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Welcome to Japan

Japan is truly timeless, a place where ancient traditions are fused with modern life as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

[image: shutterstock_648898915]

Mt Fuji | BLANSCAPE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


There’s an intoxicating buzz to Japan’s urban centres, with their vibrant street life, glowing streetscapes, 24-hour drinking-and-dining scenes, architectural wonders that redefine what buildings – and cities – should look like. Leave them behind and you’ve got a country that is more than two-thirds mountains, with bubbling hot springs at every turn. In the warmer months there is excellent hiking, through cedar groves and fields of wildflowers, up to soaring peaks and ancient shrines (the latter founded by wandering ascetics). Come winter, all this is covered with snow and the skiing is world class. (And if you’ve never paired hiking or skiing with soaking in onsen you don’t know what you’ve been missing.)

Travelling the country offers numerous opportunities to connect with Japan’s traditional culture. Spend the night in a ryokan (traditional inn), sleeping on futons and tatami mats, and padding through well-worn wooden halls to the bathhouse (or go one step further and sleep in an old farmhouse). Chant with monks or learn how to whisk bitter matcha (powdered green tea) into a froth. From the splendour of a Kyoto geisha dance to the spare beauty of a Zen rock garden, Japan has the power to enthral even the most jaded traveller.
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Plan Your Trip
Japan’s Top 12



1Tokyo

Planet earth’s unrivalled 24/7 megalopolis

Tokyo is one of the world’s reigning cities of superlatives – the dining, drinking and shopping are all top class. It’s a city always in flux, which is one of its enduring charms, forever sending up breathtaking new structures and dreaming up new culinary delights. It truly has something for everyone, whether your ideal afternoon is spent in an art museum or racing through the streets of Akihabara in a go-kart.
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JAPAN’S TOP 12 PLAN YOUR TRIP

2Kyoto

National reasures, temples and modern-day geisha

There are said to be more than 1000 Buddhist temples in Kyoto, Japan’s imperial capital for over 1000 years. The city is a showroom of Japanese religious architecture, which produced both the glittering Kinkaku-ji (Golden Pavilion) and the stark Zen garden at Ryōan-ji. But don’t equate religiosity with temperance here: Kyoto is also the city where geisha entertained in lantern-lit teahouses (and still do).

[image: shutterstock_1220778577-jpg]

Yasaka Pagoda from Sannen-zaka | GUITAR PHOTOGRAPHER / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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3Central Japan & the Alps

Traditional life away from the crowds

Crowned by the Japan Alps, the nation’s geographical and spiritual heart, Chūbu (Central Japan) has year-round appeal. In the green season, hike historic roads through alpine valleys before soaking your weary bones in hot springs. You’ll find photo ops galore, friendly farmers in traditional villages, and one of Japan’s best preserved castles. Come winter, explore some of the best terrain that powder-hounds could dream of.

[image: GettyRF_626146580-jpg]
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4Nara

The Great Buddha of the ancient capital

Nara was Japan’s first permanent capital in the 8th century, and is the site of the country’s first monumental building spree. You will find numerous grand temples here, older even than those in Kyoto. The highlight is Nara’s Daibutsu (Great Buddha), which is among the largest gilt-bronze effigies in the world; the temple that houses it, Tōdai-ji, is one of the world’s largest wooden structures.

[image: shutterstockRF_497133496-jpg]
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5Fuji Five Lakes

Spectacular sleeping giant: Japan’s most cherished mountain

Even from a distance, the perfectly symmetrical cone of Japan’s highest peak will take your breath away. Fuji-san is among Japan’s most revered and timeless attractions. Dawn from the summit? Pure magic. Hundreds of thousands of people climb it every year, but those who’d prefer picture-perfect views can do so from the less-daunting vantage points in the foothills and hot springs of the scenic Fuji Five Lakes district.

[image: shutterstock_773610946-jpg]
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6Osaka

The friendly metropolis of food and fun

Something magical happens when the sun sets in the Land of the Rising Sun: the grey city streets turn into crackling canyons of neon. Nowhere is this light show more dramatic than along Osaka’s Dōtombori-gawa. In fact, just about everything seems to be turned up a notch in Japan’s third-largest city. It’s a city that loves to let loose and lives to eat – the perfect stop for your urban Japan fix.

[image: GettyImages-598232932-jpg]
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7Hiroshima

Heartbreaking history with a message of hope

It’s not until you visit the Peace Memorial Museum that the extent of human tragedy wrought by the atomic bomb in 1945 becomes clear. A visit to Hiroshima is a sobering history lesson and the park around the museum offers many opportunities for reflection. But the city’s spirit of determination – as well as its food – will ensure that you’ll have good memories to take away with you.

[image: shutterstockRF_542329390-jpg]

Cenotaph Memorial, designed by Kenzō Tange | SEAN PAVONE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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8Kagoshima

Friendly folks and a very vocal volcano

Kagoshima, roughly 1000km southwest of Tokyo, is an urban outpost with a distinctly different, rugged feel. Lording over the city is the smoking (quite literally) volcano Sakurajima. Kagoshima is also the jumping-off point for the island of Yakushima, which, with its ancient cedars, tangled vines and seaside springs, looks more like a Star Wars set than planet Earth. If you’re after something a little different, this is the place for you.

[image: shutterstock_1259070367-jpg]
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9Naoshima

A living island of interactive art

Naoshima is Japan’s top destination for contemporary art and architecture. An island in the Inland Sea, it functions as one big open-air museum, with buildings and installations from leading international creators – all designed to enhance the glorious natural scenery. Much of what visitors find so compelling, however, is the blend of avant-garde and rural Japan: there are villages here that remain a vital part of the island’s artistic renaissance.

[image: GettyImages-111029466-jpg]

Seto Inland Sea | TAKAMI SHIMURA / GETTY IMAGES ©
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Yayoi Kusama’s Pumpkin sculpture, Benesse Art Site Naoshima | OSAMU WATANABE ©
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10Hokkaidō

Pristine nature and outdoor adventures galore

Hokkaidō, Japan’s northernmost island, is an untamed landscape of mountains that is pock-marked with crystal-blue caldera lakes and sulphur-rich hot springs. This is ‘big mountain and snow’ country, where skiers carve snow drifts reaching several metres in depth. In the green season, hikers and cyclists are drawn to the island’s wide open spaces and dramatic topography.

[image: shutterstockRF_385736488-jpg]

flower fields | NIRADJ / SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Yuki Matsuri in Sapporo | GLOWIMAGES / GETTY IMAGES ©
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11Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Spectacular beaches, vibrant diving and ‘island time’

Okinawa and the Southwest Islands are characterised by flat farmlands rolling on to palm-fringed beaches with turquoise waters. Iriomote, the most remote, is covered in primeval forest. Okinawa adds mountains, resorts and capital city Naha, with a multicultural vibe that has emerged from a tragic past.

[image: GettyRF_119434689-jpg]
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12Kii Peninsula

Trace the footsteps of holy pilgrims

Not far from Osaka but a world away, this mountainous peninsula puts you in touch with ancient Japan. Visit the temple complex Kōya-san, with its moss-covered stupas and chanting monks. Then head deeper into the peninsula where you can walk trails known as the Kumano Kodō, a network laid down centuries ago by mountain ascetics, seeking spiritual enlightenment in what must have felt like the ends of the earth.

[image: shutterstockRF_283009019-jpg]
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Plan Your Trip
Need to Know



Currency

Yen (¥)




Language

Japanese




Visas

Visas are issued on arrival for most nationalities for stays of up to 90 days.




Money

In cities, credit cards are widely accepted; rural areas are hit and miss. Post offices and most convenience stores have international ATMs.




Mobile Phones

Japan operates on the 3G and 4G (LTE) networks. Prepaid data-only SIM cards (for unlocked smartphones only) are widely available at the airport or electronics stores.




Time

Japan Standard Time (GMT/UTC plus nine hours)






When to Go

[image: 03-climate-bo-jap2]

High Season (Apr & May, Aug)

oCherry-blossom season (late March to early April), Golden Week (early May) and O-Bon (mid-August): sights, trains and hotels packed and prices sky-high.

oCity folk head to the cool of the mountains in August; also summer vacation and festival season.

Shoulder (Jun & Jul, Sep–Nov)

oAutumn foliage draws leaf-peepers from October and November, dependant on elevation and latitude.

Low Season (Dec–Mar)

oSki season kicks off in the mountains, but crowds dwindle elsewhere. Accommodation is at its cheapest.

oMany businesses close over the New Year period (end of December to early January).




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than ¥8000

oDorm bed: ¥3000

oBowl of noodles: ¥750

oHappy-hour beer: ¥500

oCity one-day subway pass: ¥600

oOne temple or museum entry: ¥500

Midrange: ¥8000–20,000

oDouble room at a business hotel: ¥10,000

oDinner for two at an izakaya (Japanese pub-eatery): ¥6000

oHalf-day cycling tour or cooking class: ¥5000

oTemple and museum entries: ¥1500

Top End: More than ¥20,000

oDouble room in a nice hotel: from ¥25,000

oDinner for two at a good sushi restaurant: from ¥15,000

oTaxi ride between city sights: ¥2500




Useful Websites

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/japan) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forum and more.

Japan National Tourism Organization (www.jnto.go.jp) Official tourist site with planning tools and events calendar.

Japan Meteorological Agency (www.jma.go.jp) Up-to-the-minute weather advisories and disaster alerts.

Opening Hours

Note that some outdoor attractions (such as gardens) may close earlier in winter. Standard opening hours:

Banks 9am to 3pm (some to 5pm) Monday to Friday

Bars 6pm to late, with no fixed closing hour

Department stores 10am to 8pm

Museums 9am or 10am to 5pm; often closed Monday

Post offices 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday; some open Saturday

Restaurants lunch 11.30am to 2pm; dinner 6pm to 10pm; last orders taken about half an hour before closing

Arriving in Japan

Narita Airport (Tokyo) Express trains and buses run frequently to central Tokyo (around ¥3000; one to two hours) between 7am and 10.30pm. Taxis cost approximately ¥22,000 plus tolls.

Haneda Airport (Tokyo) Trains and buses (¥400 to ¥1200, 30 to 45 minutes) to central Tokyo run frequently from 5.30am to midnight; times and costs depend on your destination in the city. There are only a couple of night buses. For a taxi budget between ¥6000 and ¥8000.

Kansai International Airport (Osaka) Express trains run frequently to Kyoto (from ¥2850, 75 minutes) and Osaka (¥1430, 40 minutes). Buses cost ¥1050 to ¥1550 to central Osaka (50 minutes), ¥2550 to Kyoto (90 minutes). Trains and buses stop running close to midnight. A shared taxi service to Kyoto costs ¥4200; a standard taxi to Osaka starts at ¥14,000.

Getting Around

Train Fast, reliable and with discount rail passes, very affordable – trains can get you just about anywhere.

Ferry Good for getting to far-flung islands and for fans of slow travel.

Bus The cheapest way to make long-haul journeys and the only way to get to some mountain and rural destinations.

Car rental Roads are well-maintained and foreign-language GPS navigation is ubiquitous. Especially recommended in Hokkaidō, Kyūshū and Okinawa. Drive on the left.

Air A good option for long distances or time-pressed itineraries.



For more on getting around A [image: arrow]






Plan Your Trip
Hot Spots For…


Japanese Cuisine

Eating is one of the great pleasures of visiting Japan. Discover just how varied Japanese cuisine is, from region to region and season to season.

[image: shutterstock_665763139-jpg]
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Kyoto

Japan’s ancient imperial capital is the birthplace of kaiseki (haute cuisine; pictured) and the tea ceremony.




Roan Kikunoi

A creative approach to traditional kaiseki cuisine.







Osaka

Colourful Osaka is Japan’s capital of street food: fierce competition turns humble dishes to high art.




Wanaka Honten

Top for tako-yaki (octopus dumplings).







Central Japan & the Alps

Dishes like hoba-miso (miso grilled on a magnolia leaf) are unique to the Hida region of the Japan Alps.




Kyōya

Woody, rustic Kyōya is a Takayama institution.









Art & Architecture

Japan has a sublime artistic tradition that transcends gallery walls, the pages of books and the kabuki stage to seep into everyday life.

[image: shutterstockRF_382524013-jpg]
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Tokyo

Art museums, theatres and the creations of Japan’s 20th-century architects.




Tokyo National Museum

World’s largest collection of Japanese art.







Naoshima

An island of contemporary art, including several museums designed by Japanese architect Ando Tadao.




Art House Project

A village setting for art installations.







Osaka

An urban sprawl that lacks Tokyo’s well-planned grace but offers unexpected delights amid the chaos.



Abeno Harukas

Japan’s tallest building (300m, 60 storeys).









Outdoor Adventure

Japan is a year-round destination for walkers keen for gentle strolls or serious peaks. In winter, it’s all about going down the mountains.

[image: shutterstockRF_348965339-jpg]
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Fuji Five Lakes

Iconic Mt Fuji is the main draw, but the pretty lake district offers gentler hikes through the foothills, too.




Mt Fuji

Japan’s highest, most iconic summit.







Hokkaidō

Japan’s northernmost island is largely undeveloped and is a playground for outdoor enthusiasts.

Niseko United

Niseko offers excellent skiing and snowboarding.







Central Japan & the Alps

All but one of Japan’s 30 highest peaks are found in this glorious alpine region – a year-round destination.




Kamikōchi

Check out the region’s amazing scenery.







Historic Sites

See the sights where Japan’s history – the samurai warrior, the wandering ascetic and the farmer bent over their rice paddies – is brought to life.

[image: shutterstock_1288300651-jpg]
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Nara

The nation’s first capital hosts Buddhist art, architecture and historic relics from the 8th century.




Tōdai-ji

Home of Nara’s Daibutsu statue.







Hiroshima

This city has numerous monuments to the day that changed history for Japan and the world.




Peace Memorial Museum

Evocative account of the bomb’s aftermath.







Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Swim with manta rays or enjoy an idyllic beach; previously these islands saw much carnage in WWII.




Okinawa Peace Memorial

Remembering the US invasion.












Plan Your Trip
Essential Japan


Activities

Highly volcanic Japan bubbles with onsen (hot springs). The Japanese have turned the simple act of bathing into a folk religion and the country is dotted with temples and shrines to this most relaxing of faiths. Many believe the waters to have curative properties; depending on the mineral content they might be hailed a positive effect on one’s skin, circulation or digestion. At the very least, you will sleep very, very well after a soak.

[image: shutterstockRF_378264886-jpg]

Wagyū sushi | DIGITAL PAINTING / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Shopping

Tokyo is the fashion trendsetter for all of Japan; Osaka, the shopping capital of western Japan, has a street-smart style of its own. Kyoto is the place to pick up traditional goods such as anything tea and tea-ceremony related. Around the country are pottery towns and others famous for local crafts.




Eating

As visitors to Japan quickly discover, people here are absolutely obsessed with food. You’ll find that every island and region of Japan has its own meibutsu (local speciality) that is a point of pride. Japan’s larger cities have a good spread of cuisines, so you can take your pick from restaurants specialising in different Japanese dishes or Chinese, Thai, French, Italian and more. Look to food courts in department stores and train stations for easy options.

In rural areas, the top foodie meals are often served at ryokan (traditional Japanese inns), where the dishes make ample use of local ingredients. Given the choice, most Japanese travellers book meals at their lodgings. As this is the case, be warned that in many rural or resort areas there may be few restaurants open for dinner.




Drinking & Nightlife

Any Japanese city of reasonable size will have a hankagai (繁華街), a lively commercial and entertainment district. Famous ones include: Tokyo’s Kabukichō, Osaka’s Dōtombori and Sapporo’s Susukino. Such districts are stocked, often several storeys high, with a medley of drinking options that include izakaya (traditional pub-eateries), cocktail bars, Western-style pubs, jazz cafes, nightclubs and more – all awash in the neon lights that form Japan’s urban signature.

You can’t visit Japan without getting in a round of karaoke (カラオケ; pronounced kah-rah-oh-kay) – a popular local pastime. In Japan, karaoke is sung in a private room among friends. Admission is usually charged per person per half-hour. Food and drinks (ordered by phone) are brought to the room. To choose a song, use the touch-screen device to search by artist or title; most have an English function and plenty of English songs to choose from.


o[image: star]Best Markets

Tsukiji, Tokyo

Nishiki, Kyoto

Kuromon Ichiba, Osaka

Ameya-yokochō, Tokyo

Farmer’s Market @UNU, Tokyo






Entertainment

Sumo is Japan’s national sport. Tournaments take place in January, May and September in Tokyo and in March in Osaka. While sumo has its devout followers, it’s baseball that is the fan favourite. It’s worth getting tickets while in Japan just to see the perfectly choreographed cheers. Local baseball has a culture all its own, as spectators chomp on dried squid and buy beer from uriko, young women with kegs strapped to their backs, who work the aisles with tireless cheer.

[image: shutterstockRF_95434927]

Tokyo sumo tournament | J. HENNING BUCHHOLZ / SHUTTERSTOCK ©







Plan Your Trip
Month by Month


January


z[image: festivals] Shōgatsu (New Year)


Families come together to eat and drink to health and happiness. The holiday is officially 1 to 3 January, but many businesses and attractions close the whole first week.






February

February is the coldest month and the peak of Japan’s ski season.


z[image: festivals] Setsubun


The first day of spring is 3 February in the traditional lunar calendar, a shift once believed to bode evil. As a precaution, people visit Buddhist temples, toss roasted beans and shout ‘Oni wa soto! Fuku wa uchi!’ (‘Devil out! Fortune in!’).




z[image: festivals] Yuki Matsuri


Two million visitors head to Sapporo’s annual snow festival in early February. Highlights include the international snow-sculpture contest, ice slides and mazes for kids. Book way ahead.






March

Spring begins in fits and starts. The Japanese have a saying: sankan-shion – three days cold, four days warm.



3[image: entertainment]Anime Japan


The world’s largest animation festival (www.anime-japan.jp) takes place in Tokyo in late March.






April

Warm weather and blossoming trees makes April the favoured month to visit Japan, but places like Kyoto can get very crowded.


z[image: festivals] Cherry-Blossom Viewing


When the cherry blossoms burst into bloom, the Japanese hold rollicking hanami (blossom-viewing) parties. The blossoms are fickle and hard to time: on average, they hit their peak in Tokyo or Kyoto between 25 March and 7 April.

[image: shutterstockRF_198582002-jpg]

Hanami party, Maruyama Park, Kyoto | SEAN PAVONE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©






May

May is lovely: it’s warm and sunny in most places and the fresh green in the mountains is stunning. Be wary of the travel crush during Golden Week (29 April to 5 May).


z[image: festivals] Sanja Matsuri


The grandest Tokyo festival of all, this three-day event, held over the third weekend of May, attracts around 1.5 million spectators to Asakusa, for a rowdy parade of mikoshi (portable shrines) carried by men and women in traditional dress.




z[image: festivals] Roppongi Art Night


The galleries of Tokyo’s chic Roppongi district stay open day and night for this weekend-long art extravaganza (www.roppongiartnight.com).

[image: shutterstockRF_651491593-jpg]

Sanja Matsuri | marvin minder / shutterstock ©






June

By mid-June tsuyu (the rainy season) sets in, lasting until mid-July.


o[image: star]Best Festivals

Cherry-Blossom Viewing, April

Gion Matsuri, July

Yuki Matsuri, February

Rōsoku Matsuri, August

Sanja Matsuri, May






July

Japanese summers are hot and humid; head to Hokkaidō or the Japan Alps to escape the heat. Festivals dominate the calendar and fireworks punctuate the night skies.


2[image: activities] Mt Fuji Climbing Season


Mt Fuji officially opens to climbing on 1 July, and the months of July and August are ideal for climbing the peak.




z[image: festivals] Gion Matsuri


Japan’s most vaunted festival is held on 17 and 24 July in Kyoto, when huge, elaborate floats are paraded through the streets. Three evenings prior, locals stroll through street markets dressed in beautiful yukata (light cotton kimonos). Accommodation is expensive and difficult to find.




z[image: festivals] Tenjin Matsuri


Held in Osaka on 24 and 25 July, this massive festival draws home-proud, traditionally attired Kansai folk onto the streets for lively processions of mikoshi destined for hundreds of boats on the river, all culminating in fireworks.





3[image: entertainment]Fuji Rock Festival


Japan’s biggest music festival takes place over one long (and often wildly muddy and fun) weekend at a mountain resort in late July, with some of music’s biggest names and emerging artists.






August

School holidays mean beaches and cooler mountain areas get crowded. Many Japanese return to their home towns (or take a holiday) around O-Bon, so public transport is hectic and shops may close.


z[image: festivals] O-Bon (Festival of the Dead)


Three days in mid-August are set aside to honour the dead, when their spirits are said to return to the earth. Graves are swept, offerings are made, and lanterns are floated down rivers, in lakes or the sea to help guide spirits on their journey.




z[image: festivals] Daimon-ji Gozan Okuribi


Huge fires in the shape of Chinese characters and other symbols are set alight in the hills around Kyoto during this festival, which forms part of the O-Bon rites.




z[image: festivals] Rōsoku Matsuri


Kōya-san’s already deeply atmospheric Oku-no-in is lit with some 100,000 candles on 13 August for Rōsoku Matsuri during O-Bon.




z[image: festivals] Peace Memorial Ceremony


On 6 August, a memorial service is held in Hiroshima for victims of the WWII atomic bombing of the city. Thousands of paper lanterns are floated down the river.






September

Days are still warm, but less humid – though the odd typhoon rolls through this time of year, which can ruin hiking plans.


z[image: festivals] Moon Viewing


Full moons in September and October call for tsukimi (moon-viewing gatherings). People eat tsukimi dango – mochi (pounded rice) dumplings shaped round like the moon.






October


z[image: festivals] Asama Onsen Taimatsu Matsuri


In early October, groups of men, women and children parade burning bales of hay through the narrow streets of this Matsumoto district, Asama Onsen, in this rowdy and spectacular fire festival.




z[image: festivals] Kurama-no-hi Matsuri


On 22 October, this festival sees loin-clothed men carrying huge flaming torches through the streets of the sacred hamlet of Kurama in the mountains outside Kyoto.






November

Crisp and cool days with snow falling in the mountains. Autumn foliage peaks around Tokyo and Kyoto, which can draw crowds.




December

December is cold across most of Japan. Many businesses shut down from 29 or 30 December for the New Year holiday.


5[image: eating] Toshikoshi Soba


Eating buckwheat noodles on New Year’s Eve, a tradition called toshikoshi soba, is said to bring luck and longevity.




z[image: festivals] Joya-no-kane


Temple bells around Japan ring 108 times at midnight on 31 December, a purifying ritual.










Plan Your Trip
Get Inspired


Read

Shōgun (James Clavell; 1975) A historic tale based on the true story of a Brit who visited Japan in 1600.

The Temple of the Golden Pavilion (Mishima Yukio; 1956) A fictitious take on the actual burning of Kinkaku-ji by a Buddhist acolyte in 1950.

Norwegian Wood (Murakami Haruki; 1987) Coming-of-age story set in 1960s Tokyo, by Japan’s most popular living writer.

The Book of Tokyo: A City in Short Fiction (Edited by Michael Emmerich, Jim Hinks and Matsuie Masashi; 2015) Ten stories by contemporary Japanese writers.




Watch

Rashomon (Kurosawa Akira; 1950) Psychological classic set in feudal-era Japan, from the master auteur of Japanese cinema.

Spirited Away (Miyazaki Hayao; 2001) Academy Award–winning animation, and highest-grossing Japanese film to date.

Afterlife (Kore-eda Hirokazu; 1998) A heartwarming exploration of the Japanese notion of reincarnation.

Lost in Translation (Sofia Coppola; 2003) Disorienting, captivating Tokyo through the eyes of two Americans.

Your Name (Shinkai Makoto; 2016) Popular anime where a city boy and country girl swap places.




Listen

Shimanchu nu Takara (Begin) Love song to Okinawa with eisa (Okinawan folk-style) chanting.

Hanamizuki (Hitoto Yō) Tender ode to love and loss and a perennial karaoke favourite.

Tokyo, Mon Amour (Pizzicato Five) Moody lounge track from the ’90s Shibuya indie scene.

Fujiyama (Dave Brubeck) Mournful meditation on Japan’s iconic mountain, from the late composer’s Jazz Impressions of Japan.



[image: shutterstockRF_623595578-jpg]

Kinkaku-ji (Golden Pavilion), Kyoto | GOWITHSTOCK / SHUTTERSTOCK ©








Plan Your Trip
Five-Day Itineraries


Kansai in Depth

Japan often feels like a destination that requires a long trip and lots of advance planning, but it needn’t be. The Kansai region is packed with top attractions – such as beautiful Kyoto and lively Osaka – all within an hour of each other by train.

[image: 08-kansai-itin-bo-jap2]

[image: shutterstockRF_260094737-jpg]

NH / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: shutterstock_1109357213-jpg]

FUUMI901 / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Tokyo & Mt Fuji

Between Tokyo and the attractions in its orbit, you can cover a lot of varied terrain, taking in both contemporary and traditional Japan with very little fuss. Base yourself in the capital taking advantage of its excellent dining scene and transit links.

[image: 08-tokyo-mt-fuji-itin-bo-jap2]
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10-Day Itinerary


The Grand Tour

This is a classic route for first-time visitors. It hits many of Japan’s star attractions, from shrines to cities, and can be done year-round. Plus, it takes advantage of the excellent value and seamless travel offered by a Japan Rail Pass.

[image: 08-grand-tour-itin-bo-jap2]
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Two-Week Itinerary


Urban & Rural Adventures

This itinerary gives you four very different snapshots of Japan: the ultramodern city in Tokyo; the Japan of old in Kyoto; the mountain heartland in the Japan Alps; and slower island life on Okinawa and the Southwest Islands. Take your sense of adventure!

[image: 08-urban-rural-itin-bo-jap2]
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Plan Your Trip
Family Travel


Japan for Kids

Safe, clean and full of mod cons, Japan is a great place to travel with kids. The downside is that many cultural sights (shrines, temples and museums) may bore them; work in plenty of activities to keep things fresh. Teens will love the pop culture and neon streetscapes.

[image: shutterstock_129688538-jpg]

Skiing at Niseko | ANTB / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Planning

Very little special planning is required for travellers with children, but do bring any necessary medicines from home, as Japanese pharmacies don’t sell foreign medications (though similar ones can be found). The shinkansen (bullet train) is very smooth, but if your child is very sensitive you might consider preventative measures; winding mountain roads are as nausea-inducing as anywhere. The only other thing you might want to pack are small forks and spoons, as not all restaurants have these on hand.




Sleeping

Most hotels can provide a cot for an extra fee, providing there’s enough room for one. Some hotels have triple rooms, but quads or rooms with two queen-sized beds are rare. Hostels often have family rooms (or at worst, a four-person dorm room that you can book out). These also often have kitchen facilities.

Local families often stay in traditional accommodation (ryokan and minshuku) with large tatami rooms that can hold up to five futons, laid out in a row.




Eating

Local families take a lot of meals at ‘family restaurants’ (ファミレス; famiresu), chains like Gusto, Jonathan’s, Saizeriya and Royal Host, which have kids’ meals, high chairs, big booths and nonsmoking sections. High chairs are not as common as in the West. Supermarkets, bakeries, fast-food restaurants and convenience stores stock sandwiches and other familiar foods; supermarkets carry baby food.

If you plan to stay at a ryokan with a meal plan, discuss any menu modifications when you book; places that regularly get foreign tourists should be accommodating. You can also book a stay without meals.

[image: shutterstock_690100411-jpg]

Ryokan, Kawaguchi-ko | PRINN CHANSINGTHONG / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Getting Around

Children between the ages of six and 11 ride for half-price on trains (including bullet trains), while those aged under six ride for free. Most train stations and buildings in larger cities have lifts; however, some attractions, such as temples and castles, may not have ramps. You won’t get much sympathy if you get on a crowded train during morning rush hour (7am to 9.30am) with a pram. If you must, children under 12 can ride with mums in the less-crowded women-only carriages.

Beware that side streets often lack pavements, though fortunately traffic is generally orderly in Japan.

Travelling by car is often a good strategy for families, as it makes child- and luggage-wrangling easier. Most destinations outside the major cities are good for driving.

Child seats in taxis are generally not available, but most car-rental agencies will provide one if you ask in advance.




[image: top-tip]o Best for Kids

Skiing at Niseko United

Animation at Ghibli Museum

Disney à la Japan at Tokyo Disney Resort

Movie magic at Universal Studios Japan
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Tokyo at a Glance…



Tokyo (東京) is a city forever reaching into the future, resulting in sci-fi streetscapes of crackling neon and soaring towers. Yet it is also steeped in history, and you can find traces of the shogun’s capital on the kabuki stage or under the cherry blossoms in Ueno. There are excellent museums here, along with everything else you could ask of Japan – historic temples and shrines, fascinating contemporary architecture and, yes, even hot springs. To get to know the city, enjoy it as the locals do: by splurging on sushi in Ginza, scouting new looks in Harajuku or raising a glass in Shinjuku.

[image: 10-tokyo-loc-bo-jap2]
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Tokyo in Two Days

The west-side neighbourhoods of Harajuku, Shibuya and Shinjuku make a strong first impression: this is the Tokyo of giant video screens, bold fashion statements and intoxicating nightlife. Start with a visit to the shrine, Meiji-jingū; end in the bars in Shinjuku. On day two, see the city’s traditional side in Ueno and Asakusa, home to big-ticket sights such as the Tokyo National Museum and Sensō-ji.




Tokyo in Four Days

Building on the first two days, spend a day exploring Tokyo’s more polished side in the central districts of Ginza and Marunouchi, home to the Imperial Palace, Tsukiji Market and the theatre, Kabukiza. On your last day, hit the Ghibli Museum and pop-culture hot spot Akihabara, the art museums of Roppongi or the shops of Harajuku for some last-minute souvenir shopping.




Arriving in Tokyo

Tokyo is the main gateway to Japan. Most travellers will be arriving from Narita Airport in neighbouring Chiba Prefecture, but Haneda Airport, closer to the city centre, is now seeing an increasing number of international flights. Both airports have smooth, hassle-free entry procedures, and are connected to the city centre by public transport.



[image: shutterstock_1060531292-jpg]

Edo Market Place at Haneda Airport | GLEN PHOTO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Where to Stay

The busy western hub of Shinjuku is a traveller favourite; Asakusa, in the east, is the backpacker district. If you’re here for the nightlife, consider staying in Shibuya or Roppongi. Ueno and Marunouchi (Tokyo Station) have direct train access to Narita.

For more information on the best neighbourhoods to stay in, see here.







TOP EXPERIENCE
Shopping in Harajuku


Harajuku is the gathering point for Tokyo’s eccentric fashion tribes: teens who hang out on Takeshita-dōri, polished divas who strut up and down Omote-sandō, and trendsetters and peacocks who haunt the side streets.

[image: 10-shopping-harajuku-te-bo-jap2-jpg]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

The narrow streets on either side of Omote-sandō, known as Ura-Hara (‘back’ Harajuku).






[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

Take JR Yamanote line to Harajuku, or Chiyoda and Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-jingūmae subway station.




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

Grab a bite at Harajuku Gyōza-rō.




[image: top-tip]o Top Tip

Avoid weekends when Harajuku gets very crowded.
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Cat Street | YULIA GRIGORYEVA / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Takeshita-dōri

Tokyo’s famously outré fashion bazaar Takeshita-dōri (map Google map; 竹下通り; Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Takeshita exit) is a pilgrimage site for teens from all over Japan. Here trendy duds sit alongside the trappings of decades of fashion subcultures (plaid and safety pins for the punks; colourful tutus for the decora; Victorian dresses for the Gothic Lolitas).




Laforet

A beacon of cutting-edge Harajuku style for decades, Laforet (map Google map; ラフォーレ; www.laforet.ne.jp; 1-11-6 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit) has lots of quirky, cult-favourite brands that still cut their teeth here (you’ll find some examples at the ground-floor boutique, Wall).




KiddyLand

Multistorey toy emporium KiddyLand (map Google map; キデイランド; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3409-3431; www.kiddyland.co.jp; 6-1-9 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9pm Mon-Fri, 10.30am-9pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit) is packed to the rafters with character goods, including all your Studio Ghibli, Sanrio and Disney faves. It’s not just for kids either; you’ll spot plenty of adults on a nostalgia trip down the Hello Kitty aisle.




Cat Street

Had enough of crowded Harajuku? Exit stage right for Cat Street (map Google map; キャットストリート; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit), a winding car-free road lined with a mishmash of boutiques, where there’s more room to move.




House @Mikiri Hassin

Hidden deep in Ura-Hara (Harajuku’s backstreet area), House (map Google map; ハウス@ミキリハッシン; http://house.mikirihassin.co.jp; 5-42-1 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-9pm Thu-Tue; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Omote-sandō, exit A1) stocks experimental Japanese fashion brands. Contrary to what the cool merch might suggest, the sales clerks are polite and friendly.




6% Doki Doki

Tucked away on an Ura-Hara backstreet in a bubblegum-pink building, 6% Doki Doki (map Google map; ロクパーセントドキドキ; www.dokidoki6.com; 2nd fl, 4-28-16 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-8pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit) sells bright accessories that are part raver, part schoolgirl and, according to the shop’s name, ‘six percent exciting’. Anyway, it’s 100% Harajuku.






TOP EXPERIENCE
Tokyo National Museum


If you visit only one museum, make it this one. Established in 1872, this collection of Japanese art covers ancient pottery, Buddhist sculpture, samurai swords, colourful ukiyo-e (woodblock prints), gorgeous kimonos and more.

[image: 10-tokyo-national-museum-te-bo-jap2-jpg]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

For a couple of weeks in spring and autumn, the back garden, home to five vintage teahouses, opens to the public.






[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

東京国立博物館, Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3822-1111; www.tnm.jp; 13-9 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥620/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-5pm Tue-Thu, to 9pm Fri & Sat, to 6pm on Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Ueno-kōen exit




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

There are restaurants in the Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures and in the Tōyōkan.




[image: top-tip]o Top Tip

Get the brochure Highlights of Japanese Art from Room 1-1 on the Honkan’s 2nd floor.




[image: shutterstock_450277633-jpg]

Honkan (Japanese Gallery) | COWARDLION / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Honkan (Japanese Gallery)

The museum is divided into several buildings, the most important of which is the Honkan, which houses the collection of Japanese art. Visitors with only an hour or two should focus on the galleries here. The building itself is in the imperial style of the 1930s, with art deco flourishes throughout. Allow two hours to take in the highlights, a half-day to do the Honkan in depth or a whole day to take in everything else as well.




Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures

Next on the priority list is the enchanting Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures, which displays masks, scrolls and gilt Buddhas from Hōryū-ji (in Nara Prefecture, dating from 607) in a spare, elegant, box-shaped contemporary building (1999) by Taniguchi Yoshio. Nearby, to the west of the main gate, is the Kuro-mon (Black Gate), transported from the Edo-era mansion of a feudal lord. On weekends it opens for visitors to pass through.




Tōyōkan & Heiseikan

Visitors with more time can explore the three-storied Tōyōkan (Gallery of Asian Art), with its collection of Buddhist sculptures from around Asia and delicate Chinese ceramics. The Heiseikan, accessed via a passage on the 1st floor of the Honkan, houses the Japanese Archaeology Gallery, full of pottery, talismans and articles of daily life from Japan’s palaeolithic and neolithic periods. Temporary exhibitions (which cost extra) are held on the 2nd floor of the Heiseikan; these can be fantastic, but sometimes lack the English signage found throughout the rest of the museum.




Kuroda Memorial Hall

Kuroda Seiki (1866–1924) is considered the father of modern Western-style painting in Japan. The Kuroda Memorial Hall (map Google map; 黒田記念室; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5777-8600; www.tobunken.go.jp; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun) [image: icon-free]F, an annexe to the Tokyo National Museum, has some of his works, including key pieces such as Maiko Girl and Wisdom, Impression and Sentiment, a striking triptych of three nude women on canvases coated with ground gold.




What’s Nearby?


Nezu-jinjaShinto Shrine

(map Google map; 根津神社; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3822-0753; www.nedujinja.or.jp; 1-28-9 Nezu, Bunkyō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-5pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nezu, exit 1)


Not only is this one of Japan’s oldest shrines, it is also easily the most beautiful in a district packed with attractive religious buildings. The vermilion-and-gold structure, which dates from the early 18th century, is one of the city’s miraculous survivors and is offset by a long corridor of small red torii (gates) that makes for great photos.





Ueno-kōenPark

(map Google map; 上野公園; www.ueno-bunka.jp; Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Ueno-kōen or Shinobazu exit)


Best known for its profusion of cherry trees that burst into blossom in spring – making this one of Tokyo’s top hanami (blossom-viewing spots) – sprawling Ueno-kōen is also the location of the city’s highest concentration of museums. At the southern tip is the large scenic pond, Shinobazu-ike (map Google map; 不忍池; [image: icon-subwaygif]bJR lines to Ueno, Shinobazu exit), choked with lotus flowers in summer.





Ueno Tōshō-gūShinto Shrine

(map Google map; 上野東照宮; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3822-3455; www.uenotoshogu.com; 9-88 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥500/200; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5.30pm Mar-Sep, to 4.30pm Oct-Feb; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Shinobazu exit)


This shrine inside Ueno-kōen was built in honour of Tokugawa Ieyasu, the warlord who unified Japan. Resplendent in gold leaf and ornate details, it dates to 1651 (though it has had recent touch-ups). You can get a pretty good look from outside the gate, if you want to skip the admission fee.





Ameya-yokochōMarket

(map Google map; アメヤ横町; www.ameyoko.net; 4 Ueno, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7pm, some shops close Wed; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Okachimachi, north exit)


Step into this partially open-air market paralleling and beneath the JR line tracks, and ritzy, glitzy Tokyo feels like a distant memory. It got its start as a black market, post-WWII, when American goods (which included ameya – candy and chocolates) were sold here. Today you can pick up everything from fresh seafood to vintage jeans and bargain sneakers.





Asakura Museum of Sculpture, TaitōMuseum

(map Google map; 朝倉彫塑館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3821-4549; www.taitocity.net/taito/asakura; 7-16-10 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥500/250; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-4.30pm Tue, Wed & Fri-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Nippori, north exit)


Sculptor Asakura Fumio (artist name Chōso; 1883–1964) designed this atmospheric house himself. It combined his original Japanese home and garden with a large studio that incorporated vaulted ceilings, a ‘sunrise room’ and a rooftop garden with wonderful neighbourhood views. It’s now a reverential museum with many of the artist’s signature realist works, mostly of people and cats, on display.





[image: top-tip]oDid You Know?

The pretty neighbourhood of Yanaka is popular with artists for its dozens of temples. Begin exploring at the Asakura Museum of Sculpture, Taitō.




Yanaka GinzaArea

(map Google map; 谷中銀座; www.yanakaginza.com; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Nippori, north exit)


Yanaka Ginza is pure, vintage mid-20th-century Tokyo, a pedestrian street lined with butcher shops, vegetable vendors and the like. Most Tokyo neighbourhoods once had stretches like these (until supermarkets took over). It’s popular with Tokyoites from all over the city, who come to soak up the nostalgic atmosphere, plus the locals who shop here.




[image: shutterstock_448521205-jpg]

Yanaka Ginza | MADSOLAR / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SCAI the BathhouseGallery

(map Google map; スカイザバスハウス; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3821-1144; www.scaithebathhouse.com; 6-1-23 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-6pm Tue-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nezu, exit 1) [image: icon-free]F


This 200-year-old bathhouse has for several decades been an avant-garde gallery space, showcasing Japanese and international artists in its austere vaulted space. Closed between exhibitions.





Ueno ZooZoo

(map Google map; 上野動物園, Ueno Dōbutsu-en; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3828-5171; www.tokyo-zoo.net; 9-83 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥600/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Ueno-kōen exit)


Japan’s oldest zoo, established in 1882, is home to animals from around the globe, but the biggest attractions are the giant pandas that arrived from China in 2011 – Rī Rī and Shin Shin. Following several disappointments, the two finally had a cub, Xiang Xiang, in 2017. There’s also a whole area devoted to lemurs, which makes sense given Tokyoites’ love of all things cute.





[image: tokyo-national-museum-IH-jpg]






TOP EXPERIENCE
Meiji-jingū


Tokyo’s largest and most-famous Shintō shrine feels a world away from the city. The grounds are vast, enveloping the classic wooden shrine buildings and a landscaped garden in a thick coat of green.

[image: 10-meiji-jingu-te-bo-jap2-jpg]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

Meiji-jingū Gyoen when the irises bloom in June.






[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

明治神宮; map; www.meijijingu.or.jp; 1-1 Yoyogi Kamizono-chō, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hdawn-dusk; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit; [image: icon-free]F




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

Coffee shop Mori no Terrace (map Google map; 杜のテラス; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3379-9222; 1-1 Yoyogi Kamizono-chō, Shibuya-ku; coffee & tea from ¥400; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-dusk) is on the gravel path leading into the grounds.




[image: top-tip]o Top Tip

Come at 8am or 2pm for the nikkusai (offering of food and prayers to the gods).




[image: shutterstockRF_186810716-jpg]

Meiji-jingū’s torii | BEIBAOKE / SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Meiji-jingū is dedicated to the Emperor Meiji and Empress Shōken, whose reign (1868–1912) coincided with Japan’s transformation from isolationist, feudal state to modern nation. The shrine is undergoing renovation in preparation for its centennial in 2020; some structures may be under wraps, but as a whole it will remain open.


The Gates

Several wooden torii mark the entrance to Meiji-jingū. The largest, created from a 1500-year-old Taiwanese cypress, stands 12m high. It’s the custom to bow upon passing through a torii, which marks the boundary between the mundane world and the sacred one.

[image: shutterstock_262807151-jpg]

Visitors purify themselves at the temizuya (font) | NAPAT PHOTOGRAPHY / SHUTTERSTOCK ©




The Font

Before approaching the main shrine, visitors purify themselves by pouring water over their hands at the temizuya (font). Dip the ladle in the water and first rinse your left hand then your right. Pour some water into your left hand and rinse your mouth, then rinse your left hand again. Make sure none of this water gets back into the font!




Main Shrine

Constructed in 1920 and destroyed in WWII air raids, the shrine was rebuilt in 1958; however, unlike so many of Japan’s postwar reconstructions, Meiji-jingū has an authentic old-world feel. The main shrine is made of cypress from the Kiso region of Nagano. To make an offering, toss a ¥5 coin in the box, bow twice, clap your hands twice and then bow again. To the right, you’ll see kiosks selling ema (wooden plaques on which prayers are written) and omamori (charms).




Meiji-jingū Gyoen

The shrine itself occupies only a small fraction of the sprawling forested grounds, which contain some 120,000 trees collected from all over Japan. Along the path towards the main shrine, is the entrance to Meiji-jingū Gyoen (map Google map; 明治神宮御苑, Inner Garden; ¥500; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4.30pm, to 4pm Nov-Feb), a landscaped garden. It once belonged to a feudal estate; however, when the grounds passed into imperial hands, the emperor himself designed the iris garden to please the empress.






TOP EXPERIENCE
Pop Culture in Akihabara


With its neon-bright electronics stores, retro arcades and cosplay (costume play) cafes ‘Akiba’ – as it’s known to locals – is equal parts sensory overload, cultural mind-bender and just plain fun.

[image: 10-akihabara-pop-te-bo-jap2-jpg]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

See anime fans dressed as their favourite characters on Chūō-dōri on Sunday afternoons.






[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

The JR Yamanote and Sōbu lines and Hibiya subway line stop at Akihabara.




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

Akihabara is full of restaurants serving comfort food like ramen and curry.




[image: top-tip]o Top Tip

Get an English map at Akiba Information ([image: icon-phonegif]%080-3413-4800; www.akiba-information.jp; 2nd fl, Akihabara UDX Bldg, 4-14-1 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-5.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit); the helpful staff speak English.
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Manga & Anime

When otaku (geeks) dream of heaven, it probably looks a lot like Mandarake Complex (まんだらけコンプレックス; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3252-7007; www.mandarake.co.jp; 3-11-12 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-8pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit). Eight storeys are piled high with comic books and DVDs, action figures and cell art just for starters. The 5th floor, in all its pink splendour, is devoted to women’s comics, while the 4th floor is for men.




Electric Town

Before Akihabara became otaku-land, it was Electric Town – the place for discounted electronics and where early computer geeks tracked down obscure parts for home-built machines. Akihabara Radio Center (秋葉原ラジオセンター; www.radiocenter.jp; 1-14-2 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hgenerally 10am-6pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit), a warren of stalls under the train tracks, keeps the tradition alive.




Retro Arcades

On the 5th floor of Super Potato Retro-kan (スーパーポテトレトロ館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5289-9933; www.superpotato.com; 1-11-2 Soto-kanda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-8pm Mon-Fri, from 10am Sat & Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit), a store specialising in used video games, there’s a retro video arcade where you can get your hands on some old-fashioned consoles at a bargain ¥100 per game.




Go-Karting

We’re not sure how this is legal but rest assured (at least at the time of research) it is: cosplay go-karting on city streets. Sign up in advance with Akiba Kart (アキバカート; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6206-4752; www.akibanavi.net; basement, 2-4-6 Soto-kanda, Chiyoda-ku; 1/2/3hr ¥2700/3800/5400; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-8pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit); you’ll need an international driver’s licence.




Live Performances

Shows by the girl group Kamen Joshi – singing and dancing young women wearing cute outfits and hockey masks – are all the rage at P.A.R.M.S ([image: icon-phonegif]%03-3505-8066; www.alice-project.biz/kamenjoshi; 7th fl, Pasela Resorts Akiba, 1-1-10 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; cover charge incl 1 drink Mon-Fri ¥1500, Sat & Sun ¥3500; [image: icon-hoursgif]hshows 5.30pm & 8.15pm Mon-Fri, 10.30am & 6pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Akihabara, Electric Town exit), a live-music show in the Pasela Resort’s karaoke emporium. It’s a chance to swing around a light sabre (handed out to audience members) in a thoroughly Akiba night out.






TOP EXPERIENCE
Sensō-ji


According to legend, in AD 628, two fishermen brothers pulled out a golden image of Kannon (the bodhisattva of compassion) from the nearby Sumida-gawa. Sensō-ji, the capital’s oldest temple, was built to enshrine it.

[image: 10-senso-ji-te-bo-jap2-jpg]
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[image: dont-miss]y Don’t Miss

All the traditional snack food sold along Nakamise-dōri.






[image: need-to-know]8 Need to Know

浅草寺; map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3842-0181; www.senso-ji.jp; 2-3-1 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 1; [image: icon-free]F




[image: take-a-break]5 Take a Break

Stop for ice cream at Chōchin Monaka (map Google map; ちょうちんもなか; ice cream ¥330; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm) on Nakamise-dōri.




[image: top-tip]o Top Tip

The minutes just before the sun sinks make for some of the best photos.




[image: shutterstock_750616570-jpg]

RUDY BALASKO / SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Kaminari-mon

The temple precinct begins at the majestic Kaminari-mon, which means Thunder Gate. An enormous chōchin (lantern), which weighs 670kg, hangs from the centre. On either side are a pair of ferocious protective deities: Fūjin, the god of wind, on the right; and Raijin, the god of thunder, on the left. Kaminari-mon has burnt down countless times over the centuries; the current gate dates to 1970.




Nakamise-dōri Shopping Street

Beyond Kaminari-mon is the bustling shopping street, Nakamise-dōri. With its lines of souvenir stands it is very touristy, though that’s nothing new: Sensō-ji has been Tokyo’s top tourist sight for centuries, since travel was restricted to religious pilgrimages during the feudal era. In addition to the usual T-shirts, you can find Edo-style crafts and oddities (such as wigs done up in traditional hairstyles). There are also numerous snack vendors serving up crunchy sembei (rice crackers) and age-manju (deep-fried anko – bean-paste – buns).




Hōzō-mon

At the end of Nakamise-dōri is Hōzō-mon (map Google map; 蔵門), another gate with fierce guardians. On its rear are a pair of 2500kg, 4.5m-tall waraji (straw sandals) crafted for Sensō-ji by some 800 villagers in northern Yamagata Prefecture. These are meant to symbolise the Buddha’s power, and it’s believed that evil spirits will be scared off by the giant footwear.




Hondō (Main Hall)

In front of the grand Hondō, with its dramatic sloping roof, is a large cauldron with smoking incense.
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