shopping mallstrosity that you might want to explore—there are guidebooks galore already available. If you want to know how it feels to live in an old neighborhood, dine on delights not yet splattered all over Instagram, see wonders hidden in narrow alleys, and know the meaning of the mystical monuments and statues in back alley shrines and temples, then this is the book for you.

It’s so much more than a guidebook; it’s a Japanese history lesson, a conversation, an invitation to explore areas of the city you had no idea existed and rediscover parts of city you thought you knew. There are things explained succinctly in this book that I have seen for years but never really understood or appreciated, like the Myth of Tomorrow mural in Shibuya station. For a jaded Tokyoite like myself, it gave me a fresh perspective on the familiar.

In some ways this is a demanding book: there is an assumption that you understand something about Japan and that you are curious about the history of Tokyo, the religions of the nation, and the superstitions and myths that still are subtly intertwined with modern Japanese life.

The description of Kōfukuji 弘福寺 found on page 293 is priceless:

An Ōbaku Zen temple founded in 1673, with the main hall and two-story sanmon gate done in a Chinese style. Both were constructed in 1933 after the temple was destroyed in the Great Kantō Earthquake. This temple also has a small attractive garden on one side—you pass under a short bridge to reach it. The grounds contain a shrine to Hotei and this temple is on the Shichifukujin tour. There is another shrine with statues of an elderly couple, the Jiji Baba. Praying here is said to be effective for treating coughing and asthma. These two statues were carved by a recluse priest named Fugai in the form of his parents. No one knows when the curative powers came to be ascribed to the statues.

I think the number of people who know what “Ōbaku Zen” is in modern Japan are far and few between. I am a Zen Buddhist priest and I barely know myself. I also wonder if prayers offered at the statues will work against coronavirus, but perhaps that is simply because I am a morbid person. There are some references difficult to decipher.

But that’s OK, because even if you don’t know the terms off the bat, Gilles usually does a wonderful job of explaining and exploring them eloquently. The level of detail is immense. The transient nature of Tokyo makes many guidebooks almost obsolete as soon as they are printed. However, by concentrating on businesses and establishments that have been around for over 50 years, there’s a good chance that when you take this book in hand and explore and walk and stroll through both the famous and lesser-known districts of the city, you will find everything in its place, even when you want to come back.

Japan has a folk belief in the power of words, 言霊 (Kotodama) or literally “the spirit of words”. It is an animist society at heart and so everything is imbued with a living presence. In this book that you have in your hands, or on your smartphone, or on your tablet, there’s a little bit of the soul of the author and his love for Tokyo and Japanese culture. Pick a neighborhood from the book and take an afternoon wander through it, knowing that the author is there with you as a kind of guardian angel. You’ll find that what seems to be ordinary becomes rather extraordinary, and you’ll be glad you took the stroll.

Jake Adelstein





Why Another Tokyo Guidebook?

My goal was to produce the type of book I wish I’d had when I first visited Tokyo. Rather than being a typical guide to hot tourism sites and nightclub districts, this book is intended for those who wish to just walk about and observe interesting neighborhoods. It’s a book designed to have in hand, rather than for armchair reading or to glance at on the flight. As I was doing research, I kept discovering places I did not know about, which necessitated a trip to look at them (an author’s life can be so hard). Quite often I would see places and things in Tokyo and not know what they were, then discover information about them after I returned home. Part of the goal of this book is to reduce that problem for you on your trip.

While there have been guidebooks to walking interesting parts of Tokyo in the past, these have tended to use specific routes with directions. The problem with that model is that things change, making it hard to follow directions. For example, “Cross the bridge to the first intersection with a stop light and turn left at the gas station” sounds fine. But if a street in between has had a stop light added and the gas station has been replaced by a 7-11, then the directions are no longer useful.

Instead, this book provides location information for interesting sights in various neighborhoods and you can choose which route to take. Don’t rush from place to place on this book’s maps. The most direct route may not be the most interesting one, and as you wander you will find plenty of interesting little places and everyday things on the streets. Instead, stroll, get sidetracked, take your time, take a picture, and stop to rest on occasion. Finally, do not try to hit every sight listed for a neighborhood. Most chapters would take more than a day if you try to see everything. Focus on what seems the most interesting.

My preference is not for the city of the high and powerful: the samurai lords, politicians, financiers, and policy makers. My preference is for the low city rather than the high city: the city of the artisan, the family business, and the laborer; the humble neighborhoods of actors, singers, and street performers. This is one reason I have decied to make these older neighborhoods the subject of many of the chapters in this book. The other reason is that the older neighborhoods often have a higher density of interesting locations.

As I worked on this book, I would occasionally talk to people I know about their preferred activities while traveling and found that many spoke of not being interested in the major sights. Instead they spoke of an interest in the everyday aspects of a city, ordinary neighborhoods, and little things discovered while wandering.

Walks through these neighborhoods will take you past the traditional and modern, the raucous and the quiet, and both large and humble structures, often very close to each other. Is an area too noisy? Are you experiencing too much sensory overload? Just go a short distance on a side street and you will find how quiet a major city can be. Explore all the variety and let the impressions of the city wash over you. It is all the real Tokyo, all the real Japan.

Don’t spend valuable trip time and energy hopping around the country. I’ve spoken to too many people who spent a night or two out and about and barely saw anything, as they were either in transit or too tired upon return. Sit yourself in one place and spend the days enjoying the Tokyo area. On subsequent trips you can explore other parts of Japan, or more of Tokyo. I always advise first-time travelers to spend their trip in Tokyo as it is the most foreigner-friendly city in Japan. A few of the advantages include clear transit signage, locals who are familiar with helping tourists, convenient mass transit, and plenty of information available for visitors.

Style elements

For transliterated text, I use a modified Hepburn romanization. Long vowels are indicated by a macron, as in ō. To aid readers in pronunciation, I am even including macrons in loan words, but not in big-city names such as Tokyo.

In place names, I have followed Japanese pronunciation rather than translating elements of names. For example Kandagawa rather than Kanda River, or Ryōgokubashi rather than Ryōgoku Bridge. This will assist if you have to ask for directions.

In most cases I have avoided the use of hyphens in place names by contracting the phrases. For example, Sumidagawa rather than Sumida-gawa, Eitaibashi rather than Eitai-bashi. The one exception to this is in the names of major boulevards, as signage in Japan uses either hyphens or spaces. I decided to use spaces, so Chūō Dōri rather than Chūō-dōri or Chūōdōri.

For Japanese names, I follow the traditional order of family name first followed by given name. For example, Tange Kenzō rather than Kenzō Tange.

Temple names often have a suffix of -in, -dō, or -ji. I include them as part of the name. For example, Sensōji rather than Sensō Temple.

For shrine names, I use the full Japanese name as in Meiji Jingū rather than Meiji Shrine, Hachimangū rather than Hachiman Shrine, or Inari Jinja rather than Inari Shrine.

An effort was made to provide links to the webpages of the various companies, organizations, and insitutions covered in this book. These links are marked with [image: images] in order to make them easy to pick out in the text. Similarly, don’t miss the helpful information contained in the tips and notes found throughout the book.

Language

Japanese written in Latin characters has vowels pronounced similarly to Spanish or Italian. American English speakers can use the following guide: A sounds like the A in father

E sounds like the A in face

I sounds like the EE in see

O sounds like the OA in oats

U sounds like the OO in room
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Introduction

Before there was Tokyo, there was the city of Edo; and before Edo was a city, there was Edo village. The name Edo, “Bay Door,” comes from the area located at what was then the mouth of the Sumidagawa river. Fast forward to 1590 when Tokugawa Ieyasu, who would later become shōgun, entered Edo after being granted the Kantō provinces. He then started a massive plan, completed by his heirs, to build the town, with his castle in the center. The construction involved creating an extensive moat and canal system, re-routing rivers, removing hills, and constructing a large, sophisticated fresh water supply. The massive amounts of soil that were removed were used to fill in Hibiya cove as well as marshy areas near the bay. The project not only involved creating the castle area on the highlands but also planning the lower city for the laborers, artisans, merchants, and more that a castle town would need. The city grew at a rapid pace, from a few thousand to 500,000 in less than thirty years. And a century later the population was over a million, easily eclipsing any European city at the time. In 1868 the rule of the shōguns ended and the name of the city was changed to Tokyo after the emperor moved to it and it became the new capital.

From the early days the growth and planning of Edo/Tokyo has been shaped by a significant problem: fire. In the Edo period local fires, nicknamed “the flowers of Edo,” often took their toll in a city mainly built of wood and heated by charcoal. Three major fires changed the city dramatically.

In 1657, the Great Meireki Fire, fanned by winds, lasted for three days. It left the majority of the city destroyed and over 100,000 dead. Reconstruction took years and included creating open areas as firebreaks by moving many temples and shrines outside the city center, as well as relocating the Yoshiwara pleasure district to an area north of Asakusa.

The next major fire again changed much of the city. The Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923 struck on September 1 just before noon when many households were preparing lunch. The resulting fires, again fanned by high winds, burned for two days and left an estimated 140,000 dead. The city rebuilt again, this time adding parks as evacuation zones for future disasters and making significant changes to building codes.

The city was mostly destroyed by fire for the third time by the series of firebombings during World War II. The first raid took place on a windy night and was aimed at a densely populated civilian area around Asakusa and Sumida Ward. Estimates of the deaths for that night alone are between 100,000 and 200,000. Over a million survivors were left homeless from this one raid. The other raids left much of the city so thoroughly burned that Allied soldiers who had seen the devastation of the bombings in Germany were shocked when they saw Tokyo.

Today fire is far less of a risk thanks to strict building and fire codes. This means that you will find few buildings that date back more than forty years, as government policies encourage replacing older buildings. It also means that Tokyo is a much safer city to live in.

Things seen and not noticed

There are many details of Japanese cities that may not be apparent to most visitors, and things you may see without knowing what they are. Here is a list of a few you may want to keep an eye out for.

Kōban

Commonly translated as Police Box, a kōban is a small police substation staffed twenty-four hours a day, usually by two or three officers. They include an office, holding cell, and facilities for staff to shower and sleep. You can go to kōban for directions, as many have English-speaking staff.

Daytime versus nighttime

Much of Tokyo either closes for the night, or else opens up for business then. Some areas have a very different feel between day and night, so you may want to visit them more than once.

Fire extinguishers

Public fire extinguishers are found in many neighborhoods. They are usually housed in small upright boxes, often red, or in waist-high columns that may also include a fire alarm.

Fire hydrants and signs

Fire hydrants are usually set into the ground with a cover over them. The most common covers are round or square and marked with a border in yellow paint. Some may have designs cast into the cover with firefighting motifs in bright colors instead of the yellow paint. There is usually a round red sign on a pole nearby to indicate where a hydrant is.

Potted plants

Especially in the older, low-lying areas of Tokyo, if there is space for a potted plant in front of a home or business, odds are there will be one. This is a long-standing tradition: In the 19th century, many Americans and Europeans commented that such neighborhoods were quite green in comparison to cities back home.

Unique street lights in commercial areas

Local merchant associations work to make their shopping districts unique. A common approach is to have street lights that are not found elsewhere. Look up to see these, and perhaps take a picture.

Seasonal and festive decorations

At times you will see small decorations added to doors, utility poles, or other surfaces. Many of them indicate a Japanese celebration. For example at the New Year you may see a rice-straw rope with dried fern and a mikan hanging on a door, or a standing bamboo and pine-bough ornament.

Waterways

Edo had rivers, an extensive system of moats around the castle, and canals for moving goods. Streets were mainly for foot traffic—goods traveled by water. Even today, after many canals have been culverted or filled in, there are enough left that Tokyo has over 3,000 bridges. Every bridge in Japan has a name, usually found on a plaque mounted at one end.

Stonework

All the stonework you see in Tokyo is made with stones brought in from outside the city. Tokyo is on an alluvial plain that lacks useable rock, so all of the stone for walls, gravestones, stone items in gardens, and so forth, had to be brought in. When the shōgun’s castle was built, the stone was quarried on the Izu Peninsula and shipped to Edo in thousands of boats. Then it had to be transported overland to its final location.

Architectural differences

On my first trip to Tokyo, I was delighted with the variety of architecture. There is no attempt to harmonize styles within a neighborhood. This avoids the cookie-cutter sameness of many American cities. Tokyo’s architectural diversity reminds me of the relaxing variety of a forest, compared with the American tendency to uniformity, which is reminescent of cornfields.

Apartments or office building?

Commercial and residential property is often intermixed in Tokyo. How do you tell if a building contains apartments or offices? Simple: Does it have balconies? Apartment buildings have balconies so tenants can hang laundry, dry futons, grow plants, and have a place to step outside. The fact that people live everywhere gives a very different feel to neighborhoods. Unlike office districts that are a wasteland at night and weekends, there are shops, restaurants, convenience stores, and people walking about.

Vertical city

While not unusual in larger cities anywhere, in Japan verticality is taken to a higher level. Homes, buildings filled with different shops, apartments, offices, and more all reach for the sky. Even small villages surrounded by flat land will build up rather than out to preserve farmland.

Vertical shopping

Many buildings will have shops on each floor with a long, vertical sign listing what is on each floor in an easy-to-read fashion.

Vertical dining

When looking for a restaurant or coffee shop for a quick break, see if you can find one that has a second or third story. Having a sweet and sipping tea while looking over the street is a good way to recharge for the next part of your stroll.

Under plastic

On every trip to Tokyo I see buildings undergoing restoration that are covered in scaffolding and enclosed in plastic sheets. My friends and I use the phrase “under plastic” to refer to these. Don’t be surprised if a landmark is under plastic when you visit.

Religious sites in Tokyo

Be sure to check the etiquette section on proper behavior when visiting religious sites.

Less than two percent of Japan’s population is Christian, Jewish, or Muslim. This means that the majority of religious sites are either Shintō or Buddhist. Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples are popular both among tourists from outside Japan and among Japanese visiting Tokyo. They also make for a pleasant stroll early in the day before stores open, as they often have no gates, so you are free to enter the grounds at any time. If they have a gate that is closed, that means they are not yet open. An easy way to locate medium and large shrines and temples is to look for trees. However, not all areas with trees are shrines and temples, so be careful not to find yourself trespassing on someone’s property.

How do you identify the difference between Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples? Shrines often have torii, a simple gate consisting of at least two uprights and a crosspiece. Depending on the shrine, guardian figures such as lions, dogs, and foxes are also common. Temples and some large shrines may have elaborate gates that are more like buildings. It is not uncommon to find guardian figure statues in recesses. In the case of shrines these may be statues of warriors. Temples will also have statues inside the temple hall.

There are also small structures scattered throughout Tokyo, both Shintō and Buddhist. These may not always be on the ground; some may be on rooftops. Some of these are accessible, for example on department store rooftops. Others are private but can be sometimes spotted from the street. There are also free-standing Buddhist statues in some locations, often depicting Jizō.

When you have religious sites, you also have pilgrimages, and Tokyo is no exception. These are usually carried out by small groups or individuals going to a single site or a traditional series of sites. In this book I often refer to sites on routes such as the 33 Kannon Pilgrimage and various Shichifukujin Meguri (Seven Lucky Gods pilgrimages), of which there are several in Tokyo. They also hold festivals, so many that there is a festival every week somewhere in Tokyo. I note major local festivals in the descriptions of many individual shrines and temples.





Preparation and Arrival

Who can travel to Japan? Rather than ask that, let’s answer the question: Who cannot go?

A youthful indiscretion resulting in a criminal record may keep you from entering Japan. Several countries, including the United States, share such information with the Japanese government. While Japan is not as strict as some countries, it is a safe bet that any conviction involving drugs, prostitution, or a sentence of a year or more in jail will get you blocked at immigration. Other convictions may also prevent entry.

Depending on the country that issued your passport, you may be able to enter Japan on a tourist visa alone, obtained simply by presenting the passport at the immigration counter upon arrival. There is no need to obtain a special visa. A passport from Canada, the United States, or most European countries allows you to stay in Japan for ninety days as a tourist or on business. This waiver does not apply to the members of the news media or those on government business.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has a list of countries that have such visa exemptions.

[image: images]https://​www.mofa.go.jp​/j_info​/visit/​visa/​short/​novisa.html

Pandemic planning

The Covid-19 pandemic has added many other factors into planning for trips. Even when the current pandemic is over there may be others. Here are items to keep in mind when preparing to go.

1. Before buying your tickets make sure you will be able to enter Japan without a long quarantine, or even able to enter at all.

2. Check the travel and visa section of the website of the Japanese Embassy for your country.

3. For the US this can be found at:

[image: images] https://​www.us.​emb-japan​.go.jp/​itpr_en/​travel_and_​visa.html

4. There may be special forms on the website you will need to fill out before the trip

5. If you are transferring flights in a third country make sure you meet all requirements for transiting through that country. You do not want to be stopped and deported back to your beginning point.

6. Make sure you are fully vaccinated before traveling and bring proof of vaccination with you.

7. You may be required to produce documentation of a negative test result taken within a required time limit before your flight. Make sure you are taking the right kind of test, not all are accepted. Currently the limit is usually for a COVID-19 test taken within 72 hours of your flight time. Do not expect the airline to allow you on the flight if you do not have this documentation.

8. You may also be required to take a second test after arrival.

9. Bring extra masks and a small bottle of sanitizer in your carry on, do not assume you will easily be able to obtain masks after you arrive. Be prepared to wear your mask in crowded areas on the street, in closed spaces such as buildings, when in close contact with an individual, and in any public transportation.

10. Remember wearing a mask is not only for your health it is also out of courtesy for others.

11. Remember to follow other precautions, wash your hands properly, use hand sanitizer, maintain a proper distance when you can, etc.

12. All of this information can change so check to make sure you have every requirement covered for your trip.

When to go?

Two major factors are important in deciding when to take your trip: events and weather.

If there are specific events you must see, be aware of the climate during that time and plan accordingly. I also recommend arriving a few days before your event so you can rest and adjust to Tokyo. If you are not constrained by special events, the following section about typical weather conditions may help you decide. Check for festivals around the same time as your trip. In each chapter I list festivals and feast days in the entries for shrines and temples.

Seasonal weather

Spring is cool, especially at night. March and early April are popular for the cherry blossoms; however, the pollen count is high so scope out the pharmacies near where you are staying.

Summer is hot and humid and includes the rainy season, so be prepared. Rain or muggy heat are not the best conditions for walking around, so consider going to a museum or other indoor activities for midday to sundown. The plus side is that there are lots of festivals, including in the evenings. If you have an interest in insects, like many Japanese kids, there will plenty to observe in gardens and parks and near rivers.

Fall weather is mild and there is occasional rain. I often go in October, but November gets you better foliage viewing as the colors change. Another advantage is that evenings are cool but not very cold, so you can see the sights at night in greater comfort. Book early as this is a popular time for tourists.

Winter is cold, although depending where you are from it may be warmer than expected. Tokyo is not as cold as many parts of Europe and the United States, but it does occasionally snow. The New Year holiday is a major event in Japan. To celebrate it like a local, watch the special programs on NHK television and then go to the local shrine or temple at midnight. Almost everything closes for three days or more, but don’t be alarmed—restaurants near large shrines and temples will be open, so you won’t starve.

NOTE: Pseudoephedrine (Sudafed) is prohibited in Japan even with a prescription.

Temperature averages







	January
	36°F (2°C)–50°F (10°C)



	February
	36°F (2°C)–50°F (10°C)



	March
	41°F (5°C)–55°F (13°C)



	April
	52°F (11°C)–64°F (18°C)



	May
	59°F (15°C)–73°F (23°C)



	June
	66°F (19°C)–77°F (25°C)



	July
	73°F (23°C)–84°F (29°C)



	August
	75°F (24°C)–88°F (31°C)



	September
	70°F (21°C)–81°F (27°C)



	October
	59°F (15°C)–72°F (22°C)



	November
	50°F (10°C)–63°F (17°C)



	December
	41°F (5°C)–54°F (12°C)




Money

Cash

Expect to carry cash. Much of Japan operates on cash rather than checks or credit cards. This is especially true of small family businesses. You may be able to use your credit card at businesses in areas frequented by tourists, and at large chains and upscale shops and restaurants. Using cash also ensures the shop gets all the money without the credit card company skimming part of it off. Put some bills—say 6,000 yen worth—in a separate part of your wallet as a reserve to keep from running out. Don’t worry about having plenty of cash on you, as Tokyo is one of the safest cities in the world. However, do watch out for pickpockets in crowds. I had one try for my wallet at a crowded festival a few years ago, although they failed.

You will need cash as soon as you arrive. Cash may be required for a transit card, transportation from the airport, taxis, or meals, and some lodgings require prepayment in cash. I exchange cash at the airport when I arrive to have enough to cover costs for several days. Odds are you get a much better exchange rate and pay a far lower fee than you would at your home bank.

To obtain cash on the go, there are now several options for tourists. Post offices have international ATM machines available during business hours, and many convenience stores also have international ATM machines. Be aware that you will need to know your Personal Identification Number (PIN) as a set of numbers rather than letters—Japanese ATM machines do not have letters on their keypads. In a pinch you can check the keypad of a cell phone to find the numbers, as the design is the same. You may want to check your bank’s policies ahead of time. I use the post office as they charge a very low fee and my credit union also does not charge international transaction fees. A friend uses his credit card as his US bank does charge fees for using his ATM card in Japan. There are also an increasing number of international exchanges in tourist-heavy areas.

Credit cards

Be sure to notify your bank and credit card company that you will be in Tokyo. Otherwise, you may find your cards blocked.

It is worth having a credit card or two for shops that take them and as a backup in case your ATM card gets blocked by your bank (even if you told them you would be in Japan).

If you are like me and live in a state where you are expected to pay use tax (sales tax for out-of-state purchases), using a credit card is handy as a way to know the cost of the items in dollars rather than having to convert the yen indicated on the receipt.

TIP: Consider buying a nice coin purse, which will be readily available in Japan. Because the smallest bill is the 1,000 yen note, you quickly end up with a pile of coins. Keep spending the coins to avoid ending up with too many. I put the larger coins in my coin purse and keep the 1-yen coins loose in my pocket for quick retrieval. Save your leftover Japanese funds for later trips, change them at the airport, or drop them into a donation box. Be aware that your bank may not take coins if you plan to do an exchange after returning home. You can also take some sets of coins home as gifts.

Pasmo and Suica

I recommend getting a Pasmo or Suica card to simplify paying transit fares. These are prepaid smart cards that you simply tap at station gates to enter and exit or when boarding a bus. If you have never done this, observe people using the gates to see how it works. When you tap the card, a small screen will flash the amount you have left. All the transit systems in the greater Tokyo area accept the cards, including buses and some taxis. Both cards have versions for children aged six to eleven, and children aged twelve who are attending school may also qualify for child fare. Children under age six may be able to ride for free depending on the transit system.

A major advantage in using the cards is that you don’t end up spending lots of time at ticket machines awaiting your turn. Plus transfer discounts are automatically handled, which means you don’t have to spend time and energy buying a transfer ticket.

How to get the cards

Children’s cards require proof of age and must be bought at a ticket window. Adult cards can be bought at ticket windows and from station ticket machines. Smaller stations usually do not have ticket windows. All purchases of cards include a 500-yen fee that is refundable at stations before you leave. Suica refunds are handled at JR stations and Pasmo at non-JR subway stations. Or you can keep the cards for later trips to Tokyo—the expiration date is ten years after the last use.

Adding value

You can add value to the cards using ticket machines in any station that accepts them. Ticket machines will have a button for English. Press that button and follow the instructions. If you should find yourself unable to exit, look for machines near the gates that allow value to be added. In smaller stations these will likely be only at the main gate.

Non-transit use

You can also use both cards at many vending machines, convenience stores, coffee shops, and more. I once spent the last of the value on mine at the airport buying coffee and a pastry.

Suica:

[image: images]https://​www.pasmo​.co.jp​/visitors​/en/

Pasmo:

[image: images]https://​japanraz​ilpass.net

Phones and tablets

Cell phones

There is more than one way to use a cell phone. You can use the international plan from your phone company, have the chip changed once you get to Japan, or rent a cell phone from one of several companies. Several companies sell phone chips and rent phones; these often have counters at airports. If you are using your own phone, be sure to know what the roaming fees for data access will be. You may want to turn data off to save money and only rely on wi-fi at your hotel and select hot spots for texting and internet access. If data is off, be aware your voicemail may not be accessible until you return home.

Pay phones

Pay phones are not as common as they used to be in Japan but are still easy to find. The phones are usually green, gray or pink. You can pay in coins or with a prepaid calling card at green or gray phones. Phones with a sign that says “International and Domestic Telephone” accept credit cards.

Costs are usually 10 yen per minute depending on distance, and you can add more money to extend the call. Only 10- and 100-yen coins are accepted.

Portable wi-fi hotspots

It is possible to rent battery-powered pocket-sized portable wi-fi hotspots from the same companies that rent cellphones. These connect via wi-fi to your own phone, tablet, or laptop for internet access.

Line

In Japan the major application for messaging is Line and your friends in Japan may prefer you have it. You need a data connection for it to work.

[image: images]https://​line.​me/en/

TIP: See the navigation section for GPS mapping without data access.

Airport to hotel

Airport

There are two airports for Tokyo. Haneda is within the city on the edge of Tokyo Bay, and Narita is outside Tokyo. Each have several options for getting to locations within Tokyo and transit time is often about the same. How you get to your destination from either airport will depend on where you are staying in Tokyo. It is best you check the airport’s web site to see the current transit options as they have been improving in the last few years.

During your flight you will be given a landing card. Have your passport number and information about your lodging ready to fill out the form.

Before you leave the airport

• Change cash into Japanese yen, you will need some right away.

• If you plan to use public transportation, obtain a Suica or Pasmo transit smartcard if they are available there. See the Pasmo and Suica section below for information.

• If you are renting a phone or wi-fi hub, pick it up.

Hotel

Choosing a hotel in Tokyo is not quite like doing so in other cities. Most cities have one central area where most of the desirable hotels are located. Tokyo, however, has many such areas given the excellent transit system of the city. Find where you plan to go, check the train and subway lines that take you there, and consider basing yourself in an area near such a line. I always stay in Asakusa, a friend always stays near Ueno Station, and another always in Ikebukuro. Choose carefully, as many people I know have ended up in areas that looked good but turned out to have less than desirable features. I know women who ended up near the love hotel district in Kabukichō, and others who stayed in nice hotels in areas with little of interest after dark. Pick a neighborhood that is diverse enough to enjoy for an evening stroll after a day of sightseeing.

Most hotels allow smoking, so if you want a completely non-smoking accomodations consider staying in a family-run inn. More and more of these are going 100% non-smoking, and they are often more affordable than their smoke-friendly counterparts.

Miscellaneous travel essentials

Safety

Tokyo is one of the safest cities in the world. Still one should maintain some degree of caution. For example, Roppongi and Kabukichō have been the scene of drinks being spiked and the victim’s bank account being emptied.

Tokyo has operators for several languages. Languages available are English, Chinese, Korean, Thai, and Spanish. Here are some teleph0ne numbers that are helpful to have on hand:

English non-emergency police hotline:

[image: images] 03-3501-0110—weekdays, 8:30 a.m. to 5:15 p.m.

Tokyo Metropolitan Medical Information Center:

[image: images] 03-5285-8181—daily, 9:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m.

Fire and medical emergency:

[image: images] 119

Police emergency:

[image: images] 110

Carry your passport

Japanese law requires that you carry your passport at all times. The police have the power to arrest you if you don’t have it on you. A photocopy of your passport is not an acceptable substitute.

Smoking

Smoking is not allowed on the sidewalks of many major streets, except for designated smoking areas. It is still common in bars and many restaurants.

Accessibility

Train and subway stations are almost all accessible via elevators and escalators. Some stations may have adapted escalators that can handle wheelchairs. Wheelchair users should speak to the station agent who will assist getting on the train with a special ramp. Often there is a difference in height between the train car and the platform. The agent will also contact your destination station and someone will be waiting to assist you there.

Many places are not fully barrier free, but accessibility is improving. I recommend checking the following web sites for up to date information.

Another resource is Accessible Japan’s Tokyo by Josh Grisdale, a book that goes into detail on planning a trip and what to see. Available on Amazon and Apple’s Book app.

Japan Accessible Tourism Center, Tokyo pages:

[image: images]http://​www.japan​-accessible.​com/city​/tokyo.htm

Accessible Japan:

[image: images]https://​www.accessible​-japan.com

[image: images]https://​amzn.to​/2llWmBA

Power

Electricity is 100 volts AC at 50 cycles. Outlets usually are for two-prong North American style plugs. North American appliances will usually work fine. Travelers from other countries may have to use adaptors.

TIP: I take lots of pictures and when I get home, I write up a document describing the locations by photo number. Rather than carry around a notebook and write down notes as I wander about, I take photos of location-specific items, such as subway exit signs, landmarks, local maps, and so on. This is much easier than asking your friend, “Where did I take this picture?” and getting a reply like, “I don’t know, I think I was hungover that day.” This is also useful if your phone or camera does not capture the GPS location.

Navigation tools

GPS

The directions given by GPS systems such as Google Maps and Maps.Me are generally reliable in suggesting routes including train and subway lines. However, I have discovered that I sometimes do a better job with a detailed atlas or local map, either electronic or printed.

If you are not using a smartphone or tablet with a data plan, which frankly can be quite expensive, a good alternative to Google Maps is Maps. Me, a free app that allows you to navigate with just GPS. If you are using it on a device that does not have GPS, you will still have a very detailed atlas to use. Plus, you can bookmark locations for easy reference.

For more information on Maps.Me and links, see the section title The Maps on page 47.

Apps

I have been very disappointed with most apps for Tokyo. Take your time to evaluate them before spending your money. Those that are just transit maps can often be out of date, and current rail and subway maps can be downloaded as PDF files.

PDF maps

Consider loading PDF maps and informative documents onto your tablet or smartphone for offline use. Many official tourism web sites have such files that you can download. If you have a Mac, or use the Chrome browser on your Windows machine, you can print web pages to PDF files. I organize mine as collections by location on my iPad.

TIP: In some places you may see large maps at the edge of the sidewalk. On those maps the top is not north but the direction you are facing.

A compass

This may sound silly to some, but an old-fashioned magnetic compass can greatly assist at times. Given the number of tall buildings in Tokyo, a smartphone compass can often be inaccurate. I found this out on one trip where two different phones showed north to be in very different directions. By the way, smartphones point to true north, which is a little different than magnetic north. Even so, I have successfully used a compass to help me navigate.

Print maps

Folding maps of Tokyo are so general as to be only occasionally useful. Maps of smaller areas can be very handy; this especially includes those available for free at local tourism offices and some subway and train stations.

Address finding

Odds are you will not have to find a place by its address, however if you do, expect it to be different than what you are used to. Most streets in Tokyo do not have names and buildings do not have numbers. This is why business advertisements often include maps.

The Japanese address system for Tokyo works like this:

• First the Chōme (numbered section of a neighborhood): 丁目

• Then the lot number. These numbers are assigned as the lots are developed, so 2 may not be next to 1 or 3.

• Then the Machi or Chō (neighborhood) name: 町

• Then the Ku (ward) name: 区

• Finally the city name, in this case Tokyo.

For example Tokyo Skytree is: 1 Chōme-1-2 Oshiage, Sumida, Tokyo.

Getting directions

There are tourist information centers in larger train stations, and the Metropolitan Government Building has two, one for all of Japan and one for the Tokyo area. Before you exit a station look for free tourism and shopping fliers. Often you will find information that is very local, or as I did in one case, an excellent folding map of the rail system.

As mentioned earlier, one way to get help with directions is to ask at a kōban. The police regularly help Japanese with directions as well, so don’t be shy. They may not know English, but will still try to help you.

Even if you know where you are going, if someone offers to help you with directions, let them. This is a great way to interact. Be sure to give a little bow as you thank them.

Station names offer a clue to their location. For example, if you are looking to get to Nakano, check to see if there is a station with that as the name.

Finally: Have fun, get lost, find yourself.

NOTE: In many entries in this book I will point out the entrance to a location.

In some areas you could have to walk some distance to find the entrance.

Trains and subway

For the areas covered in this book, you will likely rely on the subway and surface train system rather than buses. Tokyo has over 600 train and subway stations, and more are being added. Don’t be intimidated—if you can navigate a highway or city streets, or find your way around a small town, you have the skills you need. Tokyo is just a bigger version of what you are familiar with. First find the station near where you want to go. That gives you the line the station is on. Then look for a station near where you are and trace its line to see if it intersects with the other line. At that point you transfer between the two. You may sometimes have to transfer more than once. Directions obtained by Google Maps and Maps.Me will give train, subway, and bus routes. This includes stations and bus stops.

Stations commonly have a map and chart in English, detailing routes and fares above the ticket machines. These maps are usually specific to a train company and their train stations.

Make sure you are on the right platform and that you get on a train for the line you want, as some lines may share tracks. If you find yourself going in the wrong direction, just get off and get on a train back.

TIPS: Don’t rush. The trains run quite often and you are there to enjoy yourself, not to get stressed. If you have the option of taking an aboveground train rather than the subway, consider it. You can view the city as you travel and perhaps spot things to check out later.

Day passes

Unless you plan to make several trips in one day, passes are not very useful. They do not save you much money and are for only one company, which is impractical given the number of different transit companies in Tokyo.

JR Pass

I also recommend not getting a Japan Rail Pass unless you plan to take long-distance trips well outside Tokyo. The passes are not cheap, are only good for a limited amount of days, and only on JR lines. Though, if you plan to visit places some distance away, such as Kyoto or Nara, the pass can save you money.

[image: images]http://​www.japan​rail​pass.net/en/

Locating stations

Train stations are relatively easy to locate as they are above ground and the tracks are usually elevated. For subway stations, look for the distinctive logos used by the subway lines. You will also see directional signage in underground walkways between stations, underground shopping arcades, and some large store basements.

NOTE: Train and subway lines are color coded. In most systems this extends to the color of the cars. Stations are numbered in sequence. On some lines individual stations have their own platform tune.

Boarding and exiting trains

Expect to line up to get on the train. Just follow the example of other riders. Wait for everyone to exit before boarding the train.

On occasion you may end up on a very crowded train. To exit crowded trains, gently push your way between people to exit. If you are not able to exit in time, get off at the next station and take a train back to the one you want. To avoid ending up in the middle of the train car, stand near the Priority Seats near the ends of the cars.

Exiting stations

Exiting can be as easy as heading to the nearest exit and figuring out where you are once you reach the street. However, in larger stations that have multiple exits, some connect to tunnels that can take you a great distance underground. This is handy in some circumstances to avoid waiting for traffic lights and to keep out of bad weather.

TIPS: If you are meeting someone at a station, be sure to choose a meeting point. A local landmark is best, or if at an exit, specify which exit.

If you need to stop in the station to figure out which exit to take, be sure to not block walkways.

Elevators and escalators

In the subways, get used to identifying elevator and escalator signs. A day of walking can be stressful on your body, so using escalators and elevators pays off. Plus some subway stations may be so far underground that you have to take a series of escalators to get to the surface. Be aware that a few of the older stations have yet to have elevators and escalators installed.

Women-only cars

On some lines, there are cars designated for women only for all hours of operation. On other lines they are only for rush hour. The platform will have a sign at the edge of the track indicating where such cars stop. Guys should follow the example of Japanese men as they line up.

Other transit

Walking

First there is the physical reality of your body: Make sure you have comfortable clothing and shoes. Expect to walk much more than at home. For a walker, shoes are crucial. If they are new, make sure the shoes are broken in for comfort. Consider that you may have to take them off in some places, so something you can easily remove and put on is good. You can expect businesses, temples, and shrines that require the removal of shoes to have shoe horns at hand, often ones that are long enough to use standing up.

Some travel books suggest having two pair of shoes so you can trade off to give your feet a rest. I suggest you save space in your luggage and only bring an extra set of insoles; I use the types popular with runners for extra comfort and swap the insoles every couple of days.

I carry good moleskin, the kind that is thin and flexible such as Dr. Scholl’s, not the cheap brands that are thick and come off easily. Moleskin comes in sheets, so pack a small pair of scissors in your checked luggage. If you find your feet developing sore spots, put some moleskin on the next day before heading out.

Also expect to climb many stairs. Tokyo has various elevations so stairs and slopes are found in much of the city. You will usually have to use a pedestrian overpass involving stairs for crossing major streets. Elevators and escalators are increasingly common in stations, so take advantage of them to conserve your energy.

TIPS: Do not jaywalk. Always wait for the light. Look both ways. The Japanese drive on the left side of the road, so traffic may be coming from an unexpected direction; and there are bicycles to keep in mind.

Buses

Buses have a single fare when travelling within the twenty-three wards; the fare can vary slightly between different companies. Some buses are boarded from the front, others are boarded at the back and exited from the front. Just follow the example of locals getting on the bus or directions from the driver.

Taxis

Taxi drivers usually don’t know English and you should expect to give directions or provide a map unless you are headed to a major destination. If you do need to take a cab, you may want to pick a landmark near where you are going and have the driver drop you off there. Don’t open the door: taxicab doors open with a switch operated by the driver, and opening it yourself can damage the mechanism.

Bicycle

Renting a bike is an option if you are willing to end up back where you started. Bicycles can be especially useful for places with little auto traffic and where you want to cover a large area. Some of the rivers, such as the Arakawa and Edogawa, are bordered by levees with paved trails on top, making a bike ride an easy way to enjoy the view.

Car rental

Renting a car is only useful in rural areas and for traveling between cities. It is too confusing to drive in Tokyo unless you know the city well, and parking can be expensive and hard to find. In order to rent and drive a car in Japan, you need to be at least eighteen years old and have a Japanese driver’s license or an International Driving Permit (IDP).

Water buses

One fun form of transportation is the water bus. These run on major rivers and parts of Tokyo Bay—the Sumidagawa has the most. Some water buses have platforms on the roof so you can stand outside to enjoy the view and take pictures. Particularly popular are the ones designed by Matsumoto Leiji, the manga artist who wrote the Galaxy Express and Captain Harlock science fiction sagas. These are called Himiko, Hotaluna, and Emeraldus and run on the Sumidagawa.

Shopping

Hours for shops, restaurants, and museums

On the whole you should expect stores to open at 10:00 a.m. and restaurants to open around 11. The exception is convenience stores, which often are open twenty-four hours a day. Museums usually open at 9:00 or 10:00 a.m., and some gardens and parks have similar hours. Most museums accept the Grutto pass, a ticket book that admits you to over ninety museums in the Tokyo area, usually covering full admission. It is available for purchase at any museum that takes it.

Many shops close for a weekday, often Monday, and almost all museums close on Mondays. Family-run businesses are still very common and they need time off. The day a shop or museum is closed may change when that day is a holiday: They often are open and then close the following day. The New Year holiday typically lasts from December 29 to January 4. It is safe to assume that almost all of Tokyo is closed on those days.

Grutto:

[image: images]https://​www.rekibun​.or.jp/en​/grutto/

Special considerations

At most shops only Japanese will be spoken. Don’t let that discourage you. Measurements will be metric, especially for clothing and footwear. Credit cards are not accepted in many small businesses, so you should carry sufficient cash.

Tax-free shopping

For tourists, tax-free shopping is sometimes available. Currently there is a 5,000-yen minimum to qualify, and you will need to show staff your passport. Small stores handle the tax-free process at the register; large stores may have a counter where you take your receipts to have the tax refunded.

For more information on Japan’s tax exemption see:

[image: images]https://​tax-freeshop​.jnto.go.jp​/eng/shopping​-guide.php

Department stores

Department stores are often not only one store, as some of the floor space may be leased to individual businesses. Just think of the store as a vertical mall with no walls between the shops. Simply pay for your purchases at the nearest register. Department stores often have a roof area you can access. While most of these do not have a good view of the neighborhood, they often have other items of interest such as a shrine, gardening supplies, food, places to sit and rest, and even beer gardens in the summer. With the increasing number of tourists from Islamic countries, many large department stores now have prayer rooms.

Local shops

You will see many unique items, often handcrafted, that are only sold at the shop that makes them. This includes museum shops, which may have publications only sold there. Keep these in mind as you window-shop.

You may see some goods that are illegal in your home country such as turtle shell and elephant ivory. Be aware of this and avoid such products.

In this book I have focused on shops and restaurants that have been around for some time. Such long-established businesses are called rōho or shi’nise in Japanese. There is even an association, the Tōto Norenkai, for businesses in Tokyo over 100 years old.

The web supplement to this book will include information regarding closures, relocations, and other shops not listed in the book.

Tōto Norenkai:

[image: images]http://​www.norenkai​.net/en/

Souvenirs

Prepare a list of who to buy souvenirs for. The tradition in Japan is to buy items that are local to the area. You will have many opportunities to follow this tradition. Dry food items that store well in luggage is always an option if you are not sure what to get.

Ema sold at shrines and temples also make a great souvenir and there is a unique design for each shrine. Some may even have more than one style for sale.

Storage

Picked up too much and still plan to continue shopping? You can store your bags temporarily in coin lockers for a small fee. Lockers are commonly available in stations, often in several locations in larger stations. Lockers sometimes come in more than one size. In some commercial areas you may even find them in shopping malls or right on the street.

Shipping items home

Shopping may result in too many items to pack in your luggage. If you want to ship items home, your hotel may be able to help. The service at post offices is also excellent. They have boxes in several sizes, will assist with paperwork, and their shipping fees are affordable. Do check their list of prohibited items before shipping.

Dining

How do you order in restaurants if you don’t know the language? Many smaller eateries will have picture menus or a ticket machine near the door where you can pay for your choice and hand the ticket to staff. Electronic ticket machines usually have English menus. You don’t need to speak Japanese and they don’t need to know your language. There is no tipping—if you want to show appreciation, eat everything. Always assume that restaurants and coffee shops take the last order a half-hour before closing.

Be aware that few places are open for breakfast. The staff where you are staying can make recommendations for that meal.

I tend to go with small family-run restaurants when I get hungry. I have found smaller businesses are quite patient and accommodating to non-Japanese tourists. They also usually have a relaxed environment; on one trip we had a conversation about food ingredients with an actor from a troupe that was in town.

Another option is convenience and grocery stores, which have bentō, onigiri, sandwiches, and other ready-to-eat foods.

Be aware that you will need to know how to eat with chopsticks in some places. Practice before you go to Japan, even if you are confident of your ability. One test of skill is to take two bowls and transfer dried beans between them.

Smoking

Want to avoid restaurants that allow smoking? Laws now ban smoking in most restaurants, also look for signage regarding smoking at the door.

Taboo foods

If you avoid certain foods because of allergies, or for religious or other reasons, you should study up on what is used to make specific Japanese meals. For example, wheat is in nearly all noodles, broths are often made with fish stock, and eggs are in almost any fish paste product and in some (lower quality) ramen.

If you are vegan, be aware that pretty much anything simmered is cooked in fish stock. Do research and figure out what individual items you can eat. The number of vegan restaurants is increasing but they are still few and far between. There are several websites that cover vegan restaurants, so a web search can help.

If you are Jewish or Muslim, it should be easy to avoid pork. Stay away from Chinese-style dishes like ramen, which often uses stock based on pork bones. Other foods on the Japanese diet should be easy to identify by just looking at them. Many restaurants will have a sign if they serve halal food.

For those with food allergies, check the Essential Japanese page listed under the Accessibility menu on Accessible Japan’s web site for handy phrases.

[image: images]https://​accessible-​japan.com/​essential-​japanese-​phrases-​and-words-​for-people-​with-​disablities/

TIPS: For variety you can try to avoid eating the same thing twice in your stay, there is plenty of variety to choose from.

To order food to go, you can say “take out,” as the English phrase is used in Japan.

Toilets

Toilets are not hard to find. In stations they tend to be in the area inside the fare gates. Large shopping buildings have them on some floors and they can also be found in public parks. In a pinch, just ask at a convenience store. The Japanese know the meaning of the English word toilet.

TIP: Park toilets may be out of paper, so carry a pack of tissues with you. Paper towels or hand driers are also not always available. Many Japanese use their handkerchief to dry their hands, not to blow their nose, so do as the locals do and take one along when you go out.

WARNING: While they are increasingly rare, there are still traditional squat toilets in Japan. If you are an experienced camper, you will have no trouble using one. Otherwise keep looking.

Words and a phrase to remember

Sumimasen. Often translated as “excuse me.” This is the magic word that is useful in so many situations, from getting a waiter’s attention to letting folks know you want to squeeze by when exiting the train.

Hai, pronounced like the English word “hi,” is a polite way to say yes.

Toire wa doko desu ka? (the desu is pronounced with a silent u). “Where is the toilet” is a very important phrase, so keep it handy.
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