

[image: Front Cover]





[image: Lonely Planet Logo]


Japan


[image: Map]






[image: How To Use This eBook]




[image: Full Page Sampler]





[image: button]







[image: Country Map]




Contents


Plan Your Trip


Welcome to Japan

Japan’s Top 24

Need to Know

First Time Japan

What’s New

If You Like…

Month by Month

Itineraries

Off the Beaten Track

Japan by the Seasons

Activities

Eat & Drink Like a Local

Travel with Children

Japan on a Budget

Regions at a Glance






On The Road


Tokyo

Sights

Activities

Courses

Tours

Festivals & Events

Sleeping

Eating

Drinking & Nightlife

Entertainment

Shopping

Information

Getting There & Away

Getting Around

Mt Fuji & Around Tokyo

Mt Fuji & Fuji Five Lakes

Mt Fuji

Yokohama

Kamakura

Hakone

Hakone-Yumoto

Miyanoshita & Kowakidani

Chōkoku-no-Mori & Gōra

Sōun-zan & Sengokuhara

Hakone-machi & Moto-Hakone

Izu Peninsula

Atami

Itō

Shimoda

Shirahama

Kisami

Dōgashima

Shuzen-ji Onsen

Izu Islands

Ō-shima

Nii-jima

Shikine-jima

Hachijō-jima

Chichibu & Oku-Tama

Takao-san

Oku-Tama

Nikkō & Around

Nikkō

Chūzen-ji Onsen

Yumoto Onsen

Narita

Ogasawara Archipelago

Chichi-jima

Haha-jima

The Japan Alps & Central Honshū

Nagoya & Around

Nagoya

Inuyama

Gifu

Gujō-Hachiman

Kiso Valley Nakasendō

Magome

Tsumago

Kiso

Narai

Hida Region

Takayama

Hida-Furukawa

Okuhida Onsen-gō

Shirakawa-gō & Gokayama

Kanazawa & the Hokuriku Coast

Kanazawa

Noto Peninsula

Kaga Onsen

Fukui

Toyama

Takaoka

The Northern Japan Alps

Matsumoto

Azumino

Shirahone Onsen

Kamikōchi

Hakuba

Nagano & Around

Nagano

Togakushi

Obuse

Nozawa Onsen

Myōkō Kōgen

Shiga Kōgen

Bessho Onsen

Karuizawa

Gunma Prefecture

Takasaki

Minakami Onsen-kyo

Kusatsu Onsen

Kyoto

Sights

Activities

Courses & Tours

Festivals & Events

Sleeping

Eating

Drinking & Nightlife

Entertainment

Shopping

Information

Getting There & Away

Getting Around

Kansai

Osaka

Kōbe

Himeji

Nara Prefecture

Nara

Asuka

Yoshino

Kii Peninsula

Kōya-san

Kumano Kodō

Ise-Shima

Shiga Prefecture

Ōtsu

Hikone

Northern Kansai

Ōhara

Kurama & Kibune

Miyama

Amanohashidate

Kinosaki Onsen

Hiroshima & Western Honshū

Hiroshima

Miyajima

Saijō

Iwakuni

Onomichi & the Shimanami Kaidō

Onomichi

Inno-shima

Ikuchi-jima

Ōmi-shima

Okayama & the Inland Sea

Okayama

Naoshima

Teshima

Shōdo-shima

Kurashiki

Kurasaoka Islands

Tomo-no-ura

Tottori, Shimane & the San’in Coast

Tottori

San-in Coast National Park

Daisen

Sakaiminato

Oki Islands

Matsue

Izumo

Iwami Ginzan

Yamaguchi & Around

Yamaguchi

Tsuwano

Hagi

Shimonoseki

Northern Honshū (Tōhoku)

Miyagi Prefecture

Sendai

Matsushima

Ishinomaki

Naruko Onsen

Iwate Prefecture

Morioka

Hiraizumi

Tōno

Sanriku Kaigan

Minami-Sanriku & Kesennuma

Rikuzen-takata & Ōfunato

Kamaishi & Ōtsuchi

Miyako

Aomori Prefecture

Aomori

Hirosaki

Towada-ko

Hakkōda-san

Shimokita Peninsula

Akita Prefecture

Akita

Kakunodate

Tazawa-ko

Nyūtō Onsen

Yamagata Prefecture

Yamagata

Yamadera

Zaō Onsen

Ginzan Onsen

Tsuruoka

Dewa Sanzan

Sakata

Niigata Prefecture

Niigata

Sado-ga-shima

Echigo-Yuzawa Onsen

Naeba

Fukushima Prefecture

Aizu-Wakamatsu

Bandai Plateau

Sapporo & Hokkaidō

Sapporo

Central Hokkaidō

Niseko

Otaru

Shikotsu-Tōya National Park

Tomakomai

Hakodate

Northern Hokkaidō

Asahikawa

Biei

Furano

Daisetsuzan National Park

Wakkanai

Rishiri-Rebun-Sarobetsu National Park

Eastern Hokkaidō

Abashiri

Shari

Shiretoko National Park

Akan National Park

Kushiro

Kushiro-shitsugen National Park

Tokachi

Shikoku

Tokushima Prefecture

Tokushima

Naruto

The Anan Coast

Iya Valley

Kōchi Prefecture

Kōchi

Shimanto City

Ashizuri-misaki

Ehime Prefecture

Matsuyama

Ishizuchi-san

Uchiko

Uwajima

Kagawa Prefecture

Takamatsu

Yashima

Marugame

Zentsuji

Kotohira

Kanonji

Kyūshū

Fukuoka & Around

Fukuoka

Dazaifu

Karatsu

Imari

Arita

Hirado

Nagasaki & Around

Nagasaki

Shimabara Peninsula

Kumamoto & Around

Kumamoto

Aso-san

Kurokawa Onsen

Takachiho

Oita Prefecture

Beppu

Yufuin

Kunisaki Peninsula

Usuki

Southern Kyūshū

Kagoshima

Sakurajima

Satsuma Peninsula

Kirishima-Kinkōwan National Park

Miyazaki

Aoshima

Nichinan Coast

Obi

Okinawa & The Southwest Islands

Ōsumi Islands

Yakushima

Tanegashima

Amami Islands

Amami-Ōshima

Yoron-tō

Okinawa-hontō

Naha

Southern Okinawa-hontō

Motobu Peninsula

Kerama Islands

Aka-jima

Zamami-jima

Kume-jima

Miyako Islands

Miyako-jima

Irabu-jima & Shimoji-jima

Yaeyama Islands

Ishigaki-jima

Iriomote-jima

Taketomi-jima

Hateruma-jima

Yonaguni-jima






Understand


Japan Today

History

The People of Japan

Arts

Architecture & Gardens

Environment

Sport

Traditional Accommodation






Survival Guide


Directory A–Z

Accessible Travel

Accommodation

Climate

Customs Regulations

Electricity

Embassies & Consulates

Health

Insurance

Internet Access

Legal Matters

LGBT+ Travellers

Media

Money

Opening Hours

Post

Public Holidays

Safe Travel

Taxes & Refunds

Telephone

Time

Toilets

Tourist Information

Visas

Volunteering

Women Travellers

Work

Transport

Getting There & Away

Entering the Country

Air

Getting Around

Air

Bicycle

Boat

Bus

Car & Motorcycle

Hitching

Local Transport

Train

Language

Behind the Scenes

Our Writers










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.




Traditional Culture

On the surface Japan appears exceedingly modern, but travelling around it offers numerous opportunities to connect with the country’s traditional culture. Spend the night in a ryokan (traditional Japanese inn), sleeping on futons and tatami mats, and padding through well-worn wooden halls to the bathhouse. Meditate 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.




Food

Wherever you are in Japan, it seems, you’re never far from a great meal. Restaurants often specialise in just one dish – perhaps having spent generations perfecting it – and pay close attention to every stage, from sourcing the freshest, local ingredients to assembling the dish attractively. And as you’ll quickly discover, Japanese cuisine has great regional variations. The hearty hotpots of the mountains are, for example, dramatically different from the delicate sushi for which the coast is famous. It’s also intensely seasonal, meaning you can visit at a different time of year and experience totally new tastes.




Outdoors

Japan is a long and slender, highly volcanic archipelago. It’s over 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). In the 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.) Meanwhile in the southern reaches, there are tropical beaches for sunning, snorkelling and diving.




Ease of Travel

Japan is incredibly easy to get around: you can do a whole trip using nothing but its immaculate, efficient public transport. The shinkansen (bullet train) network now runs all the way from the southern tip of Kyūshū (the southernmost of Japan’s major islands) up to Hokkaidō (its northernmost), and reasonably priced rail passes make it affordable. Major cities have subway networks that are signposted in English and these days we’re seeing and hearing more English all over. But if getting off the beaten track and outside your comfort zone is what you’re after, you can have that experience, too.
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Exhibition view of MORI Building Digital Art Museum: teamLab Borderless, 2018 Odaiba, Tokyo. teamLab is represented by Pace Gallery | TEAMLAB BORDERLESS, ODAIBA, TOKYO ©





Why I Love Japan

By Rebecca Milner, Writer

I’ve lived in Tokyo for over 15 years now and am continuously surprised – sometimes on a daily basis – by something new. Such is the joy of living in a place that prides itself on constant renewal and reinvention; it seriously never gets old. Over the years I have had many opportunities to introduce visiting family and friends to Japan. The awe on their faces when first seeing Kyoto’s golden temple, Kinkakuji, or experiencing the kindness of complete strangers never fails to take me back to the moment I first arrived and was instantly smitten.

For more, see our writers

[image: rebecca-milner-2016-col-jpg]








Japan’s Top 24


Kyoto

Kyoto, Japan’s imperial capital for a thousand years, is home to more than a thousand temples. Among them are the monumental, like Kinkaku-ji (an exquisite pavilion sheathed entirely in gold leaf), and the meditative, like Ryōan-ji, with its stark Zen rock garden. And temples are only the start of it: there’s the culture of tea, which you can appreciate at one of the city’s many elegant teahouses; the art of the geisha, those iconic performers of traditional music and dance; and also a rich food culture, including kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine).
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Top Experiences


Onsen

Some locals will tell you that the only distinctively Japanese aspect of their culture – that is, the only thing that didn’t ultimately originate in mainland Asia – is the bath. Highly volcanic Japan has thousands of onsen (hot springs) scattered across the archipelago, which feed baths. 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. Not convinced? Wait until you give it a try (and feel years of stress melt away).
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Top Experiences


Japanese Cuisine

One of the joys of travelling in Japan is experiencing the true breadth of the country’s cuisine. Sushi (raw fish on vinegar-seasoned rice) may be synonymous with Japan, but head to the mountains, for example, and you’ll discover a hearty cuisine that draws from the land. It’s hard not to eat well in Japan: such is the care and thought put into ingredients and presentation. What’s more, you can have a superlative meal on any budget: even (and often especially) a humble bowl of noodles can be sublime.

[image: GettyRF_173512861-jpg]

Sanuki-udon, a speciality of Kagawa | DAPPLE DAPPLE/GETTY IMAGES ©




Top Experiences


Staying in a Ryokan

Ryokan simply means ‘inn’, but in this modern age of hotels, the word has come to mean an inn with a particular aesthetic and attitude towards service that feels more traditionally Japanese. Ryokan have tatami (woven reed mat) floors where guests sleep on futons (quilted mattresses) rather than beds. They’re usually low-slung buildings with winding corridors of highly polished wood. In better ones, staff wear kimonos and are highly attuned to guests’ needs. These will also serve exquisite meals of local, seasonal ingredients – a truly memorable experience.
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Top Experiences


Tokyo

Tokyo is a city forever reaching into the future, pushing the boundaries of what’s possible on densely populated, earthquake-prone land, adding ever taller, sleeker structures. It’s Japan’s top spot for contemporary art and architecture, pop culture, shopping, drinking and entertainment (and a tie with Kyoto for dining). But more than any one sight, it’s the city itself that enchants visitors. It’s a sprawling, organic thing, stretching as far as the eye can see. Always changing, and with a diverse collection of neighbourhoods, no two experiences of it are ever the same.
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Top Experiences


Daibutsu (Great Buddha) of Nara

Nara’s 15m-tall gilt-bronze Buddha statue was first cast in the 8th century, at the dawn of the Japanese empire. It’s among the largest gilt-bronze effigies in the world and the temple that houses it, Tōdai-ji, is among the world’s largest wooden structures. It’s hard, in fact, to describe the Great Buddha without using superlatives; it’s simply remarkable. It’s also just one of many outstanding examples of Buddhist art to be found in Nara. There are several other important temples here, as well as the Nara National Museum.
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Top Experiences


Cherry-Blossom Viewing (Hanami)

Come spring, countless cherry trees around Japan burst into colour, a spectrum that runs from the palest of pink to a riotous magenta. That’s the cue for locals to gather in parks and along river banks for cherry-blossom-viewing parties called hanami. It’s a tradition that dates back centuries and one that is no less beloved today. The blossoms last only for a week or two, symbolic of life’s ephemeral nature but also a reminder to seize the present. Do so and join the festivities.

[image: shutterstock_244045453-jpg]
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Top Experiences


Naoshima

Naoshima is one of Japan’s great success stories: a rural island with a shrinking population has now become a world-class centre for contemporary art. Many of Japan’s most lauded architects have contributed, including museums, a boutique hotel and even a bathhouse – all designed to enhance the island’s natural beauty and complement its existing settlements. The resulting blend of avant-garde and rural Japan is captivating. It has also inspired some Japanese to pursue a slower life outside the big cities, relocating to Naoshima to open cafes and inns.
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Top Experiences


Kumano Kodō

For centuries Japan’s remote mountains were criss-crossed by mountain ascetics seeking spiritual enlightenment in what then must have felt like the ends of the earth. Somewhat less self-punishing pilgrims continue to follow their paths. Deep in southern Kansai, in the interior of the Kii Peninsula, the network of trails known as the Kumano Kodō links three important Shintō shrines that, as part of local culture, were historic sites of nature worship. The Kumano Kodō offers both gentle day hikes and weeklong treks, with the opportunity to soak in onsen along the way.

[image: shutterstock_685993597-jpg]

Kumano Nachi Taisha | PIYAWANNEE SADSUMPAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Tsumago & Magome

Tsumago and Magome are two post towns along the old Nakasendō, a foot highway (used by lords and messengers alike) that connected Edo (now Tokyo) and Kyoto during the feudal period. The old path remains, paved with large stones, and it is possible to hike 7.8km between the two towns, through sleepy alpine hamlets and cedar forests, past waterwheels and rice paddies. The towns themselves are a treat too, with narrow lanes and low-slung dark wooden buildings that serve as inns, noodle restaurants and craft shops.
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Top Experiences


Mt Fuji

Even from a distance Mt Fuji will take your breath away. Close up, the perfectly symmetrical cone of Japan’s highest peak is nothing short of awesome. Dawn from the summit? Pure magic. Fuji-san is among Japan’s most revered and timeless attractions. Hundreds of thousands of people climb it every year, continuing a centuries-old tradition of pilgrimages up the sacred volcano. Those who’d rather search for picture-perfect views from the less-daunting peaks nearby can follow in the steps of Japan’s most famous painters and poets.
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Top Experiences


Skiing

Come winter, copious dumps of dry, powdery snow turn the mountains of Japan into peaks of meringue. In recent decades, Niseko has emerged as Asia’s top ski resort and a global destination, backed up by a thriving, cosmopolitan après-ski scene. If first tracks and an evening hot-spring soak are all you desire, there are hundreds of smaller resorts around the country that see fewer visitors (reminiscent of the days when Japan’s excellent snow was still a well-kept secret). For thrill-seekers, there are backcountry opportunities, too.
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Top Experiences


Kanazawa

Kanazawa is an old feudal-era capital on the Sea of Japan coast that, in its heyday, rivalled Kyoto as a centre for the arts. This vibrant artisan tradition is today evident in a number of shops and galleries. It also has one of Japan’s top gardens, Kenroku-en, an excellent contemporary art museum and a rich food culture that draws heavily from the seafood pulled from the ocean. And yet Kanazawa has long flown under the radar, though that’s starting to change. Go now, before everyone else catches on.
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Kenroku-en | FINALLAST/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Wild Hokkaidō

Hokkaidō is Japan’s northernmost island: a largely untamed, highly volcanic landscape of massive mountains startlingly pock-marked with crystal-blue caldera lakes and opalescent, sulphur-rich hot springs. Its flora and fauna is more closely related to Sakhalin, part of Russia, to the north, than the rest of Japan to the south. Hikers, cyclists and casual road trippers are all drawn to the island’s big skies, wide open spaces and dramatic topography. With shinkansen access and cheap flights, it’s easier than ever to add Hokkaidō to your itinerary.
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Daisetsuzan National Park | IKUYAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Sumo

The purifying salt sails into the air. The two giants leap up and crash into each other. A flurry of slapping and heaving ensues. Who will shove the other out of the sacred ring and move up in the ranks? From the ancient rituals to the thrill of the quick bouts, sumo is a fascinating spectacle. Tournaments take place several times a year, in Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka and Fukuoka; outside of tournament season you can catch an earlymorning practice session at one of the stables where wrestlers live and train.
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Top Experiences


Hiroshima

Hiroshima today is a forward-thinking city with attractive, leafy boulevards. It’s not until you visit the Peace Memorial Museum that the true extent of human tragedy wreaked by the atomic bomb becomes vividly clear. A visit here is a heartbreaking, important history lesson and the park around the museum, much of which was designed by Japan’s great modernist Tange Kenzō, 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 with you when you leave.

[image: shutterstockRF_634895807-jpg]

Peace Memorial Park | F11PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Kamikōchi

One of the most stunning natural vistas in Japan, Kamikōchi is a highland river valley enveloped by the soaring peaks of the Northern Japan Alps. Easy day hikes are possible along the pristine Azusa-gawa through tranquil forests of willow, larch and elm trees. The birthplace of Japanese alpinism, Kamikōchi is also the gateway for more challenging treks up some of the country’s tallest mountains, such as Yariga-take (3180m). Private cars are banned from Kamikōchi, which lessens the impact of the crowds.
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Top Experiences


Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Okinawa and the Southwest Islands offer a totally different experience from the rest of Japan. This semi-tropical archipelago forms an arch between Kyūshū and Taiwan. Until annexed by Japan in the 19th century, they formed their own kingdom – the Ryūkyū Empire – and the cultural differences are apparent in everything down to the architecture and food. This is where you’ll find Japan’s best beaches, like those in Ishigaki and Kerama, with sugar-white sand fringed with palms and turquoise waters. Bask in the sun, or snorkel and scuba dive.
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Kabira Bay | SHIKEMA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Top Experiences


Kōya-san

Riding the funicular up to the sacred Buddhist monastic complex of Kōya-san feels, appropriately, like ascending to another world. There are over a hundred temples here, the highlight of which is Oku-no-in, where paths weave their way among towering cryptomeria trees and time-worn stone stupas covered in moss and lichen. Other temples offer a different experience: the chance to spend the night, dine on traditional vegetarian Buddhist cuisine and wake up early for (optional) morning meditation with the resident monks.
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Top Experiences


Yakushima

Yakushima, a small island off the coast of southern Kyūshū, is often described as magical, enchanting – other-worldly even. It’s a place where words fail and clichés step in. Home to some of Japan’s last primeval forest, here you’ll find the yakusugi, an ancient cedar native to the island, whose giant roots form alien tentacles. Hiking trails underneath them cover craggy terrain often fuzzy with moss. The landscape here is believed to have been an inspiration for the iconic animated film Princess Mononoke.
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Top Experiences


Osaka

Tokyo doesn’t nab all the superlatives when it comes to urban experiences. Osaka, Japan’s third-largest city, is tops for street food: don’t miss its signature dish, tako-yaki (grilled octopus dumplings). It also has the most dramatic of nightscapes: a dazzling display of LED lights, animated signage and flashing video screens along the canalside strip Dōtombori. The city, Japan’s oldest merchant centre, has a pace, spirit and zest for life all of its own: it’s unofficial slogan is kuidaore (eat until you drop).
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Top Experiences


Shikoku

Of Japan’s four major islands, Shikoku is the smallest, the least populated and the least visited – and we don’t mean that as a slight at all. This is the place for a deep dive into rural Japan and all its spectacular, scenic glory. There are riveting gorges crossed by old-fashioned vine bridges, rapids and lazy rivers, sacred mountains to climb and old farmhouses to sleep in. Shikoku is most famous for its 88-temple pilgrimage; several of them are truly amazing, perched on peaks accessible by foot or ropeway.
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Top Experiences


Castles

Japan’s castles are evocative of its feudal past, peopled with fearsome samurai, whisper-footed ninja and all-powerful shoguns. The graceful curving roofs of the castle keeps, often stacked several storeys high, are emblematic of the country’s traditional architecture. Japanese castles are made of wood, though they might sit atop foundations of enormous stones. Few originals survive; among those that do, the must-sees are the recently restored ‘White Egret Castle’, Himeji-jō, and its natural foil, Matsumoto-jō, the fearsome black ‘Crow Castle’.
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Top Experiences


Festivals

Catching a matsuri (traditional festival) is like stepping back in time: men and women wear colourful cotton kimono – and sometimes the men just wear short coats and fundoshi (the loincloths worn by sumo wrestlers). Some see rollicking parades of portable shrines or floats go through the streets; others involve dancing, bonfires or drumming. These celebrations have their roots in Shintō and Buddhist traditions, but they also serve to renew age-old community bonds. August sees the lion’s share of festivals, but they happen year-round. For major events, book accommodation well in advance.
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Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide


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-jap16-jpg]

High Season (Apr & May, Aug)

A Cherry-blossom season (late March to early April), Golden Week (early May) and O-Bon (mid-August) are peak travel periods, when sights will be crowded and accommodation more expensive (and often fully booked).

A Mountain (read: cooler) destinations are most popular in August; this is also the month for many festivals.

Shoulder (Jun & Jul, Sep–Nov)

A Autumn foliage draws crowds during specific periods in October and November (depending on elevation).

Low Season (Dec–Mar)

A Sights are uncrowded and accommodation at its cheapest.

A The exception is the ski resorts, which are now hitting their stride.

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




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; download its useful Japan Official Travel App.

Navitime Travel (https://travel.navitime.com) Tourist info; get its app, Japan Travel, for working out transit routes.

Japan Meteorological Agency (www.jma.go.jp) Get up-to-the-minute weather advisories – a must before heading out on hikes (especially during typhoon season).

Japan Cheapo (www.japancheapo.com) Full of tips for how to stretch your yen. has a comprehensive sister site www.tokyocheapo.com.




Important Numbers

Drop the 0 in the area code when dialling from abroad.




	Ambulance & fire
	[image: icon-phonegif]%119



	Police
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	Country code
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	International access code
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Exchange Rates




	Australia
	A$1
	¥78



	Canada
	C$1
	¥82



	Europe
	€1
	¥124



	New Zealand
	NZ$1
	¥76



	UK
	£1
	¥145



	US
	US$1
	¥110





For current exchange rates, see www.xe.com.




Daily Costs

Budget: Less than ¥8000 (Less than ¥10,000 in Tokyo & Kyoto)

A Dorm bed: ¥3000

A Bowl of noodles: ¥750

A Happy-hour beer: ¥500

A City one-day subway pass: ¥600

A One temple or museum entry: ¥500

Midrange: ¥8000–20,000 (¥10,000–25,000 in Tokyo & Kyoto)

A Double room at a business hotel: ¥10,000

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

A Half-day cycling tour or cooking class: ¥5000

A Temple and museum entries: ¥1500

Top End: More than ¥20,000 (More than ¥25,000 in Tokyo & Kyoto)

A Double room in a nice hotel: from ¥25,000

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

A Taxi ride between city sights: ¥2500




Arriving in Japan

Narita Airport (Tokyo) Express trains and buses run frequently to central Tokyo (around ¥3000; one to two hours) between 6am and 10.30pm. Taxis cost ¥20,000 to ¥22,000.

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 The most popular way to see Japan: trains are fast, efficient, reliable and can get you just about anywhere; discount rail passes make train travel very affordable.

Ferry Good for getting to far-flung islands or 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 cars are widely available; roads are well-maintained and signposted in English. Especially recommended in Hokkaidō, Kyūshū and Okinawa. Drive on the left.

Air An extensive network of domestic flights and an increased presence of budget carriers makes air travel a good option for long distances or time-pressed itineraries.


For much more on Getting Around










First Time Japan

For more information, see Survival Guide



Checklist

A Work out which Japan Rail Pass works best for your itinerary and purchase a voucher online in advance for a discount.

A Get an international licence if you plan to rent a car.

A Check with your embassy or the Japanese customs agency if your prescription medicines are legal in Japan (and if any import procedures are required).




What to Pack

A Slip-on shoes, as you’ll be taking off your shoes a lot.

A Any over-the-counter medications you might want, as finding local equivalents may be challenging.

A As little as possible! Hotel rooms are small and trains can get crowded. You can buy most things you’ll need.







Top Tips for Your Trip

A The Japan Rail Pass offers unlimited use of the extensive, fast and efficient Japan Rail system; if your itinerary focuses on a limited area, look into regional rail passes, which are cheaper.

A Stay a night in a ryokan (traditional Japanese inn) and visit an onsen (hot spring), both ways to engage with local culture.

A Splurge at lunch. Many restaurants offer midday meals that cost half (or less!) of what you’d find at dinner, often for a meal that is not significantly smaller or lower in quality.

A Rent a pocket wi-fi device. Some places have free wi-fi networks but they can be frustratingly clunky. Constant internet access means you can rely on navigation apps to help you get around.




What to Wear

Dressing in layers is ideal. Japanese tend to dress smartly, but casual clothes are fine even in the cities. Some high-end restaurants and bars do have a dress code, but this usually just means no sleeveless shirts or sandals on men. Even during sandal season you may want to carry socks to slip into to avoid walking barefoot when you need to take your shoes off. You also may find yourself sitting on the floor, so dress comfortably for that. Many traditional inns can get chilly in the colder months; warm socks and a fleece are a good idea.




Sleeping

Japan offers a wide and excellent range of accommodation. Advance booking is highly recommended.

Hotels Midrange and luxury, domestic and international chains, and a few boutique properties can be found in all major cities.

Business Hotels Compact, economic rooms clustered around train stations.

Ryokan Traditional Japanese inns, found usually in countryside and resort areas.

Hostels & Guesthouses Affordable and plentiful in tourist destinations, often with English-speaking staff

Capsule Hotels Sleeping berths the size of a single bed.




Bargaining

Bargaining is not common practice in Japan; flea markets are an exception, but a hard approach would still be considered rude.




Cash

Be warned that there are still places in rural Japan that don’t accept credit cards. It’s wise to assume you’ll need to pay cash at ryokan and smaller restaurants and shops; stock up when you’re in a town with an ATM.




Tipping

Tipping is not customary in Japan.

High-end restaurants & hotels usually add a 10% service fee to the bill.




Language

The level of English ability in Japan is generally low – or random at best. Cities and popular destinations are well-signposted in English and will have Tourist Information Centres (TICs) with English-speaking staff; restaurants in these areas will also often have English menus. Rural areas are more hit or miss, though most TICs will have some English-language material, such as local maps. Most Japanese are more comfortable with written than spoken English, so whenever possible, email is often the best means of communicating, for example when booking accommodation.

See Language chapter.




Phrases to Learn Before You Go

[image: japanese-5-phrases-jpg]




Etiquette

Japan is famous for its etiquette, though it’s not as strict (or as consistent) as you might think.

Greetings Japanese typically greet each other with a slight bow, but may greet foreigners with a handshake; hugging and cheek kissing is considered alarming.

Queuing Join the queue, usually a neat line.

Public Transport It’s bad form to eat or drink on public transport, except when riding the shinkansen (bullet train), or reserved-seat limited express trains; beverages in resealable containers are an exception.

Shoes Off Many lodgings and restaurants (and some attractions) request you leave your shoes at the door. Just take a quick look around – for a sign or slippers in the foyer – to see if this rule applies. Never wear shoes or slippers on tatami (woven floor mats).

Religious Sites There is no dress code for visiting a shrine or temple but it’s polite to keep your voice down.












What’s New


New Toyosu Market

In a move years in the making, Tsukiji’s famous wholesale market moved to a new, state-of-the-art facility in Toyosu in autumn 2018. A taste of the old market can still be found at Tsukiji Market, which remains in place.




teamLab Borderless

Tokyo’s hottest new attraction is this museum holding some 60 installations from Japan’s leading digital-art collective, teamLab. It’s an immersive, interactive art experience unlike anything else.




Yayoi Kusama Museum

Another noteworthy opening in Tokyo is this museum, devoted to one of Japan’s most prominent contemporary artists. Admission is limited, so book well in advance.




Kyoto Ukiyo-e Museum

Kyoto’s small new ukiyo-e (woodblock print) museum is now the permanent home of Hokusai’s The Great Wave off Kanagawa – perhaps the most iconic ukiyo-e work ever.




Nikkō Restorations

For years Nikkō has been restoring its 17th-century shrines and temples. Work on Tōshō-gū’s spectacular gate, Yōmei-mon, is already complete, with the whole project scheduled to finish in March 2020.




Sanriku Kaigan Rail Lines Restored

Heavily damaged by the 2011 tsunami, the Sanriku Railway lines are now up and running, with a final new section added in 2019. It’s now possible to travel the whole coast between Ōfunato and Kuji.




Michinoku Coastal Trail

Parts of this 700km hiking trail, along northern Honshū’s east coast between Soma in Fukushima Prefecture and Hachinohe in Aomori Prefecture, are already open, with the whole route set to be completed by the end of 2019.




Guesthouses Everywhere

Suddenly it seems every small city (and even some rural destinations) has at least one very cool guesthouse, usually run by a savvy, local English-speaker. This makes travelling outside the major cities cheaper, easier – and way more fun.




Designer Hotels

In Tokyo and Kyoto the design wars are heating up, with several new properties, from both established international hoteliers, like Four Seasons, and local upstarts, like BnA, promising an all-encompassing aesthetic experience.




Sake & Tea

Japan went all in on the recent craft beer and third-wave coffee trends, but now we’re seeing that same spirit of innovation and attention to detail being poured into two distinctly Japanese drinks: tea and sake. Keep an eye out for craft sake bars and third-wave-style teahouses, especially in Tokyo and Kyoto.


For more recommendations and reviews, see lonelyplanet.com/Japan












If You Like…


Temples & Shrines

Kinkaku-ji Kyoto’s iconic golden temple.

Tōdai-ji Grand wooden home of Nara’s famous Daibutsu (Great Buddha) statue.

Sensō-ji Tokyo’s most famous Buddhist temple and a pilgrimage site for more than a millennium.

Tōshō-gū Ornate mausoleum for Japan’s legendary shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu.

Oku-no-in Other-worldly, ancient Buddhist temple full of moss-covered stupas and soaring cedars.

Ise-jingū Japan’s spiritual centre, dedicated to the Sun Goddess.

Zenkō-ji Nagano temple with fascinating secret passages and stories.

Fushimi Inari-Taisha Photogenic procession of torii (gates) up a Kyoto hillside.




Gardens

Kenroku-en Kanazawa’s strolling garden is considered a masterpiece of the form.

Ryōan-ji Kyoto’s famous Zen rock garden.

Ritsurin-kōen Seventeenth-century landscape garden in Takamatsu, once the playground of lords.

Katsura Rikyū Former imperial villa with gardens that unfold in a series of stunning vistas.

Byōdō-in Rare surviving example of a Heian-era ‘Pure Land’ garden.

Saihō-ji Kyoto’s ‘Koke-dera’ (moss temple) has enchanting, velvety grounds.

Adachi Museum of Art The museum’s picturesque landscape garden rivals the paintings inside.

Kōraku-en Sprawling strolling garden with ponds and teahouses in Okayama.
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Katsura Rikyū garden, Kyoto | CHEN MIN CHUN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Crafts

Downtown Kyoto Japan’s highest concentration of high-class shops specialising in crafts like washi (Japanese handmade paper).

Kanazawa A city with a well-preserved artisan culture, especially known for lacquerware and gold leaf.

Bizen Pottery centre known for its bold earthenware; tour a kiln or shop the galleries.

Morioka The place in Japan to buy tea kettles and other wares made of cast iron.

Kyūshū Ceramic Museum See examples of the different styles produced in this region famous for pottery.

Kogensya Sendai boutique with high-quality crafts from all over northern Honshū.

Tsuboya Pottery Street Folksy Okinawan pottery in Naha.




Markets

Nishiki Market Kyoto’s central food market, with plenty of packaged items – like rice crackers and sake – for souvenirs.

Daichi Makishi Kōsetsu Ichiba Naha’s central market brims with island specialities.

Asa-ichi A mix of old and new at this morning market at the tip of the Noto Peninsula.

Dōguya-suji Arcade Covered arcade for myriad kitchenware items in Osaka.

Sunday Market Running for over 300 years with all sorts of stalls in Kōchi.

Ōmi-chō Market Kanazawa’s central fish market, full of tasty creatures from the Sea of Japan.

Ameya-yokochō Tokyo’s last open-air market dates to the tumultuous days after WWII.

Hakodate Morning Market Popular spot for browsing and seafood breakfast in southern Hokkaidō.




Architecture

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

Omote-sandō Boutique-lined Tokyo boulevard that’s also a showcase for contemporary Japanese design.

DT Suzuki Museum Meditative monument to Zen scholar DT Suzuki by Taniguchi Yoshio.

Meiji-mura Repository for fascinating examples of Meiji period (1868–1912) architecture, when Japan opened to Western influence.

Miho Museum IM Pei–designed museum of ancient artefacts sunk into a mountain.

Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building Tokyo’s city hall, by pre-eminent modernist Tange Kenzō.
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Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, Shinjuku | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Pop Culture

Akihabara Tokyo’s famous hot spot for fans of anime, manga and video games.

Ghibli Museum Enchanting museum designed by Japan’s leading animator, Miyazaki Hayao (the king of Japanese anime).

Unicorn Gundam True-to-size model from the beloved anime series Gundam lording over Tokyo Bay.

Kyoto International Manga Museum Galleries of manga, plus special exhibitions and workshops.

Mizuki Shigeru Museum Pilgrimage spot in western Honshū for fans of Mizuki’s other-worldly characters.

Godzilla Head See the monstrous icon of Japanese pop culture among Tokyo’s skyscrapers.

MariCAR Cosplay (costume play) go-karting through the streets of Tokyo.




Beaches

Nishibama Beach This stretch of Aka-jima is possibly the best of several white-sand stunners in Okinawa’s Kerama Islands.

Sunayama Beach Postcard-perfect beach with a rock arch on Miyako-jima.

Habushi-ura This long sandy stretch on Nii-jima is a favourite destination for Tokyo surfers.

Kominato Kaigan Quintessential tropical scene 1000km from the mainland, on Chichi-jima.

Ikumi Beach Laid-back hub of Shikoku’s growing surfing community.

Ōkinohama Two-kilometre stretch of unspoilt sand in remote southwest Shikoku.




Castles

Himeji-jō Majestic castle, original (but recently restored) and considered the greatest in the country.

Matsumoto-jō Japan’s oldest surviving wooden castle, in the mountains of Nagano.

Matsue-jō Excellent views from atop the original wooden keep and boat rides around the moat.

Matsuyama-jō Among Japan’s finest original castles, lording over Matsuyama on the island of Shikoku.

Hikone-jō This 17th-century stunner has a rare, intact keep.

Inuyama-jō Japan’s oldest standing castle began life as a fort in 1440.

Nijō-jō Kyoto’s castle is known for its ‘nightingale’ floors that creak when you walk on them.

Shuri-jō The seat of power of the former Ryūkyū Empire, painstakingly reconstructed from historical records.

Osaka-jō Reconstruction of Osaka’s famously flamboyant castle.




Museums

Tokyo National Museum Home to the world’s largest collection of Japanese art.

Kyoto National Museum Kyoto’s top museum with classical artworks, historical artefacts and temple treasures.

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum Evocative (and often heartbreaking) account of the atomic bomb and its aftermath.

Okinawa Prefectural Museum & Art Museum Deep dive into Okinawa’s history, way of life and ecosystem.

Mori Art Museum Blockbuster shows by top contemporary Japanese and foreign artists.

Kyūshū National Museum A collection that highlights the island’s historical ties to the Asian continent.

Edo-Tokyo Museum The story of how a fishing village evolved into a sprawling, modern metropolis.




Scenic Views

Miyajima See the island’s famous floating torii (gate) at high tide.

Matsushima Look over the bay towards the hundreds of tiny windswept islands, spiked with wispy pines.

Kamikōchi Admire the snowcapped peaks of the Japan Alps from this idyllic river valley.

Kussharo-ko Crystal-blue caldera lake in Hokkaidō, best viewed from the mountains above.

Imasa-yama See Nagasaki’s stunning nightscape from atop this nearby mountain.

Iya Valley Head to Oku-Iya (‘deep Iya’) to see the vine bridges suspended over the gorge.

Hakone Catch a glimpse of Mt Fuji reflected in Ashino-ko on a clear winter morning.




Train Journeys

Kurobe Gorge Railway Thrill ride along bridges suspended over the dramatic Kurobe Gorge.

Ibutama Limited Express Wood-panelled with window-facing seats, rounding the scenic coast from Kagoshima to Ibusuki.

Resort Shirakami Stylish sightseeing train hugging the rugged northern coast between Akita and Aomori.

Sunrise Seto/Izumo Japan’s last old-school sleeper train travels from Tokyo to Takamatsu and Izumo.

JR Senmō Line Tiny two-car train running along Hokkaidō’s northern coast, past antique wooden stations.










Month by Month


TOP EVENTS

Yuki Matsuri, February

Hanami (Cherry-Blossom Viewing), April

Sanja Matsuri, May

Gion Matsuri, July

Nebuta Matsuri, August




January

Japan comes to life again after the lull of the New Year holiday. Winter grips the country in the mountains and in the north, ushering in ski season (take care when driving in snow country).


zShōgatsu (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, and transport is busy. Hatsu-mōde is the ritual first shrine visit of the new year.




zComing-of-Age Day

The second Monday of January is Seijin-no-hi (Coming-of-Age Day), the collective birthday for all who have turned 20 (the age of majority) in the past year. Young women don gorgeous kimonos for ceremonies at Shintō shrines.






February

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


zSetsubun Matsuri

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!’).




zMantōrō

Nara’s Kasuga Taisha celebrates Setsubun by lighting its 3000 stone and bronze lanterns during this festival, which also happens over O-Bon.




zYuki 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, and plenty of drunken revelry. Book accommodation very early.




zPlum-Blossom Viewing

Plum (ume) blossoms, which appear towards the end of the month, are the first sign that winter is ending.






March

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


zHina Matsuri

On and around 3 March (also known as Girls’ Day), public spaces and homes are decorated with o-hina-sama (princess) dolls in traditional royal dress.




zAnime Japan

Anime Japan (www.anime-japan.jp), the world’s largest anime (Japanese animation) fair, takes place in Tokyo in late March. There are events and exhibitions for industry insiders and fans alike.






April

Warmer weather and blooming cherry trees make this a fantastic month to be in Japan, though places like Kyoto can get very crowded.


zHanami (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.




zTakayama Spring Matsuri

On 14 and 15 April the mountain town of Takayama hosts the spring installment of its famous festival. This is the more elaborate of the two (the other is in October), with parades of spectacular floats lit with lanterns and a lion dance. Book accommodation well in advance.






May

May is one of the best months to visit: it’s warm and sunny in most places and the fresh green in the mountains is beautiful. Be wary of the travel crush during the Golden Week holiday.


zSanja 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. The highlight is the rowdy parade of mikoshi (portable shrines) carried by men and women in traditional dress.




1Roppongi Art Night

Held in late May, this weekend-long (literally, venues stay open all night) arts event (www.roppongiartnight.com) sees large-scale installations and performances taking over the museums, galleries and streets of Roppongi.






June

Early June is lovely, though by the end of the month tsuyu (the rainy season) sets in. As mountain snow melts, hiking season begins in the Japan Alps (though double-check for higher elevations).


zHyakumangoku Matsuri

In early June, Kanazawa’s biggest festival celebrates the city’s 16th-century glory days with period-costume parades, cultural performances and more.






July

When the rainy season passes, suddenly it’s summer – the season for festivals and hanabi taikai (fireworks shows). It does get very hot and humid; head to Hokkaidō or the Japan Alps to escape the heat.


2Mt 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.




zGion Matsuri

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




zTenjin Matsuri

Held in Osaka on 24 and 25 July, this is one of the country’s biggest festivals. On the second day, processions of mikoshi (portable shrines) and people in traditional attire parade through the streets, ending up in hundreds of boats on the river.




3Fuji Rock Festival

Japan’s biggest music festival takes place over one long (and often wildly muddy and fun) weekend at a mountain resort in Niigata in late July. Big-name acts on the large stages; indie bands on the smaller ones.




zPeiron Dragon-Boat Races

In late July, dragon-boat races are held in the harbour of Nagasaki, a tradition introduced from China in the 17th century.






August

Hot, humid weather and festivals continuing apace. 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 transit is hectic and shops may close.


zSummer Fireworks Festivals

Towns across Japan hold spectacular summer fireworks festivals in late July and early August. Among the best: Sumida-gawa Fireworks festival (Tokyo, late July), Lake Biwa Fireworks festival (near Kyoto, early August) and Miyajima Water Fireworks Festival (near Hiroshima, mid-August).




zWorld Cosplay Summit

Some 30 countries compete in early August (or late July) in Nagoya to see who has the best cosplayers (manga and anime fans who dress up as their fave characters).




zSendai Tanabata Matsuri

Sendai’s biggest event celebrates a Chinese legend about the stars Vega and Altair, stand-ins for two star-crossed lovers who meet once a year on 7 July (on the old lunar calendar, early August on the modern one). Downtown is decorated with coloured streamers.




zNebuta Matsuri

Over several days in early August, enormous, illuminated floats are paraded through the streets of Aomori in Northern Honshū accompanied by thousands of rowdy, chanting dancers. A famous festival; book accommodation early.




1Peace 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.




zMatsumoto Bonbon

Matsumoto’s biggest event takes place on the first Saturday in August, when hordes of people perform the city’s signature ‘bonbon’ dance through the streets.




zO-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, lakes or the sea to help guide spirits on their journey.




zAwa-odori Matsuri

The city of Tokushima, on the southern island of Shikoku, comes alive in mid-August for the nation’s largest and most famous bon dance. These dances, part of O-Bon celebrations, are performed to welcome the souls of the departed back to this world.




zRōsoku 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.




zDaimon-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. It’s one of Japan’s most impressive spectacles.




3Earth Celebration

The island of Sado-gashima, off the coast of northern Honshū, is the scene of this internationally famous festival of dance, art and music, held in late August. Highlights include taiko (drum) performances and workshops.






BUSY TRAVEL TIMES

Most Japanese are on holiday from 29 April to 5 May, when a series of national holidays coincide (called ‘Golden Week’). This is one of the busiest times for domestic travel, so be prepared for crowded transport and accommodation. Many businesses close for a week in mid-August, as Japanese return to their home towns for O-Bon festivities (or go on holiday instead). Restaurants and shops start shutting down from 29 December for the New Year holiday, which ends on 3 January (though many places close until 6 January). During this time, transport runs and accommodation remains open, but it’s pricey.






September

Days are still warm, hot even, though less humid. Though the odd typhoon rolls through this time of year, this is generally a great time to travel in Japan.


3Jōzenji Street Jazz Festival

Over the second weekend in September, this festival draws buskers from all over the country to play in Sendai’s streets and arcades.




zKishiwada Danjiri Matsuri

Osaka’s wildest festival, held over the third weekend in September, is a kind of running of the bulls except with danjiri (festival floats), many weighing more than 3000kg – take care and stand back. Most of the action takes place on the second day.




zMoon Viewing

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






October

Pleasantly warm days and cool evenings make this an excellent time to be in Japan. The autumn foliage peaks in the Japan Alps at this time.


zMatsue Suitōro

Held on Saturdays, Sundays and holidays throughout October in the western Honshū city of Matsue, this festival of light and water takes place around the city’s scenic castle. Lanterns are floated in the moat and rival drumming groups compete on the banks.




zAsama Onsen Taimatsu Matsuri

In early October, Asama Onsen in Matsumoto holds this spectacular fire festival, which sees groups of men, women and children parade burning bales of hay through narrow streets en route to an enormous bonfire.




6Yokohama Oktoberfest

For two weeks in early October much beer drinking goes down during this event held in Yokohama’s historic harbour district.




zKurama-no-hi Matsuri

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




3Performing Arts Festivals

Tokyo’s annual performing arts festival, Festival/Tokyo (www.festival-tokyo.jp) is held over a month from mid-October to mid-November at venues around the city. Kyoto’s edgier Kyoto Experiment (www.kyoto-ex.jp) is held around the same time.




zHalloween

Japan has taken to Halloween in a big way. Tokyo’s Shibuya Crossing draws thousands of costumed revellers on 31 October. Osaka’s Amerika-Mura becomes one big street party.






November

Crisp and cool days with snow starting to fall in the mountains. Autumn foliage peaks in and around Tokyo and Kyoto, drawing crowds.


zShichi-go-san (7-5-3 Festival)

This adorable festival in mid-November sees parents dress girls aged seven (shichi) and three (san) and boys aged five (go) in wee kimonos and head to Shintō shrines for blessings.






December

December is cold across most of Japan. Year-end parties fill city bars and restaurants; commercial strips are decorated with seasonal illuminations. Many businesses shut down from 29 or 30 December to between 3 and 6 January.


1Luminarie

Kōbe streets are lined with elaborate, illuminated arches every year for this event in early December, in memory of the victims of the 1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake.




5Toshikoshi Soba

Eating buckwheat noodles on New Year’s Eve, a tradition called toshikoshi soba, is said to bring luck and longevity – the latter symbolised by the length of the noodles.




zJoya-no-kane

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










Plan Your Trip

Itineraries


Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima
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10 DAYS


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



Start with a couple of days in Tokyo, getting your bearings and a taste of big-city Japan – the skyscrapers, the bustle and all those lights. Then hop on the bullet train for Kyoto. (If you wait until now to activate your rail pass, you can get by with a seven-day pass.)

You’ll need two or three days to sample the best of Kyoto’s temples and gardens. From here you can make side trips to Nara, home of the Daibutsu (Great Buddha), and Osaka, famous for its vivid nightscape and street food. Then head west on to Himeji to see Japan’s best castle, Himeji-jō.

Next stop is Hiroshima, for the moving Peace Memorial Park. Further down the coast is Miyajima, with its photogenic floating shrine. You can spend the night in a ryokan (traditional Japanese inn) here before making the train journey back to Tokyo. On your way back there, drop into the mountain hot-spring resort of Hakone to get your onsen fix.
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Itineraries


Kyoto, Kanazawa & the Japan Alps
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2 WEEKS


This route highlights Japan’s traditional culture and its natural beauty. As snow can close mountain passes in winter, it is best undertaken in spring, summer or autumn.



Spend the first few days in Kyoto exploring the city’s famous temples, shrines and gardens. Be sure to budget some time for the less-famous ones too, which are more peaceful, and for a day trip to Nara. Both Kyoto and Nara have excellent national museums with classical art and artefacts. In the evenings, stroll Kyoto’s historic geisha district.

Next take the train to Kanazawa, a city that, in its heyday, rivalled Kyoto in its contributions to the arts. As befitting its location near the Sea of Japan, Kanazawa is known for excellent seafood, but also for its lasting artisan tradition and its strolling garden, Kenroku-en. Both Kyoto and Kanazawa are excellent places to shop for traditional crafts.

Now get a car and head for the mountains of Hida. The villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama are famed for their farmhouses with dramatically angled thatched roofs. Continue to Takayama, a charming old post town with well-preserved wooden buildings (now housing galleries, sake breweries and craft shops) and narrow streets.

Then head to Shin-Hotaka Onsen for outstanding rustic onsen (hot springs) and ryokan (traditional Japanese inns), followed by a visit to Kamikōchi for alpine scenery and hiking (closed from 15 November to 22 April). You’ll eat well travelling in the mountains: local specialities include soba (buckwheat noodles), beef, hoba-miso (sweet miso paste grilled on a magnolia leaf) and foraged mushrooms and shoots.

From here drive east to the castle town of Matsumoto, home to one of Japan’s best original castles, Matsumoto-jō. Near Nagano, pretty Obuse, another well-preserved mountain town, is home to the Hokusai Museum. End your trip in Nagano with a visit to the city’s impressive temple, Zenkō-ji.

Nagano has a shinkansen (bullet train) station, so you can catch a train onward or drive straight on to Narita Airport.
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Itineraries


Tokyo, Mt Fuji & Around
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1 WEEK


Japan often feels like a destination that requires a long trip and advance planning, but it needn’t be. In and around Tokyo you can cover a lot of varied terrain, taking in both contemporary and traditional Japan.



Base yourself in Tokyo and do day trips or hop around. In three or four days you can take in the capital’s highlights, eating well, and still have time to explore some of its less touristy neighbourhoods, like Shimo-Kitazawa and Kōenji.

Mt Fuji is open to hikers from June through mid-September; you can do it as one long overnight climb – to hit the summit for sunrise – or stay a night in a mountain hut. Year-round, visit the Fuji Five Lakes region for views of the iconic volcano.

For temples and shrines head north to Nikkō, with 17th-century structures set among cedars, or south to Kamakura, a one-time medieval capital with many Zen temples. On the Pacific coast, Kamakura is also a hip beach town with cafes and surf shops.

Round off your trip with a visit to the hot-spring resort Hakone. There are spa complexes here for day trippers, or you can splurge on a night in a ryokan.
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Itineraries


Kansai In Depth

[image: 08-kansai-itin-jap16-jpg]

2 WEEKS


Take a slow, deep dive into Japanese history and culture; you’ll cover a lot without having to travel far. Arranged with public transport in mind, this itinerary is possible year-round, though Kōya-san will be cold and possibly snowy in winter. Fly in and out of Kansai International Airport.



Start with Kyoto, Japan’s cultural storehouse, and spend several leisurely days exploring. Then head to Nara – not for the typical day trip – but for a few days’ trip. Beyond the city there are fascinating historic temples, very old shrines and country rambles around Sakurai and pre-Buddhist burial mounds around Asuka.

Then pop over to Osaka for a jolt of city life, before taking the train to Kōya-san. This mountain monastery was founded in the 8th century and is still active today; spend the night in a temple for a taste of monk life.

Buses run April through November to your next destination, the ancient pilgrim trails of the Kumano Kodō. Outside of these months you’ll need to do some backtracking via train. Spend a few days walking through woods and rural hamlets, to temples, shrines and some of Kansai’s best onsen between Hongū, Shingū and Nachi-Katsuura.
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Itineraries


The Wilds of Hokkaidō
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2 WEEKS


Japan’s northernmost island, Hokkaidō, has much of what you want out of Japan: steaming onsen and rugged, volcanic peaks, city lights and foodie cred, as well as something you wouldn’t expect – the opportunity for an epic road trip. Snow falls early in Hokkaidō, so this is a summer trip.



Start in Hakodate, Hokkaidō’s southernmost port, which has a charming 19th-century city centre. The journey here by shinkansen (bullet train) takes four hours from Tokyo (though it’s probably cheaper to fly).

After a fresh seafood breakfast at Hakodate’s fish market, pick up a rental car and drive to Shikotsu-Tōya National Park, home to caldera lakes and an active volcano. Budget time to soak in the springs of Noboribetsu Onsen inside the park.

Next stop: Sapporo, Hokkaidō’s capital city (and Japan’s fifth-largest). Get your city fix here, basking in the bright lights of the Susukino district. Then head to Hokkaidō’s second city, Asahikawa, deep in the interior; also a famous ramen town. It’s also the gateway for Daisetsuzan National Park, Japan’s largest national park and a mostly untouched wilderness of dense forest high in the mountains.

There are three villages on the perimeter of the park: Tokachidake Onsen, Asahidake Onsen and Sōunkyō Onsen. All have hot springs, lodging and good day treks. Don’t miss Fukiage Roten-no-yu, near Tokachidake Onsen, one of Japan’s best in-the-wild onsen. It’s also worth spending a night at Daisetsu Kōgen Sansō, a truly remote mountain lodge.

Continue east to the World Heritage–listed Shiretoko National Park, a spit of land that Hokkaidō’s indigenous people, the Ainu, referred to as ‘the end of the world’. There are hikes here through primeval woods and more hidden hot springs.

Akan National Park is most famous for its startlingly clear blue caldera lakes, Kussharo-ko and Mashū-ko. This is also the best place on Hokkaidō to connect with Ainu culture, starting with a visit to the village, Akan Kotan.

Finally head down to Kushiro-shitsugen National Park, home to the endangered Japanese red-crowned crane. From Kushiro it’s easy work on the expressway back to New Chitose Airport, south of Sapporo.
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Itineraries


Kyūshū & Okinawa
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2 WEEKS


Considered off the beaten track, Kyūshū really delivers: it’s got vibrant cities, layers of history, excellent onsen and smoking volcanoes. If you’ve been to Japan before, or want to see something totally different, this trip is for you.



Fly into Fukuoka from Tokyo and spend a day getting to know this hip young city, famous for its ramen. You can tour Kyūshū easily enough by train – there’s a rail pass just for the island – but it helps to have a car. This will come in handy for working your way down the coast to Nagasaki through the pottery towns, Karatsu and Arita, with a detour to Hirado.

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

From Nagasaki cut into the heartland to Kurokawa Onsen, one of Japan’s best onsen towns, where you can stay in a ryokan. Continue south, past the active volcano Aso-san (if it’s calm, you can get close) and the castle town Kumamoto (still recovering from a 2016 earthquake) to Kagoshima. This city at the tip of the Shimabara Peninsula is known for tonkatsu (breaded and fried pork cutlets), shōchū (strong distilled liquor) and Sakurajima – the smoking volcano that lords over the skyline. South of Kagoshima are the hot sand baths of Ibusuki.

Return the car and catch a speedboat from Kagoshima to magical Yakushima, an island with primeval, moss-strewn forests and seaside onsen. Make it an overnight trip (or longer – there are great hiking options here).

Back in Kagoshima, take the slow ferry for an epic overnight ride to Okinawa-hontō, the largest of the Okinawa Islands. Spend a day or two exploring the capital city Naha, the former seat of the Ryūkyū Empire, sipping fresh juice from the market and getting your fill of island delicacies. From Naha, it’s a one-hour jet-foil ride to the idyllic, palm-fringed Kerama Islands – where you can get your beach fix. Then catch a flight back to Tokyo from Naha.
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Plan Your Trip

Japan by the Seasons


Japan is highly attuned to the seasons – a maiko (apprentice geisha) has a different hair pin for every month of the year – and your travel plans should be too. Make the most of your time here by seeking out the experiences that define each season.
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Top Hanami Spots

Maruyama-kōen

Kyoto’s classic hanami spot, known for its yozakura (night blossoms), when the trees are illuminated after dark.

Yoyogi-kōen

This big grassy Tokyo park becomes a weeklong party scene.




Yoshino

Japan’s most famous cherry-blossom viewing spot is this remote Kansai mountain village with its hito-me-sen-bon (1000 trees in a glance) viewpoint.




Hirosaki-kōen

There are over 5000 cherry trees in this park on the grounds of a castle in deep Tōhoku (northern Honshū).




Kakunodate

An old samurai district in Akita (Tōhoku) where the riverbank becomes a tunnel of pink.




Churei-tō Pagoda

The ultimate Japan photo-op is this hillside pagoda surrounded by cherry trees foregrounding Mt Fuji.








Spring (March–May)


Cherry Blossoms

Spring is, of course, the season for the sakura (cherry blossoms). The season starts in Kyūshū – Okinawa doesn’t get the same blooms as the rest of Japan – in mid- to late-March, moving northward and hitting major cities in Honshū (like Kyoto and Tokyo) as early as late March; the season in Tōhoku starts in mid-April and in Hokkaidō in late April (these more remote areas that bloom later see fewer crowds).

The blossoms really peak (‘full bloom’ is called mankai) about a week after the buds start to open; the weekend nearest to mankai is when the biggest crowds gather for blossom-viewing parties called hanami. Over the next week or so the petals start to fall, covering parks and rivers in carpets of pink. Follow the forecast here: www.kyuhoshi.com/japan-cherry-blossom-forecast.




HOW TO HANAMI

So you’ve planned your whole trip around the cherry blossoms, but how exactly is hanami (blossom viewing) done? There are essentially two different styles: a picnic in a park under the flowering trees or a stroll along a path lined with them; the latter are often lantern-lit in the evening. Picnics usually start early and the most gung-ho hanami-goers will turn up very early to secure a prime spot with a plastic ground sheet. However, you can usually find a good sliver of ground whenever you turn up, unless you’ve got a large group. You can get a ground sheet, along with food and booze, at a convenience store – or go upscale and stock up on picnic supplies at a depachika (department store food hall).




More Spring Blooms

Sakura are not the be all and end all of spring blooms: a few weeks later come the azaleas and the wisteria, followed by the irises in June – Kyoto’s Kinkaku-ji is framed by them. Anytime in spring is a wonderful time to visit Japan’s gardens; there’s always something in bloom. Once rainy season sets in, around late June, the hydrangeas come out, big moon faces of colour against the misty grey skies; Kamakura and Hakone are both good places to see them.




Green Mountains

In the mountains fresh green appears in strata, moving higher up in elevation as May turns into June. It’s still too early to go up too high, but destinations like Takayama are lovely in spring. So are Shikoku and Kumano Kodō, both old pilgrimage destinations. Rural inns serve dishes with sansai, literally ‘mountain vegetables’ – fresh shoots and fern fronds collected in the mountains and served atop noodles or in tempura.






Summer (June–August)


Escaping the Heat

Summer in much of Japan is hot and sticky; this time of year the typical greeting is ‘Atsui desu ne?’ (Hot, isn’t it?). The cities in particular are scorching and many locals head to the hills to cool off. Popular destinations include Hokkaidō – which will be abloom with wildflowers – and mountain resort towns like Hakone and Karuizawa. This is peak hiking season in the upper elevations, when you can summit Mt Fuji and head deep into the Alps and Hokkaidō’s Daisetsuzan National Park.

Japanese school holidays are short – from mid-July through August – and this is when beach destinations, like those on the Izu Peninsula, the Izu Islands and the coasts of Kansai, will be full of students and families. Outside of this limited window many beaches are dead quiet; if that’s what you prefer, visit just before or after.




Summer in the Cities

Of course not everyone gets away and city dwellers have come up with their own strategies – new and old – for beating the heat. One that you’ll see in big cities around Japan is beer gardens held on department store rooftops, serving free-flowing lager and summer staples like fresh edamame.

Kyoto has a number of long-held summer traditions that make this a fantastic time of year to visit the old imperial capital. Restaurants along the city’s central Kamo-gawa set up kawayuka, terraces suspended on stilts over the riverbank, for alfresco dining. Up in the foothills north of the city, in Kibune, restaurants offer dining on kawadoko – temporary platforms set up just inches above the Kibune-gawa. It’s best to book ahead for these experiences.

Tokyo also has its own tradition: yakatabune. These are traditional pleasure boats, strung with lanterns and open on the side – to let in a cool breeze – that cruise up and down the Sumida-gawa and around Tokyo Bay.






Autumn (September–November)


Autumn Leaves

While they don’t get parties, autumn leaves do draw phenomenal crowds to resort areas and temples and gardens that are known for their colourful displays for momiji (leaf-viewing). Most prized of all are the maples, which turn fiery red. The leaves start to change as early as late September in Hokkaidō and most mountain areas (depending on elevation) and last throughout October. The major coastal cities – Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka and Kyoto – see their autumn colours in late November.

On the one hand, the scenery is spectacular; on the other, you might want to purposely steer clear of the crowds. Nikkō and Chūzen-ji Onsen, for example, get clogged with traffic. Kyoto is very popular this time of year; Tokyo, not so much. Tokyo has its own autumn tree, the gingko, which turns gold the first week of December.

This is a good time of year to visit Northern Honshū, where the leaves hit their stride in late October and early November; there are crowds, yes, but not like the more densely populated areas down south. It’s also chilly enough to appreciate the region’s fantastic onsen and belly-warming hotpot dishes, but not cold enough for snow to keep you off the roads. The temples and shrines of rural Nara, fronting mountains, are also good off-the-beaten-track fall spots. Walk the Yama-no-be-no-michi past persimmon orchards and golden rice fields.




Cultural Attractions

During the summer, most museums hold crowd-pleasing special exhibitions. It’s in the fall that they tend to hold ones that appeal more to serious followers of the arts. There are performing arts festivals in Tokyo and Kyoto, plus two film festivals in Tokyo at this time of year.

Of particular note in Kyoto in autumn is the Kyoto Heritage Preservation Association’s Autumn Special Exhibit, when 20 or so historic structures generally closed to the public – like Tō-ji’s five-storey pagoda – open their doors. Many temples around Japan hold special openings once or twice a year to display treasures that are too delicate to be shown year-round; while this varies from place to place, autumn is the most common time of year for this to occur. Temples in and around Nara have many special openings, too. Enquire at TICs.
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Winter (December–February)


Quiet Time

Winter is considered the off-season for travel in Japan (skiing aside). It’s cold, yes, but Japanese winters are relatively clear, and in the mornings at least, sunny. Sights are less crowded. Stripped of their vegetation, gardens, temples and shrines can take on a forlorn appearance; however, this time of year is conducive to the kind of private moments that can be hard to come by in Japan’s more popular destinations like Kyoto. Snow does come for Kyoto once or twice a year, in which case you should make a beeline for Kinkaku-ji – the golden temple really pops against a white backdrop.




Winter Scenes

Blanketed in snow, the mountain monastery Kōya-san is a winter sleeper hit; it’s bitterly cold, but some find the enchanting atmosphere worth it. Another classic winter snowscape: the villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama, with their steep thatched roofs coated in a thick layer of white. Unless you’re a very experienced winter driver, you’ll want to stay off the roads at higher elevations, sticking to places accessible by public transport.

Winter is also the best time to spot Mt Fuji: go to Fuji Five Lakes or Hakone – bonus: also a hot-spring resort – for views of the iconic volcano.
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Seafood & Sake

This is the peak season for Kansai’s signature hot-spring resort, Kinosaki Onsen – not only for its baths but also for the snow crabs that are pulled in this time of year from the Sea of Japan and served in the town’s inns and restaurants. Fair warning: this experience doesn’t come cheap. Actually anywhere on the Sea of Japan coast is a draw in winter for foodies: in addition to crab, the frigid waters produce fish rich in fat – considered the tastiest of all is kan-buri (winter yellow tail); try it in Kanazawa.

Winter also means shiboritate – the fresh-pressed, first sake of the season, served chilled and usually unpasteurised. At the beginning of the season, breweries hang sugidama (balls of cedar fronds) from their eaves; as the fronds turn from green to brown they chart the maturation of the sake.










Plan Your Trip

Activities


Mountainous, volcanic Japan offers a wide range of outdoor activities: historic walking trails, epic hikes, powder skiing and cycling. Of course, Japan’s signature activity is soaking in steaming onsen (hot springs) – a great follow-up to any of the above. In sub-tropical Okinawa, you can dive, snorkel and sunbathe.





Best Outdoor Destinations

Hokkaidō

World-class skiing in Niseko, Furano and beyond; hike for days in Daisetsuzan and Shiretoko National Parks.

Northern Japan Alps

High mountain trails and soaring views in Kamikōchi; excellent skiing in Hakuba.

Kumano Kodō

Walks and treks for all levels along ancient pilgrim trails on the Kii Peninsula.

Okinawa

Dive alongside sea turtles, manta rays and even hammerhead sharks; also some idyllic beaches.

Shimanami Kaidō

Japan’s most famous cycling route crosses a chain of bridges over the Inland Sea from western Honshū to Shikoku.

Minakami Onsen-kyo

Central Honshū’s hub for outdoor adventure sports, including canyoning, rafting and mountain biking.

Shikoku

Hiking, canyoning and zip-lining in the mountainous interior and a cool surf scene in Shishikui on the Anan Coast.






Skiing

Japan is not the skiing and snowboarding world’s best-kept secret any more. Those in the know come from around the globe to take advantage of the country’s impressive snowfall, stunning mountain vistas, reasonable costs, friendly locals and great variety of après-ski options. Japan is a surprisingly reasonable place to ski or snowboard, with lift tickets and accommodation competitively priced.

The word for ‘ski’ in Japanese is the same as in English (though it’s pronounced more like ‘sukee’). At major resorts you won’t encounter much of a language barrier: many employ a number of English-speaking foreigners and Japanese who have spent time overseas. All major signs and maps are translated into English, and provided you have some experience of large resorts back home, you’ll find the layout and organisation of Japanese resorts to be pretty intuitive.

The season usually kicks off in December, though conditions are highly variable. January and February are peak months across the country. Things begin to warm up in March, heralding the close of the season in April. More snow falls on the Sea of Japan side of the mountains, with more snow the further north you go. Hokkaidō’s Niseko ski area receives a whopping 15m of snow every year!

An excellent website for checking out the Japan ski scene is www.snowjapan.com.
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Where to Ski

Japan’s best-known ski resorts are found in the Japan Alps, Nagano and on the northern island of Hokkaidō. The Japan Alps lay claim to the highest mountains, while Hokkaidō boasts the deepest and most regular snowfall in the country.

While the ski resorts of northern Honshū have seen tough times since the Great East Japan Earthquake, they offer up some wonderful options. And don’t forget the Niigata mountains, easily accessed by shinkansen (bullet train) from Tokyo. In fact, many resorts can be reached by public transport, eliminating the need for a rental car.

There are some 500 ski areas in Japan. Here is our pick of the best:

Niseko As far as most foreign skiers are concerned, Niseko is how you say ‘powder’ in Japanese. This is understandable, as Niseko receives an average snowfall of 15m annually. Located on Hokkaidō, Niseko is actually four interconnected ski areas: Niseko Annupuri, Niseko Village (also known as Higashiyama), Grand Hirafu and Hanazono.

Furano More or less in the centre of Hokkaidō, Furano shot to world fame after hosting FIS World Ski and Snowboarding Cup events. Relatively undiscovered in comparison to Niseko, Furano rewards savvy powder fiends with polished runs through pristine birch forests.

Sapporo Teine It’s so close to Sapporo, Hokkaidō’s capital, that buses run from downtown hotels to Sapporo Teine. You can swish down slopes used in the 1972 Sapporo Winter Olympics by day and enjoy the raucous restaurants, bars and clubs of Susukino by night.

Hakuba The quintessential Japan Alps ski resort, Hakuba offers eye-popping views in addition to excellent and varied skiing in six resorts. Hakuba hosted Winter Olympic events in 1998 and is led by the legendary Happō-One Ski Resort (pronounced ‘hah-poh-oh-neh’).

Shiga Kōgen Nagano Prefecture’s Shiga Kōgen is one of the largest ski resorts in the world, with an incredible 18 different ski areas and 16 hotel areas, all interconnected by trails, lifts and shuttle buses – and accessible with one lift ticket. With such a variety of terrain on offer, there is something for everyone here.

Nozawa Onsen This quaint little village is tucked high up in the mountains northeast of Nagano city. It offers a good variety of runs, including some challenging mogul courses. Snowboarders will enjoy the terrain park and half-pipe, and there’s even a cross-country skiing course that traverses the peaks.

Myōkō Kōgen Much less developed than the other resorts listed here, Myōkō Kōgen is directly north of Nagano city and close to the Sea of Japan. Head here for an off-the-beaten-path ski holiday in the powder-rich Myōkō mountain range.

Echigo-Yuzawa Onsen Talk about easy to get to! Echigo-Yuzawa Onsen has its own shinkansen station on the Jōetsu line to Niigata and you can literally go skiing as a day trip from Tokyo (77 minutes one way by the fastest service.) Gala Yuzawa is the resort to head to here.

Naeba Home to Dragondola, reportedly the longest gondola in the world (5.5km), Naeba has two massive ski areas, centred on the Prince Hotel Naeba, that cater to your every whim and fancy.

Zaō Onsen Ski Resort Arguably the top ski slopes in Northern Honshū, Zaō has a huge selection of beginner and intermediate runs, broad winding courses and excellent après-ski onsen options.

Tazawako Ski Park Akita Prefecture’s largest winter sports destination, Tazawako Ski Park has slopes that wind down Akita Komaga-take and overlook the shores of Tazawa-ko. Expect fewer foreigners but a friendly welcome.

Daisen This is our wildcard. Offering the best skiing in western Japan, this stand-alone exposed volcano (1729m) is only 10km from the Sea of Japan in Tottori Prefecture and catches heavy snowfall in winter. Daisen White Resort is where it’s at.
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TOP SKIING TIPS

AThe majority of Japanese skiers start skiing at 9am, have lunch exactly at noon, and get off the hill by 3pm. If you work on a slightly different schedule, you may avoid a lot of the crowds.

AMidweek is good if you don’t like lift lines.

AOff-piste and out-of-bounds skiing is often high quality but also illegal at many ski areas, resulting in the confiscation of your lift pass if you’re caught by the ski patrol. Check out local policies.

AThe information counter at the base of the mountain always has helpful and polite staff available to answer questions.




Backcountry Options

Some excellent options for backcountry skiing exist in Japan, particularly in Nagano and Hokkaidō, where there are large numbers of foreign skiers and demand is higher. This is a relatively new sphere of adventure tourism though, as most Japanese skiers stick to established trails.

Hakuba Foreigner-run operations such as Goodguides and Evergreen Outdoor cater to increasing demand for backcountry trips into the deep snow.

Asahi-dake An extreme experience on a smoking volcano in Daisetsuzan National Park. Hokkaidō’s highest mountain, Asahi-dake offers one ropeway (500 vertical metres), dry powder and scenic views, but is not for beginners.

Kuro-dake At Sōunkyō Onsen on the northeastern side of Daisetsuzan National Park in Hokkaidō, Kuro-dake has one ropeway and lift, and is becoming popular with those who like vertical and challenging terrain.

Rishiri-tō Extreme skiing is possible on Rishiri-zan, a classic volcanic cone on its own remote island off the coast of northern Hokkaidō. No lifts and plenty of walking. You’ll need a guide from Rishiri Nature Guide Service. Book early.






Lift Tickets & Equipment Rental

A full-day lift ticket at most ski areas in Japan costs between ¥4000 and ¥6000, although Niseko is up to ¥7400. This is significantly less than a full day at large resorts in North America or Europe.

Almost everything you’ll need is available in Japan. If you have large feet (longer than 30cm), bring your own boots. If you generally wear a size XXL or larger, bring your own clothing and gloves, too. Full equipment rental is typically no more than ¥5000 per day (both ski and snowboard sets are available). Gear is usually in good shape and up-to-date.




Accommodation & Food

You can find plenty of decent accommodation in the ¥6500 to ¥10,000 range at major ski areas in Japan, and this price will often include one or two meals. This is well under what you’d expect to pay for similar accommodation in North America or Europe. In big resort areas you can find Western-style hotels (from midrange to as good as it gets) near the lifts.

For budget travellers, many resorts also have a variety of backpacker-type hostels, and families will be glad to know that young children (under six years of age) can usually stay for free or at a significant discount. Especially in Niseko and Hakuba, many accommodations are run by foreigners who’ve decided to stick around and well know the needs of overseas guests. Kamoshika Views in Hakuba is a great example.

On-slope meals mostly top out at around ¥1000. Restaurants serve local dishes like ramen, udon (wheat noodles), karē-raisu (curry rice) and gyūdon (sliced beef on rice), as well as sandwiches, pizza and burgers. In larger resorts with an après-ski scene there are plenty of restaurants around the accommodations; at smaller places, it’s a safer bet to book meals at your accommodation.






Hiking

Blessed with a geography that is more than two-thirds mountain terrain, Japan offers outdoors enthusiasts the most diverse climate in all of Asia. From the rugged shores and wind-weathered peaks of Hokkaidō in the north to the tropical island jungles of Okinawa in the south, this country has it all. Mt Fuji is 3776m tall and 20 other peaks top 3000m. For more on hikes throughout Japan, check out www.hikinginjapan.com.


Where to Hike


Mt Fuji & Around Tokyo

Mt Fuji Japan’s highest and best-known mountain, at 3776m. A gruelling climb that more than 300,000 people make each summer, many hiking overnight to be at the peak at sunrise.

Takao-san A popular day hike less than an hour west of Shinjuku. Can be walked year-round, has a high point of 599m and is good for families.

Oku-Tama Region One of Tokyo’s top hiking getaway spots, with mountains, waterfalls, woodlands and walking trails. Head to Mitake-san for the day.

Kamakura The 3km Daibutsu hiking course winds its way past ancient temples and shrines in Japan’s medieval capital to the giant Buddha statue at Hase.




The Japan Alps & Central Honshū

Home to the North, Central and South Alps, central Honshū is a hiking hot spot for Japan.

North Alps Excellent high-mountain trails. From Kamikōchi, climb Yariga-take (3180m) and Oku-hotaka-dake (3190m). From Murodō on the Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route, climb Tateyama (3015m) and Tsurugi-dake (2999m). From Hakuba, take the gondola and chairlifts to climb Karamatsu-dake (2695m).

Hakusan A sacred peak in Hakusan National Park, the ‘white mountain’ is criss-crossed with great hiking trails.

Nakasendō Walk the 8km hike from Magome to Tsumago in the historic and attractive Kiso Valley.




Kyoto

Daimonji-yama There is no finer walk in the city than the 30-minute climb to the viewpoint above Ginkaku-ji in Northern Higashiyama.

Fushimi Inari-Taisha A 4km pathway up Inari-yama in southeast Kyoto is lined with thousands of red torii (shrine gates) and hundreds of stone foxes.

Kurama & Kibune Only 30 minutes north of Kyoto, two tranquil valleys are linked by a trail over the ridge between them. A peaceful escape from the city.




Kansai

Kumano Kodō Walk on ancient pilgrimage routes in the wilds of the Kii Peninsula. Or go the whole way and walk the 500km 33 Sacred Temples of the Kannon Pilgrimage.

Yama-no-be-no-michi Ramble through the Nara countryside among farming villages, 1300-year-old emperors’ tombs and a rich mix of rural sights.




Hiroshima & Western Honshū

Daisen A five-hour return climb of this 1729m stand-alone volcano affords excellent views of the San-in region.

Sandan Gorge An 11km ravine about 50km northwest of Hiroshima, Sandan-kyō gives access to waterfalls, forests and fresh air.

Miyajima There’s good walking to be had on this well-known island not far from Hiroshima. Climb the high point of Misen (530m).

Kuniga Coast The coastal romp from Matengai cliff to Kuniga beach offers jaw-dropping scenery on the sleepy island of Nishino-shima, in the Oki Islands Geopark.




Northern Honshū (Tōhoku)

Dewa Sanzan The collective name for three sacred peaks – Haguro-san, Gas-san and Yudono-san – which represent birth, death and rebirth respectively. The climb up Gas-san (1984m) is a good challenge.

Bandai-san There are great tracks to climb this 1819m peak in Fukushima Prefecture.

Hakkōda-san Wildflower-filled marshes, a ridge trail and peaks in Aomori Prefecture.




Sapporo & Hokkaidō

There’s so much hiking here that you could spend weeks in the northern wilds.

Daisetsuzan National Park Pick your walks in this massive park in the centre of Hokkaidō, with day trips to a weeklong challenge the length of the park.

Shiretoko National Park This World Heritage Site offers day walks of up to three days, plenty of hot springs and higuma (brown bears).

Akan National Park Brilliant day-trip options including Me-Akan-dake (1499m) and O-Akan-dake (1371m).

Rishiri-zan A standalone volcano (1721m) on its own island off the northern coast of Hokkaidō.




Shikoku

Ishizuchi-san At 1982m, the highest peak in western Japan. Great day and overnight hikes in Ehime Prefecture.

Tsurugi-san At 1955m, Shikoku’s second-highest peak provides both easy walks and multiday hiking opportunities.

88 Temple Pilgrimage 2015 was the 1200th birthday of Kōbō Daishi’s legendary 1400km 88-temple pilgrimage around Shikoku.




Kyūshū

Kirishima-Kinkō-wan National Park Excellent options including climbing Karakuni-dake (1700m), Kirishima’s highest peak.

Kaimon-dake This beautifully symmetrical 924m cone on the Satsuma Peninsula is a brilliant day walk.

Kujū-san Knock off Kyūshū’s highest peak at 1791m, known for its spectacular pink azaleas in spring.

Aso-san Hiking at the world’s largest volcanic caldera, 128km in circumference, is on hold following a devastating earthquake in 2016.




Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Yakushima Lots of hiking options on this World Heritage–listed island. Climb Miyanoura-dake (1935m) or hike on myriad tracks that criss-cross the island.

Iriomote-jima A Japanese jungle hike on one of Okinawa Prefecture’s westernmost islands.






BEST…

AIconic hike: Mt Fuji

ARemote volcano: Rishiri-zan, Hokkaidō

AIsland hike: Miyanoura-dake, Yakushima

ABase for hiking: Kamikōchi, North Alps

APilgrimage: 88 Temple walk, Shikoku

AScenery: Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route, North Alps




Top Five Destinations for Experienced Hikers

If you’re an experienced hiker and wandering around the mountains is one of your reasons for heading to Japan, look into the following hikes:

Kamikōchi This is the holy grail for Japanese hikers. This mountain-ringed village at the base of the North Alps offers plenty of options, none greater than a three-day circuit taking in Yariga-take (3180m) and Oku-Hotaka-dake (3190m) before returning to Kamikōchi.

Tateyama–Kurobe Alpine Route Take the opportunity to climb sacred Tateyama (3015m) and exhilarating Tsurugi-dake (2998m) in a two-day hike from Murodō (2450m) in the north of the North Alps. Or better yet, take six to seven days to hike south to Kamikōchi.

Yakushima There are wonderful options on this World Heritage–listed island off the tip of Kagoshima in Kyūshū. Climb Miyanoura-dake (1935m) in a day or consider a three-day traverse of the island.

Daisetsuzan National Park Lots of options here in spectacular Hokkaidō ranging from day trips using ropeways at Asahidake Onsen and Sōunkyō Onsen to the five- to seven-day 55km Daisetsuzan Grand Traverse.

Shikoku Put on your boots for a 40- to 60-day hike around the 88 Sacred Temples of Shikoku Pilgrimage. Or with only a day free, climb western Japan’s highest peak, Ishizuchi-san (1982m).

We emphasise that these hikes are for experienced and adventurous types only. Do your homework before you go, be well prepared, have the appropriate equipment, watch the weather forecasts, and never take the mountains lightly.
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Mountain Huts & Camping

Japan’s popular hiking routes typically have mountain huts that offer hot meals and a place to sleep, so weeklong hikes can be done with minimal gear. Rooms are shared and in most cases you’ll be staking out a spot on the floor. Futons are provided, but you might want to bring your own sheet and pillow case.

The average price for a stay, including dinner and breakfast, is ¥8000 – in cash. Along popular trails during holiday times they fill up fast; try to reserve if you can (especially for Mt Fuji).

Mountain huts have their own culture: don’t expect the same fawning service you get in a ryokan! Most people arrive around 3pm or 4pm and dinner is usually served at 5pm with lights out at 8pm. Your co-sleepers will begin to rise with the sun and starting heading out around 5am.

Many hiking areas also have campgrounds, but you’ll have to haul everything you need. It’s okay to use a camp stove but no open fires. The cost is usually ¥500 to ¥1000 per person or tent.




Hiking Seasons

Lower latitude and lower altitude hikes can be walked year-round. With heavy winter snowfalls, higher peaks such as the North, Central and South Alps and those in Hokkaidō have a July–to–October season; at the highest elevations in Hokkaidō snow can fall in early October. The official season for climbing Japan’s tallest peak, Mt Fuji, is 1 July to mid-September.

Mountains in western Japan (Kansai, Western Honshū, Shikoku, Kyūshū), which have lower elevations than the Alps, have longer seasons, generally from April to November (if they get any snow at all).

A few other things to keep in mind: tsuyu (rainy season) strikes between early June and mid-July. The levels of rain aren’t monsoonal and it won’t necessarily rain everyday, but odds are high. Tsuyu has less effect the further north you go, and has little impact on Hokkaidō. The 10 days after the rainy season finishes, known as tsuyu-ake-tōka (the last 10 days or so of July) are considered the best for hiking – expect crowds!

More problematic are typhoons, which can roll through anytime between June and October. Check for typhoon warnings before heading out; do not hike during a typhoon.






Visiting an Onsen

Highly volcanic Japan has thousands of onsen (hot springs) scattered across the archipelago, which feed baths across the spectrum from humble to luxurious. The blissful relaxation that follows a good long soak can turn a sceptic into a convert and is likely to make you an onsen fanatic.


Onsen Styles

There are several different ways to experience an onsen. Many ryokan (traditional Japanese inns) are built on top of hot springs and have baths fed with onsen water. This is a great introductory experience: you can bath at your leisure, travelling between your room and the baths in a yukata (light cotton kimono, provided by inns to wear in-house). At some fancier ryokan you will have the option to upgrade to a room with its own private onsen bath.

Particularly abundant springs support whole resort towns, which will be made up of numerous ryokan, and sometimes Western-style hotels too, with baths. These may also have public bathhouses with onsen water, for which admission usually runs from ¥500 to ¥1000 – great for budget travellers.

Many inns, especially ones with famous baths, offer higaeri-onsen (日帰り温泉; bathing without accommodation), usually during the late morning and early afternoon; admission typically runs from ¥500 to ¥1500 and you’ll need your own towel (or pay to rent one). It’s a common sight at particular resort towns to see guests walking around town in yukata to the public baths or the baths of other inns – an act called yu meguri (making a round of the baths).

Some resort towns, and even some cities, will have day spas, with multiple baths and saunas. Admission to these runs from ¥1500 to ¥3000, with the option of additional treatments like massages or body scrubs. A few of these, like Tokyo’s Ōedo Onsen Monogatari, Hakone’s Yunessun and Osaka’s Spa World, are more like onsen theme parks, with novelty baths and areas where mixed groups can hang out; they’re popular with local families and couples.

There are also onsen in the wild. Hidden in the mountains or along undeveloped coasts, these humble baths may be no more than a pool in a riverbed blocked off with stones or a tidal basin beside crashing waves. Bathing is open-air, often co-ed and usually free. Hokkaidō, in particular, has some good ones, as do some of Japan’s more far-flung islands. In many of these, it’s okay to wear a swimsuit.

Ashi-yu (足湯; foot bath) Many onsen towns have free foot baths, often near the train station; roll up your trousers, take a seat on the bench and enjoy the body-warming effects. For such occasions, it’s handy to have a small towel on hand.

Kashikiri-buro (貸切風呂; private bath) Some inns and day spas offer small, private baths that can be rented for a limited time (usually 40 to 60 minutes) for an additional fee; the fee varies depending on the luxe factor, but can be as low as ¥2000 and at some inns may be free. These baths, also sometimes called kazoku-buro (家族風呂; family bath), can be used alone or by up to two to four people.

Konyoku (混浴; co-ed bathing) A few rural inns and bathhouses, especially those in Tōhoku (Northern Honshū), are set up for co-ed bathing. In konyoku, women may be allowed to enter the baths wrapped in a larger towel – ask, or have a peek inside (or outside!) to see if this is the norm – but generally bathers of both sexes are respectful.

Rotemburo (露天風呂; outdoor bath) These offer the most delightful bathing experiences: the opportunity to soak while surrounded by mountain, river or ocean vistas. Rotemburo can be found at all styles of onsen.




TATTOO WARNING

Some onsen and most day spas refuse entry to people with tattoos because of the association of tattoos with the yakuza (Japanese mafia). Those with strict policies will have signs posted that make their stance clear.




Bathing Etiquette

First of all, relax…really. All you need to know to avoid causing alarm is to wash yourself before getting into the bath. But yes, you do need to get naked. With few exceptions, baths and changing rooms are gender-segregated. It’s a good idea to memorise the characters for men (男) and women (女), which will be marked on the noren (curtains) hanging in front of the respective baths. (Some ryokan will swap the curtains in the mornings, so that guests can experience different baths, so do double-check the curtains).

If you’re entering a day spa or public bathhouse, the first thing you’ll encounter is a row of lockers for your shoes. Park your shoes, pay your admission and head to the correct changing room. At some larger day spas you’ll be given a wristband, which can be used to open and close your locker in the changing room and also to charge any food, drinks or additional services to your tab, which you’ll settle upon checking out. Some places may also keep your shoe locker key at the front desk as a deposit.

Next, head to the correct changing room. Take everything off here, storing your clothes, larger bath towel and belongings in the lockers or baskets provided. If there are no lockers, you can ask to leave valuables at the front desk.

Enter the bathing room with only a small towel; inns and days spas will provide these, otherwise you can purchase one at the front desk (around ¥100). While the towel – larger than a face cloth but smaller than a hand towel – seems too small to be useful, it is an important part of onsen etiquette. You can use it to wash (but make sure to give it a good rinse afterwards) or to cover yourself as you walk around. (It is not supposed to touch the water though, so leave it on the side of the bath or – as the locals do – folded on top of your head). Most importantly, when you leave the bath, you’ll use it to wipe yourself down before returning to the changing room, so as not to drip water on the floor.

Inside the bathing room, place a stool in front of one of the taps, sit down and give yourself a thorough wash. Make sure you rinse off all the suds. When you’re done, it’s polite to rinse off the stool for the next person. In the baths, keep splashing to a minimum and your head above the water (and your heart above water if you feel light-headed).
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Top Onsen Destinations

Hakone Tokyo’s favourite onsen escape, made up of seven small resorts nestled in the mountains about two hours from Tokyo. There are many gorgeous ryokan and day spas here.

The Japan Alps & Central Honshū There are several atmospheric onsen towns in the mountains here, with some lovely vistas from the outdoor baths. Some favourites include Shirahone Onsen, Shin-Hotaka Onsen and Takaragawa Onsen.

Kinosaki Onsen A quintessential onsen town, and Kansai’s signature resort, with both public baths and onsen ryokan along a willow-lined river. Here guests ramble from bath to bath in yukata.

Northern Honshū The deep north is famous for its rustic wooden bathhouses and milky, mineral-rich waters. Remote Nyūtō Onsen is somewhere many Japanese would like to visit once in their lives.

Dōgo Onsen Storied Shikoku onsen – literally: it famously appears in Natsume Sōseki’s classic novel Botchan – founded during ‘the age of the gods’ and currently housed in a castle-style building from 1894.

Kyūshū Several of Japan’s most popular onsen resorts are here, including the rather commercial but fun Beppu, more highbrow Yufuin and secluded Kurokawa Onsen. In Ibusuki, try immersing yourself in hot sand.
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Public Bathhouses

As little as 50 years ago, many private homes in Japan did not have baths, so in the evenings people headed off to the local neighbourhood sentō (銭湯; public bath). More than just a place to wash oneself, the sentō served as a kind of community meeting hall, where news and gossip were traded and social ties strengthened. Most sentō-goers are neighbourhood regulars. This can be a little intimidating for first-timers, but don’t let that put you off; just give your fellow bathers a brief nod and go about your business (correctly, of course!).

Bathhouses can be identified by their distinctive noren (half-length curtains over the doorway), which usually bear the hiragana (ゆ; yu) for hot water (occasionally, it may be written in kanji: 湯). If located where hot springs are present, the baths may use onsen water; most often it’s ordinary tap water. You’re expected to bring your own towel and toiletries; however, you can show up empty handed and rent a towel and purchase soap, shampoo etc for a small price.






Diving

Stunning both above and below the water’s surface, the Southwest Islands set the scene for some excellent diving with an impressive variety of species, such as whale sharks, manta rays, sea snakes, turtles and corals. Keeping it even more interesting are underwater wrecks, cavern systems and even some mysterious ruins (…or very unusual rock formations).

Some operators run year-round, though winter water temperatures bottom out at 20°C (summer waters can get as warm 30°C). The water around the southernmost islands, the Yaeyama Islands, tends to be one or two degrees warmer than around the Okinawa main island. Advance bookings are recommended in July and August, as this is peak season. In general spring is best for marine life; go between April and October for the manta rays off Ishigaki-jima and in February for a chance to swim with hammerheads off Yonaguni-jima.

Costs for diving in the Southwest Islands are higher than you might pay in Southeast Asia, but equipment and guiding standards are fairly high. If you don’t have a valid diving certification, many operators offer introductory diving courses. To rent equipment, you should know your weight in kilograms, your height in metres and your shoe size in centimetres.

Traveller-friendly operators with English-speaking staff include the following:

A Ishigaki-jima: Diving School Umicoza

A Okinawa-hontō: Piranha Divers

A Miyako-jima: Penguin Divers

A Yonaguni-jima: Yonaguni Diving Service

It’s possible to dive in other spots around Japan, too. The kuroshio current brings warm waters (and colourful fish) up the Pacific coast of western Japan. Shikoku is an under-the-radar diving spot, where the marine landscape is different (more rocky than coral) from that of the Southwest Islands; it’s a particularly good destination for fans of the nudibranch. The season here is May through October; water temps peak in September at 28°C but can be a chilly 20°C in May. Try English-speaking Kaanapali Diving Center.




BEST ONSEN IN THE WILD

AFukiage Roten-no-yu, Hokkaidō

AYudomari Onsen, Yakushima (Okinawa & the Southwest Islands)

AMizunashi Kaihin Onsen, Hokkaidō

AJinata Onsen, Shikine-jima (Tokyo)

AShin-Hotaka-no-yu, Hida (Central Honshū)




Cycling

Japan has a small but devoted cycling community. Bear in mind that roads can be narrow and lack shoulders, and that the terrain can be rather hilly with frequent tunnels. KANcycling (www.kancycling.com) is a good planning resource. The Touring Mapple (Shōbunsha) guide series, aimed at motorcyclists but also very useful for cyclists, has detailed maps (in Japanese) and is available at major bookstores. Cyclists can also stay at rider houses, bare-bones guesthouses reserved for travellers on two wheels.

Outside of joining an organised tour, it is hard to rent touring bikes in Japan; Cycle Osaka is one operation that does. Another exception is the Shimanami Kaidō, Japan’s best developed cycling route. It travels from Onomichi (in Western Honshū) to Imabari (on Shikoku) crossing several bridges and islands in the Inland Sea. Bicycles (¥1000 per day, with a limited number of helmets available for free) can be rented at either end, and there are also ports along the way where you can return the bikes if you don’t want to do the whole route. The 70km journey can be done in a day, or broken up into a longer trip, with more time to explore the small, rural islands.

There are also several tour operators (with rental bikes and helmets included) that can take you off the beaten track (literally) or on urban adventures:

A Takayama: Satoyama Experience

A Izu: Yamabushi Trail Tour

A Tokyo: Tokyo Great Cycling Tour

A Osaka: Cycle Osaka

A Minakami: MTB Japan










Plan Your Trip

Eat & Drink Like a Local


As visitors to Japan quickly discover, the 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.





The Year in Food

At finer restaurants, not only does the menu change with the seasons but so does the crockery and the garnishes (which are often seasonal flowers, sprigs or leaves).

Spring (March–May)

The new growth of spring finds its way onto tables in the form of takenoko (bamboo shoots) and sansei (mountain vegetables). Especially good if you’re in the mountains.

Summer (June–August)

The season for cooling dishes like reimen (cold ramen) and zaru-soba (cold buckwheat noodles served on a bamboo tray). And nothing says summer like kakigōri (shaved ice topped with sweet syrup).

Autumn (September–November)

The first sign of autumn is silvery sanma (Pacific saury) on menus. Other delicacies: matsutake mushrooms, ginkgo nuts, candied chestnuts and shinmai, the first rice of the harvest season.

Winter (December–February)

Friends come together for steaming nabe (hotpot) dishes; this is also the season for fugu (pufferfish) and oysters.






Dining Out in Japan

When you enter a restaurant in Japan the staff will likely all greet you with a hearty ‘Irasshai!’ (Welcome!) In all but the most casual places, where you seat yourself, the waitstaff will next ask you ‘Nan-mei sama?’ (How many people?). Indicate the answer with your fingers, which is what the Japanese do. You may also be asked if you would like to sit at a zashiki (low table on the tatami), at a tēburu (table) or the kauntā (counter). Once seated you will be given an o-shibori (hot towel), a cup of tea or water (this is free) and a menu.

There are two ways to order: omakase (chef’s choice) and okonomi (your choice). It’s common for high-end restaurants to offer nothing but omakase – the equivalent of a chef’s tasting course – usually two or three options of different value. (Pricier doesn’t necessarily mean more food; it often means more luxurious ingredients.) Most other restaurants will hand you a menu and expect you to choose what you like. If there’s no English menu (and you’re game) you can ask for the server’s recommendation ‘O-susume wa nan desu ka?’ and give the okay to whatever he or she suggests.

When your food arrives, it’s the custom to say ‘Itadakimasu’ (literally ‘I will receive’ but closer to ‘bon appétit’ in meaning) before digging in. All but the most extreme type-A chefs will say they’d rather have foreign visitors enjoy their meal than agonise over getting the etiquette right. Still, there’s nothing that makes a Japanese chef grimace more than out-of-towners who over-season their food – a little soy sauce and wasabi go a long way.

Often a bill is placed discreetly on your table after your food has been delivered. If not, catch your server’s eye with a ‘sumimasen’ (excuse me) and ask for the check by saying, ‘o-kaikei kudasai’. Payment, even at high-end places, is often settled at a counter near the entrance, rather than at the table. On your way out, it’s polite to say ‘gochisō-sama deshita’ (literally ‘it was a feast’; a respectful way of saying you enjoyed the meal) to the staff.


WORDS TO KNOW

If you’re generally an adventurous (or curious) eater, don’t let the absence of an English menu put you off. Instead, tell the staff (or ideally the chef), ‘omakase de onegaishimasu’ (I’ll leave it up to you).

This works especially well when you’re sitting at the counter of a smaller restaurant or izakaya (Japanese pub eatery), where a rapport naturally develops between the diners and the cooks. It’s best said with enthusiasm and a disarming smile, to reassure everyone that you really are game.

This isn’t just a tourist hack: Japanese diners do this all the time. Menus might not reflect seasonal dishes and odds are the chef is working on something new that he or she is keen to test out on the willing.

It’s probably a good idea to set a price cap, like: hitori de san-zen-en (one person for ¥3000).




Eating Etiquette

A This is really the only big deal: do not stick your chopsticks upright in a bowl of rice or pass food from one pair of chopsticks to another – both are reminiscent of Japanese funeral rites.

A When serving yourself from a shared dish, it’s polite to use the back end of your chopsticks (ie not the end that goes into your mouth) to place the food on your own small dish.

A Lunch is one of Japan’s great bargains; however, restaurants can only offer cheap lunch deals because they anticipate high turnover. Spending too long sipping coffee after finishing your meal might earn you dagger eyes from the kitchen.

A It’s perfectly OK, even expected, to slurp your noodles. They should be eaten at whip speed, before they go soggy (letting them do so would be an affront to the chef); that’s why you’ll hear diners slurping, sucking in air to cool their mouths.




When to Eat

Breakfast The traditional Japanese breakfast consists of rice, miso soup and a few side dishes such as a small piece of cooked fish and nattō (partially fermented beans); this is what is served at a ryokan (traditional inn) or minshuku (traditional guesthouse). In cities you can source baked goods and coffee at cafes, but in rural areas eating in your inn may be your only option (or a convenience store run). Inns serve breakfast between 7am and 8.30am.

Lunch The midday meal is typically eaten between 11.30am and 1pm and in fact many restaurants stop serving by 2pm or 2.30pm. In cities with more options you can find food in the later afternoon, but in some rural areas you might get stuck waiting for dinner. The Japanese tend not to linger over lunch.

Dinner Unless they’re urbanites doing overtime, most Japanese eat dinner fairly early, around 6pm; inns will serve meals at 6pm or 7pm. Given the option, most Japanese travellers choose to eat at their inns, which can mean that even resort areas have few to no dinner options. In cities, on the other hand, options are plentiful, with izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) typically serving until at least 10pm.




Where to Eat


Shokudō

Shokudō (食堂) are casual, inexpensive eateries that serve homely meals – similar to what might be called a greasy-spoon cafe or diner in the United States. These offer quick and easy meals and usually enough variety to please everyone (including children). Like a lot of home-cooking in Japan, the food served at shokudō is often a mix of washoku (Japanese food), yōshoku (Western food) and chuka-ryōri (Chinese food) – the latter two usually with a liberal local interpretation.

Meals are typically served as a set, called a teishoku (定食), which includes one main dish along with rice, miso soup and pickles, and sometimes a few other small sides. Shokudō are everywhere, and especially near train stations and tourist sights. They often have plastic food models displayed in their window; in a pinch, if there’s no English menu, beckon the waitstaff outside and point to what you want. Meals typically cost ¥800 to ¥1500 per person.

Classic shokudō dishes:

ebi-katsu (海老カツ) breaded and fried prawns

katsu-don (かつ丼) rice topped with a fried pork cutlet

katsu-karē (カツカレー) rice topped with a fried pork cutlet and curry

omu-raisu (オムライス) omelette and fried rice, with ketchup

oyako-don (親子丼) rice topped with egg and chicken

shōga-yaki (生姜焼き) stir-fried pork and ginger

ten-don (天丼) rice topped with tempura prawns and vegetables

yaki-zakana (焼き魚) grilled fish

Some may also serve tempura or noodle dishes, and sometimes pasta, steak or hamburger patties.
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Izakaya

Izakaya (居酒屋) translates as ‘drinking house’ – the Japanese equivalent of a pub – and you’ll find them all over Japan. Visiting one is a great way to dig into Japanese culture. An evening at an izakaya is dinner and drinks all in one: food is ordered for the table a few dishes at a time along with rounds of beer, sake or shōchū (a strong distilled alcohol often made from potatoes). While the vibe is lively and social, it’s perfectly acceptable to go by yourself and sit at the counter. If you don’t want alcohol, it’s fine to order a soft drink instead (but it would be strange to not order at least one drink).

There are orthodox, family-run izakaya, often with rustic interiors, that serve sashimi and grilled fish to go with sake; large, cheap chains, popular with students, that often have a healthy (er, unhealthy) dose of Western pub-style dishes (like chips); and there are also stylish chef-driven ones with creative menus. A night out at an average izakaya should run ¥2500 to ¥5000 per person, depending on how much you drink.

Chains often have deals where you can pay a set price for a certain amount of dishes and/or unlimited drinks. Look for the words pātī puran (パーティープラン; party plan) or nomi-hōdai (飲み放題; all-you-can-drink).

Note that izakaya often levy a small cover charge, called otoshi (お通し), of a few hundred yen per person. In exchange, you’ll be served a small dish of food to snack on until the kitchen can prepare your order. But no, you can’t pass it up even if you don’t want to eat it.

Common izakaya dishes:

agedashi-tōfu (揚げだし豆腐) deep-fried tofu in a dashi (fish) broth

edamame (枝豆) salted and boiled fresh soy beans

hiyayakko (冷奴) a cold block of tofu with soy sauce and spring onions

karaage (唐揚げ) fried chicken

moro-kyū (もろきゅう) sliced cucumbers and chunky barley miso

poteto sarada (ポテトサラダ) potato salad

sashimi moriawase (刺身盛り合わせ) selection of sliced sashimi

tempura moriawase (天ぷら盛り合わせ) selection of tempura

yaki-zakana (焼魚) whole grilled fish
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Kissaten

Kissaten (喫茶店) – or ‘kissa’ for short – is the old word for coffee shop, the one used before chains like Starbucks arrived in Japan and changed the game. Today the word is used to describe independently run coffee shops that either date from the early or mid-20th century – when Japan’s coffee first wave hit – or at least look like they do. In addition to pour-over or siphon-brewed coffee (you’ll get no espresso drinks here), most kissa serve a ‘morning set’ (モーニング セット; mōningu setto), until around 11am, that includes thick, buttery toast and a hard-boiled egg for little more than the original price of a cup of coffee.




Street Food

Street-food stands, called yatai (屋台), don’t have the same ubiquitous presence in Tokyo as they do in other Asian cities. However, you can find them in markets and at festivals. Popular street-food dishes include okonomiyaki, tako-yaki and yaki-soba (stir-fried buckwheat noodles).




Easy Options

Chain Restaurants Found all over and good in a pinch; these stay open all afternoon and often until late and usually have English menus.

Department stores The upper levels have restaurants, often branches of famous ones; reliably good food and reasonably priced, usually with English menus. Takeaway and deli dishes can be purchased in the food halls in the basement.

Convenience stores Ubiquitous 24-hour suppliers of sandwiches, bentō (boxed meals, which you can ask to have microwaved) and onigiri (rice-ball snacks).








Food Experiences


Top Experiences

Breakfast at the Fish Market Go for sushi or kaisen-don (raw fish served on a bowl or rice) at one of Japan’s famous fish markets, like Tokyo’s Toyosu Market or Hokkaidō’s Hakodate Morning Market.

Kaiseki Japan’s traditional haute cuisine is a full sensory culinary experience, a procession of seasonal dishes artfully arranged. Kyoto is tops for this and Kikunoi or Kitcho Arashiyama are among the top of the top.

Ramen Japan’s top ramen pilgrimage sites are Fukuoka, where the speciality is tonkotsu (pork bone) ramen, and Sapporo, where the speciality is miso ramen.

Shōjin-ryōri This is Japanese Buddhist vegetarian cuisine, which specifies no meat, fish, onions or garlic be used; instead you’ll be served tofu prepared in more ways than you may have imagined possible. Try it in Kōya-san, at one of the mountain monastery’s many shukubō (temple lodgings).




JAPANESE MENU DECODER

Kaiseki (haute cuisine) restaurants often serve different levels of courses with poetic names:

ume (梅) regular course

take (竹) special course

matsu (松) extra-special course

Sushi restaurants also sell sets of different grades:

nami (並) regular

jō (上) special

toku-jō (特上) extra-special

In most cases the difference is determined more by the value of the ingredients than by volume.

Many restaurants of all styles offer both prix fixe menu options (cōsu menyu; コースメニュー), which usually includes a starter, main, dessert and tea or coffee, and à la carte choices (ippin ryōri; 一品料理).




Kaiseki

Kaiseki (懐石) is Japanese cuisine at its finest, where ingredients, preparation, setting and presentation come together to create a highly ritualised, aesthetically sophisticated dining experience. Key to kaiseki is peak seasonal freshness; as the ingredients should be at the height of their flavour, only subtle seasoning is used to enhance them. The table settings and garnishes too are chosen to complement the ingredients and evoke seasonality.

The meal is served in several small courses, which usually include sashimi (raw fish), something steamed, something grilled, soup and finishes with rice and then a simple dessert (though there may be many, many more courses). Though fish is often served, meat never appears in traditional kaiseki.

For the most authentic kaiseki experience dine at a ryōtei (an especially elegant style of traditional restaurant). This is about as pricey as dining can get in Japan, ¥20,000 or more per person, with advance reservations required. There are less formal and less expensive places though, and lunch can be a good deal as some restaurants do boxed lunches (bentō; 弁当) containing a small sampling of their dinner fare for as little ¥2500. Many high-end ryokan serve a less orthodox version of kaiseki (meat is usually served), using local ingredients.




Sushi

Sushi (寿司 or 鮨) is raw fish and rice seasoned with vinegar. The most common style of sushi is called nigiri-zushi, which means hand-formed sushi, as it’s made by deft-handed chefs who quickly press slivers of raw fish onto bite-sized mounds of rice. In truth, the fish isn’t always raw; sometimes it’s lightly seared or grilled.

Common nigiri-zushi toppings (called neta):

ama-ebi (甘海老) sweet shrimp

anago (穴子) conger eel

chū-toro (中とろ) medium-grade fatty tuna

ebi (海老) prawn or shrimp

hamachi (はまち) yellowtail

ika (いか) squid

ikura (イクラ) salmon roe

kai-bashira (貝柱) scallop

kani (かに) crab

katsuo (かつお) bonito

maguro (まぐろ) tuna

tai (鯛) sea bream

tamago-yaki (玉子焼き) slightly sweetened rolled omelette

toro (とろ) the choice cut of fatty tuna belly

uni (うに) sea-urchin roe

Unless otherwise instructed by the chef (who may have pre-seasoned some pieces), you can dip each piece lightly in shōyu (soy sauce), which you pour from a small decanter into a low dish specially provided for the purpose. Nigiri-sushi is usually made with wasabi, so if you’d prefer it without, order wasabi-nuki (わさび抜き). Sushi is one of the few foods in Japan that is perfectly acceptable to eat with your hands (even at high-end places.) Slices of gari (pickled ginger) are served to refresh the palate.

At an average sushi-ya (sushi restaurant) a meal should run between ¥2000 and ¥5000 per person. You can order à la carte – often by just pointing to the fish in the refrigerated glass case on the counter. But the most economical way to eat sushi is to order a set, usually of around 10 to 12 pieces, which may be served all at once or piece by piece. Another style of sushi you’re likely to see is chirashi-zushi (ちらし寿司; bite-sized pieces of seafood scattered on a bowl of vinegar-seasoned rice), a whole meal unto itself.

Of course, you can spend much more at a high-end sushi-ya, where an omakase (chef’s choice) course of seasonal delicacies could run over ¥20,000 per person. Sushi can also be had very cheaply, at kaiten-zushi (回転寿司), where ready-made plates of nigiri-zushi (about ¥200 each) are sent around the restaurant on a conveyor belt. Here there’s no need to order: just grab whatever looks good.




Ramen

Ramen (ラーメン) originated in China, but its popularity in Japan is epic. If a town has only one restaurant, odds are it’s a ramen shop.

Your basic ramen is a big bowl of crinkly egg noodles in broth, served with toppings such as chāshū (チャーシュー; sliced roast pork), moyashi (bean sprouts) and menma (fermented bamboo shoots). The broth can be made from pork or chicken bones or dried seafood; usually it’s a top-secret combination of some or all of the above, falling somewhere on the spectrum between kotteri (thick and fatty – a signature of pork bone ramen) or assari (thin and light).

It’s typically seasoned with shio (塩; salt), shōyu (醤油; soy sauce) or hearty miso (みそ) – though at less orthodox places, anything goes. Most shops will specialise in one or two broths and offer a variety of seasonings and toppings. Another popular style is tsukemen, noodles that come with a dipping sauce (like a really condensed broth) on the side.

Well-executed ramen is a complex, layered dish – though it rarely costs more than ¥1000 a bowl. Costs are minimised by fast-food-style service: often you order from a vending machine (you’ll get a paper ticket, which you hand to the chef); water is self-serve. Many ramen-ya (ラーメン屋; ramen restaurants) also serve fried rice and gyōza (餃子; dumplings).




Yakitori

Putting away skewers of yakitori (charcoal-grilled chicken, but vegetables are served, too), along with beer, is a popular after-work ritual. Most yakitori-ya (焼き鳥屋; yakitori restaurants) are convivial counter joints where the food is grilled over hot coals in front of you. It’s typical to order a few skewers at a time. They’re usually priced around ¥100 or ¥200 a piece; one order may mean two skewers (and thus may mean double the price). The chef will ask if you want your skewers seasoned with shio (salt) or tare (sauce). Yakitori-ya are often located near train stations and are best identified by a red lantern outside (and the smell of grilled chicken).

Common yakitori dishes:

negima (ねぎま) pieces of white meat alternating with leek

kawa (皮) chicken skin

piiman (ピーマン) small green capsicums (peppers)

rebā (レバー) chicken livers

sasami (ささみ) skinless chicken-breast pieces

shiitake (しいたけ) Japanese mushrooms

tama-negi (玉ねぎ) round white onions

tebasaki (手羽先) chicken wings

tsukune (つくね) chicken meatballs

yaki-onigiri (焼きおにぎり) grilled rice ball
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Soba & Udon

Soba (そば) are thin brown buckwheat noodles, which may or may not be cut with wheat (for 100% buckwheat look for the words 十割そば or to-wari soba). Udon (うどん) are thicker white wheat noodles. Some restaurants may specialise in one or the other; other places will serve both. In general, eastern Japan tends to favour soba while western Japan leans towards udon. There are also many regional variations.

Cheap noodle shops, where a meal costs less than ¥1000, are everywhere. At better shops, the noodles will be handmade (te-uchi; 手打ち) from premium flours and mountain spring water (and will cost twice as much). But even at their most refined, noodles are a reasonably affordable meal.

Both soba and udon may be served in a hot broth that is flavoured with bonito, kelp, soy sauce and mirin (sweet sake) – often with a choice of toppings, like ebi-ten (海老天; tempura prawns).

They may also be served cooled with dipping sauce (a more condensed broth) on the side, to which you can add aromatics like spring onions or wasabi. The weather may be a deciding factor but so is personal preference: if a place is famous for its noodles many customers would order them chilled, to better appreciate the flavour. (Also cooled noodles won’t go mushy like those in hot broth so can be savoured rather than scoffed.)

When you order cooled noodles, the restaurant will often bring you a small kettle of hot water (the slightly starchy water used to boil the noodles). Pour it in the cup with the remaining dipping sauce and enjoy it like a hot broth.




Tempura

Tempura is seafood (fish, eel or prawns) and vegetables (like pumpkin, green pepper, sweet potato or onion) lightly battered and deep-fried in sesame oil. Season by dipping each piece lightly in salt or a bowl of ten-tsuyu (broth for tempura) mixed with grated daikon (Japanese radish).

At a speciality restaurant, tempura is served as a set (all at once, with rice and soup) or as a course, with pieces delivered one at a time freshly cooked; you can order extras on top of the set or course, but rarely just à la carte.

A tempura meal can cost between ¥1500 and ¥10,000, depending on the pedigree of the shop. Shokudō often serve cheaper ten-don (天丼; assorted tempura on rice) dishes. Tempura can also often be ordered as a side dish at izakaya and noodle restaurants.




Tonkatsu

Tonkatsu is a pork cutlet breaded in panko and deep-fried, almost always served as a set meal that includes rice, miso soup and a heaping mound of shredded cabbage. Season with tonkatsu sauce, a curious (and highly addictive) ketchupy condiment, or karashi (hot spicy yellow mustard). At around ¥1000 to ¥2000 a meal, it’s perfect for when you want something hearty and filling. The best tonkatsu is said to be made from kurobuta (black Berkshire pork), from Kagoshima.

When ordering at a speciality shop, you can choose between rōsu (ロース; a fattier cut of pork) and hire (ヒレ; a leaner cut). Tonkatsu and other breaded and fried dishes are often served at shokudō. Look for katsu-don (かつ丼; rice topped with a fried pork cutlet), katsu-karē (カツカレー; rice topped with a fried pork cutlet and curry) and ebi-katsu (海老カツ; breaded and fried prawns) on menus.




COOKING COURSES

ATsukiji Soba Academy, Tokyo

AGreen Cooking School, Takayama

AUzuki, Kyoto

ANakano Udon School, Shikoku

AKitchen Kujo, Tokyo




Sukiyaki & Shabu-Shabu

Both sukiyaki (すき焼き) and shabu-shabu (しゃぶしゃぶ) are hotpot dishes, cooked by diners at the table, and the same restaurant usually serves both (but may be known for one or the other). For sukiyaki, thin slices of beef are briefly simmered in a broth of shōyu (soy sauce), sugar and sake and then dipped in raw egg (you can skip the last part, though it makes the marbled beef taste even creamier).

For shabu-shabu, thin slices of pork and/or beef are swished around in boiling broth – shabu-shabu is the onomatopoeia for the sound of the meat being swished – then dipped in either a goma-dare (sesame sauce) or ponzu (citrus and soy sauce).

In either case, a healthy mix of veggies and tofu are added to the pot a little bit at a time followed by noodles at the end. So while sukiyaki and shabu-shabu can seem expensive (from around ¥3000 per person to upwards of ¥10,000 for premium beef), it is an all-inclusive meal.

One party shares the pot and the minimum order is usually two (though some places do lunch deals for solo diners). The waitstaff will set everything up for you and show you what to do.




Okonomiyaki

Okonomiyaki is a dish that flies in the face of the prevailing image of Japanese food being subtle. It’s a thick, savoury pancake stuffed with pork, squid, cabbage, cheese, mochi (pounded rice cake) – anything really (okonomi means ‘as you like’; yaki means ‘fry’). Once cooked, it’s seasoned with katsuo-bushi (bonito flakes), shōyu (soy sauce), ao-nori (green laver), a tonkatsu sauce and mayonnaise.

Restaurants specialising in okonomiyaki have hotplates built into the tables or counter. Some places do the cooking for you; others give you a bowl of batter and fillings and leave you to it. (Don’t panic: the staff will mime instructions and probably keep an eye on you to make sure no real disasters occur.)
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Sweets

Sweets in Japan are traditionally considered an accompaniment for tea, though many restaurants have adopted the custom of dessert and end a meal with a serving of sliced fruit or maybe ice cream. Japanese confections are known generically as wagashi (as opposed to yōgashi, Western-style sweets like cake and cookies). The basic ingredients are just rice and a sweetened paste of red azuki beans (called anko). Flavour (usually subtle) and design (often exquisite) are influenced by the seasons. In spring they may be shaped like cherry blossoms or wrapped in cherry leaves; in autumn they might be golden coloured, like the leaves, or flavoured with chestnut.

Okashi-ya (sweet shops) are easy to spot: they usually have open fronts with their wares laid out in wooden trays to entice passers-by. Buying sweets is simple – just point at what you want and indicate with your fingers how many you’d like.




Cheap Treats

Tako-yaki (たこ焼き) Bite-sized doughy dumplings stuffed with chunks of octopus. A popular street snack in Osaka; try them at Wanaka Honten.

Curry pan (カレーパン) Deep-fried doughnuts filled with Japanese-style curry (thick, brown, often more sweet than spicy). Most bakeries sell them; Kōbe’s Isuzu Bakery is especially famous for them.

Mitarashi dango (みたらし団子) Small silky rice dumplings stacked five on a skewer and lacquered in a sweet and savoury soy-based glaze. A Kyoto speciality.

Onsen tamago (温泉たまご) Literally eggs cooked in onsen water, these are commonly sold in onsen towns where the springs come in naturally very hot. Look for them in Beppu and Yunomine Onsen, and at Hakone’s Ōwakudani.




Dare to Try

Nattō (納豆) These partially fermented soybeans with the scent of ammonia are the litmus test by which Japanese judge a foreigner’s sense of culinary adventure. (Don’t be surprised if someone asks you: ‘Can you eat nattō?’) It is often served at ryokan breakfasts.

Shirako (白子) Milt (the sperm sac) from cod or fugu is a winter delicacy. It can be found in sushi restaurants and izakaya around Japan, usually poached and served in a light, citrusy soy sauce.

Shiokara (塩辛) Chunks of seafood fermented in their own heavily salted viscera. Shiokara is a classic grandpa bar snack, washed down with sake at old-school izakaya.

Hoya (海鞘) Sea squirt (also called sea pineapple) is an alien-looking marine creature often served raw (but may also be grilled, dried, salted or smoked) and a specialty of Sanriku Kaigan. Season: May through September.

Inago no tsukudani (いなごの佃煮) Rice grasshoppers braised in soy sauce and sugar were once a common source of protein; still eaten today around Nagano.






Special Diets

Restaurants in Japan are not as used to catering to dietary restrictions as their counterparts in some other countries. Restaurants and inns that regularly get international guests are usually accommodating, as are the restaurants in international hotels.

State your restrictions at the earliest possible opportunity, like when you are booking a ryokan. Given time, most places will try to be accommodating. That said, in many cases your options will be defined by how strictly you adhere to restrictions; for example, unless explicitly noted otherwise, your vegetable tempura is going to be fried in the same oil as the prawns.

On the surface, Japan would appear to be an easy place for veggies and vegans, but the devil is in the details: many dishes (including miso soup) are seasoned with dashi, a broth made from fish.

Many cities in Japan do have restaurants that specifically offer vegetarian and vegan dishes. Happy Cow (www.happycow.net/asia/japan) is a good resource. In the countryside, you’ll need to work a little bit harder and be prepared to explain what you can and cannot eat.

Of special note is shōjin-ryōri, the traditionally vegetarian cuisine of Buddhist monks; Kōya-san in Kansai is a good place for this.

Many chain restaurants and deli counters label their dishes with icons indicating potential allergens (such as dairy, eggs, peanuts, wheat and shellfish), but otherwise this can be tricky. You’ll want to have a list of allergens written in Japanese on hand.

Gluten-free is particularly challenging, as there is a little awareness of coeliac disease in Japan and many kitchen staples, such as soy sauce, contain wheat (and even restaurant staff may not be aware of this). The Gluten-Free Expats Japan! Facebook group is a good resource.

Japan now has more halal options than it used to have. For certified halal restaurants, see Halal Gourmet Japan (www.halalgourmet.jp).




SAKE GLOSSARY

dai-ginjō (大吟醸) sake made from rice kernels with 50% or more of their original volume polished away

genshu (原酒) undiluted sake, often with an alcohol content close to 20%

ginjō (吟醸) sake made from rice kernels with 40% to 50% of their original volume polished away

junmai-shu (純米酒) ‘pure rice sake’, made from only rice, kōji and water

koshu (古酒) aged sake, often golden-hued and sweet

nama-zake (生酒) fresh, unpasteurised sake

nigori-zake (濁り酒) milky-white ‘cloudy sake’, often rather sweet

shiboritate (搾立て) young ‘nouveau’ sake that comes out in autumn

tokutei-meishōshu (特定 名称酒) premium sake; distinguished by being either ginjō or above or junmai-shu




What to Drink

Japan has a long history of, and love for, drinking. Sake, or nihonshū, as the Japanese call it, and o-cha (green tea) are the country’s two signature drinks. There is also craft beer, award-winning whisky and meticulously brewed coffee to get excited about. Japan’s cities have excellent bars and cafes; in rural areas, seek out local styles of sake.


Sake

What much of the world calls ‘sake’ the Japanese call nihonshū (日本酒; the drink of Japan). It’s made from rice, water and kōji, a mould that helps to convert the starch in the rice into fermentable sugars.

Sake has existed for as long as history has been recorded in Japan (and odds are a lot longer). It plays an important part in a variety of Shintō rituals, including wedding ceremonies, and many Shintō shrines display huge barrels of sake in front of their halls (most of them are empty). Naturally, sake is the best pairing for traditional Japanese cuisine.

The rice used to make sake is different from the rice grown for eating: the grain is larger and starchier. It’s polished before fermentation and – generally speaking – the greater the degree of polishing the better the sake will be. That which is made from only the innermost part of the kernel is the most prized. Sometimes the alcohol content is artificially regulated (either increased or reduced). On average the alcohol content of sake is around 15%; by law it can be no more than 22%.

The taste is often categorised as sweet (ama-kuchi; 甘口) or dry (kara-kuchi; 辛口), though these are just starting points. Sake can also be tanrei (crisp), hanayaka (fragrant), odayaka (mellow) and much more. Sake is always brewed during the winter, in the cold months that follow the rice harvest in September. Fresh, young sake is ready by late autumn.

Sake can be drunk reishu (冷酒; chilled), jō-on (常温; at room temperature), nuru-kan (ぬる燗; warmed) or atsu-kan (熱燗; piping hot), according to the season and personal preference. The top-drawer stuff is normally served chilled. Sake is traditionally presented in a ceramic jug known as a tokkuri, and poured into tiny cups known as o-choko or sakazuki. A traditional measure of sake is one gō (一合), which is a little over 180mL or 6oz. In speciality bars, you will have the option of ordering by the glass, which will often be filled to overflowing and brought to you in a wooden container to catch the overflow.




Beer

First brewed in Japan at the end of the 1800s, biiru (ビール; beer) is now the country’s favourite tipple. Many a night out at an izakaya (Japanese pub-eatery) begins with the phrase, ‘toriaezu biiru!’ (‘first off, beer!’). Beer in Japan has long been ruled by what are known as the big five: Kirin, Asahi, Sapporo, Suntory and Orion (the latter is Okinawa’s signature beer). Most bars and izakaya just serve one kind of lager (made by one of the above), either as mugs of draught beer (nama biiru; 生ビール) or in 633mL bottles (bin-biiru; 瓶ビール) meant to be shared among the table and drunk in glasses).

Japan does have a growing number of craft brewers; to sample their wares, seek out craft beer speciality bars – most cities have at least one. For the latest on the craft beer scene, check out blog Beer Tengoku (www.beertengoku.com) or follow @JapanBeerTimes.

Our favourites include the following:

A Baird Beer, Shizuoka

A Minoh Beer, Osaka

A Hitachino Nest, Ibaraki

A Yo-Ho Brewing, Nagano

A Shiga Kogen, Nagano




DRINKING CULTURE

In Japan it’s considered bad form to fill your own glass. Instead, fill the drained glasses around you and someone will quickly reciprocate; when they do, raise your glass slightly with two hands – a graceful way to receive anything. ‘Cheers!’ in Japanese is ‘Kampai!’; glasses are raised though usually not clinked.




Tea

Japan is a treat for tea lovers. Here o-cha (お茶; tea) means green tea and broadly speaking there are two kinds: ryokucha (緑茶; steeped with leaves) and matcha (抹茶), which is made by whisking dried and milled leaves with water until a cappuccino level of frothiness is achieved. It’s matcha that is served in the tea ceremony; it is quite bitter, so it is accompanied by a traditional sweet.

When you order o-cha in a Japanese restaurant (it’s usually free, like water), you’ll most likely be served bancha (番茶; ordinary tea). In summer, you might get cold mugicha (麦茶; roasted barley tea), instead. After a course meal, restaurants often serve hōjicha (ほうじ茶; roasted green tea), which is weaker and less caffeinated.

To really get to know Japanese tea, visit a teahouse or speciality shop, which will serve matcha and higher-grades of ryokucha, such as sencha (煎茶; medium-grade green tea) and gyokuro (玉露; the highest grade of green tea, shaded from the sun and picked early in the season). Cafes often serve black tea (kōcha; 紅茶), but rarely serve green tea. Department store food halls are also a good bet for quality tea to take home.






Nightlife

Any Japanese city of reasonable size will have a nightlife district. Famous ones include Tokyo’s Kabukichō, Osaka’s Minami (and especially Dōtombori) and Sapporo’s Susukino. Such districts are stocked, often several storeys high, with a medley of drinking options that include izakaya, cocktail bars, Western-style pubs, jazz cafes, karaoke parlours, nightclubs and more – all awash in the colourful, LED-lit signage that forms Japan’s urban signature.

The legal drinking age in Japan is 20. Bars generally don’t require photo ID as proof of age, but nightclubs are required to check ID cards (of everyone, no matter how far past 20 you look). Though local governments have been cracking down on this practice, some establishments in well-known nightlife districts do employ street touts; though not all are employed by shady places (where bills may come inflated), it’s best to steer clear of them.


Karaoke

Karaoke (カラオケ; pronounced kah-rah-oh-kay) isn’t just about singing: it’s an excuse to let loose, a bonding ritual, a reason to keep the party going past the last train and a way to kill time until the first one starts in the morning. When words fail, it’s a way to express yourself – are you the type to sing the latest J-pop hit (dance moves included) or do you go in for an Okinawan folk ballad? It doesn’t matter if you’re a good singer or not (though the tone-deaf might sign up for singing lessons – such is the important social function of karaoke), as long as you’ve got heart.

In Japan, karaoke is sung in a private room among friends. Admission is usually charged per person by the half-hour, though most places offer a variety of packaged deals that include a set number of singing hours with or without unlimited drinks. Food and drinks can be ordered from the phone in 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. Then let your inner diva shine!

All major cities will have karaoke parlours, usually in well-marked tower buildings around train stations or in nightlife districts.






Local Specialities


Tokyo

Sushi Tokyo’s signature dish is nigiri-zushi, the style of sushi most popular around the world today: those bite-sized slivers of seafood hand-pressed onto pedestals of rice.

Nouveau Ramen Creativity distilled in a bowl of noodles and the best budget gourmet experience around.




The Japan Alps & Central Honshū

Soba Nagano is famous for its soba (buckwheat noodles).

Mountain Cuisine In and around the Alps local specialities include foraged mushrooms and shoots; game, like deer; and river fish, like ayu (sweetfish).

Seafood The Sea of Japan’s cold waters produce excellent seafood, the most prized of which is kan-buri (winter-fattened yellow tail).
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Kyoto

Kaiseki Japan’s haute cuisine developed in the old imperial capital. Kyoto has the most highly regarded kaiseki restaurants in the country (including some for diners on more modest budgets).

Tea & Sweets The home of the tea ceremony is naturally the best place to sample green tea and the wagashi (Japanese sweets) served with it. Nearby Uji is Japan’s most famous tea-producing region.




Kansai

Street Food Don’t miss Osaka speciality tako-yaki (grilled octopus dumplings), sold at street stalls; Osaka is also famous for okonomiyaki (a grill-it-yourself savoury pancake).

Kōbe Beef Locally raised beef of the highest pedigree, in cosmopolitan Kōbe.

Vegetarian Temple Food The temple complex Kōya-san is an excellent place to sample shōjin-ryōri, the vegetarian cuisine of Buddhist monks.




Hiroshima & Western Honshū

Hiroshima-yaki You can’t visit Hiroshima without sampling the city’s distinctive style of okonomiyaki, topped with noodles and a fried egg.

Oysters In winter, oyster lovers from across Japan seek out the bivalves harvested from the Inland Sea near Hiroshima. Temporary kaki-goya (oyster houses) with makeshift grills appear in towns on the coast.




Northern Honshū (Tōhoku)

Hotpots Hotpot dishes are common in the remote and rugged deep north of Japan’s mainland. Each area has its own style: in Yamagata it’s made with taro; in Akita it’s made with kiritanpo – kneaded rice grilled on bamboo spits.

Gyūtan Sendai’s local speciality is thinly sliced, surprisingly tender beef tongue grilled over charcoal.

Sake Niigata is known for its distinctive style of crisp, dry sake (called tanrei karakuchi).




Sapporo & Hokkaidō

Shellfish Hokkaidō’s cold waters are fertile breeding grounds for flavourful crab, scallops and surf clams in winter, and shrimp and sea urchin in summer.

Miso-ramen Sapporoites keep warm in winter with ramen spiked with pungent miso and topped with vegetables stir-fried with garlic.

Lamb BBQ Hokkaidō locals love lamb grilled over hot coals (a dish called jingisukan) paired with copious mugs of draught beer.
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Shikoku

Largely rural Shikoku excels in simple pleasures, such as udon (in Kagawa) and katsuo-tataki (seared bonito; in Kōchi).




Kyūshū

Hakata Ramen Fukuoka is Japan’s top ramen pilgrimage spot. Here the signature style is thin noodles served in an intensely rich tonkotsu (pork bone broth). Eat it at one of the city’s many yatai (open-air food stalls).

Shippoku-ryōri Nagasaki’s formal cuisine is a blend of Japanese, Chinese and Portuguese – a legacy of the city’s position as an open port. Also try castella, a sponge cake based on the recipe of a 16th-century Portuguese missionary.

Shōchū Kagoshima’s signature tipple is this strong distilled spirit.




Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Okinawa, which was its own kingdom until the mid-19th century, has a food culture all its own. Local dishes to try include umibudō (sea grapes – a type of seaweed), mimigā (sliced pigs’ ears marinated in vinegar) and gōyā champurū (stir-fry containing bitter melon, an Okinawan vegetable). Awamori is Okinawa’s firewater, distilled from rice.
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Travel with Children


Japan is generally a great place to travel with kids: it’s safe, clean, full of mod cons and easy to get around. Not many sights go out of their way to appeal to children, so you may have to get creative, but teens should be easily wowed by pop culture and dazzling cityscapes.





Best Regions for Kids

Tokyo

Pop culture galore: stay in a hotel with a giant Godzilla statue, explore the world of Japan’s top animator, Miyazaki Hayao, at the Ghibli Museum or shop for character goods. Teens will love neighbourhoods like Harajuku and Shibuya.

Kansai

Meet the deer of Nara-kōen, see the castle in Himeji and bask in the colourful lights of Osaka.

Central Honshū

Hiking and skiing in the Alps, cycling past rice fields and exploring old farm villages outside Takayama and a fantastic castle in Matsumoto.

Sapporo & Hokkaidō

Great skiing, snowboarding, hiking and camping opportunities for outdoorsy families.

Okinawa & the Southwest Islands

Work in a little beach time in subtropical Okinawa – a popular destination for local families. Off-the-beaten-track island Taketomi is great for kids: there are no cars (bicycles only!) and great, low-key beaches.






Japan for Kids


Accommodation

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, as are conjoining rooms.

Local families often stay in traditional accommodation (ryokan and minshuku) with large tatami rooms that can hold up to four or five futons, laid out in a row. Unfortunately this can be pricey: if your child is old enough to require their own futon, the price is often the same or near to that of an adult (minus a discount for meals).

Hostels and guesthouses often have family rooms (or at worst, a four-person dorm room that you can book out); again there is usually no discounted child price. These also often have handy kitchen facilities.




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 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 foods that kids are likely to go for; supermarkets carry baby food. You might want to pack small forks and spoons, as not all restaurants have these on hand. If your child has allergies, get someone (perhaps at your accommodation) to write them down in Japanese. Chain restaurants often have common allergens marked on the menus with icons.




Getting Around

Trains have priority seating for pregnant passengers and those with small children. It’s best to avoid trains during morning rush hour (7am to 9.30am). If you must, children under 12 can ride with mums in the less-crowded women-only carriages. Children between the ages of six and 11 ride for half-price on trains (including bullet trains); children under six ride for free.

Train stations and buildings in larger cities usually have lifts; many attractions, such as temples and shrines, do not have ramps (and prams do not get the same access to special elevators and back passages for visitors in wheelchairs). Beware that side streets often lack pavements.

Travelling by car (outside major cities) is often a good strategy for families, as it makes child and luggage-wrangling easier. Child seats in taxis are generally not available, but most car-rental agencies will provide one if you ask in advance.




Infants

Larger cities have more public facilities for nappy-changing and nursing; department stores, shopping malls and larger train stations are all good bets. Breastfeeding is generally not done in public, though some mums do (find a quiet corner and use a shawl). Pharmacies stock nappies (diapers) and wipes.




What to Pack

Do bring any medicines that your child takes regularly (or may need), as Japanese pharmacies don’t sell foreign medications (though similar ones can be found). The shinkansen (bullet train) is very smooth and few travellers report feeling motion sickness, but if your child is very sensitive, you might consider preventative measures; winding mountain roads are as nausea-inducing as anywhere.






Children’s Highlights


Amusement Parks

Tokyo Disney Resort, Tokyo Visit the only-in-Japan Disney Sea park (along with classic Disney attractions).

Universal Studios Japan, Osaka Japanese version of the American cinema theme park.

Sky Circus, Tokyo Experience being virtually shot out of a cannon over Tokyo.

Fuji-Q Highland, Fuji-Yoshida Best known for its thrill rides.




Trains

Japanese kids love trains; odds are yours will, too. Just getting to ride the shinkansen is a neat experience.

Kyoto Railway Museum, Kyoto The history of Japanese trains, from steam engines to shinkansen.

SCMAGLEV & Railway Park, Nagoya See an actual maglev (the world’s fastest train) and test-ride a shinkansen simulator.




Skiing & Snowboarding

Niseko United, Niseko One of Japan’s biggest resorts, with English-speaking instructors and children’s ski camps.

Happō-One Ski Resort, Hakuba Another big resort, with lessons in English for kids and a snow park for little ones.




Cycling Tours

All of the following have child-sized bikes, though urban tours are better for older kids.

Satoyama Experience, Hida-Furukawa Cycle past rural scenes of rice fields and farmhouses.

Tokyo Great Cycling Tour, Tokyo Urban rides; the same company also does kayaking tours in Tokyo’s canals.

Cycle Osaka, Osaka City tours around Osaka.




Baseball

Baseball is Japan’s most popular sport and the crowds go wild for it, really putting on a show. This can be a really fun experience for kids, even if they’re not already fans of the sport. All major cities have a local team. The season is March to October.
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Japan on a Budget


Japan has a reputation as an expensive place to travel to, but it’s an image that doesn’t hold up on the ground. With a little strategy, it can be very reasonable – budget-friendly, even. Many of the country’s top sights, for example, cost nothing and free festivals take place year-round.





Top Free Sights

Fushimi Inari-Taisha

Kyoto’s most photogenic shrine, with hundreds of vermilion torii (gates).

Dōtombori

Osaka’s famous neon strip with lots of snack vendors.

Nara-kōen

Sprawling park with historic temples and a herd of semi-wild deer.

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park

Moving memorial to Hiroshima’s tragic history.

Shibuya Crossing

Tokyo’s famous intersection, abuzz with youthful urban energy and lit by giant video screens.

Sapporo Beer Museum

The history of beer in Japan, in the original Sapporo factory.

Zenkō-ji

Nagano’s fascinating old temple, full of legends.

Oku-no-in

Wooded paths pass moss-covered stupas in this ancient Buddhist cemetery.






Budget Accommodation

Business Hotels These economical (and to be honest, rather utilitarian) hotels offer the best prices for private rooms with en-suite facilities: it’s possible to find double rooms for as low as ¥8000 (and single rooms for as low as ¥6000), though these will be a little more expensive in cities like Tokyo, Kyoto and Osaka. Look for places that include a free breakfast buffet – they can be substantial enough to keep you going for hours.

Guesthouses & Hostels Japan has fantastic guesthouses and hostels all over; not only are they generally clean and well-maintained, friendly, English-speaking staff are usually on hand to offer near concierge-level service. A double or single room is comparative to a business hotel (but usually has shared facilities); dorm beds cost around ¥3000 (US$25). Some places do charge extra for towel rentals, so you can save a little yen by bringing your own. Note that rates are often slightly cheaper if you book directly rather than through a booking site.

Capsule Hotels A capsule berth costs slightly more than a dorm bed in a hostel (maybe ¥4000 per night), but you get more privacy. You probably wouldn’t want to stay every night in a capsule, but they’re good for saving money in cities where hotels are pricier.

Camping If you really want to do Japan on the cheap, you can rely on its network of wellmaintained campsites in rural or resort areas; prices start from ¥500 to ¥1000 per person or tent. Note that many sites are only open in the summer.




Getting Around on the Cheap

Japan Rail Pass Like the famous Eurail Pass, this is one of the world’s great travel bargains and is the best way to see a lot of Japan on a budget. It allows unlimited travel on Japan’s brilliant nationwide rail system, including the lightning-fast shinkansen (bullet train). There are also more regionally specific train passes that are cheaper, so examine your itinerary carefully before deciding.

Seishun Jūhachi Kippu Another great deal, but with very specific conditions: for ¥11,850 (US$100), you get five one-day tickets good for travel on any regular Japan Railways train (meaning not the shinkansen or any high-speed limited express trains) during a limited period of a few weeks; it’s only available at certain times during the year. If the timing works, and you’re a fan of slow travel, this is a unique, ultra-cheap way to get around.

Bus Long-distance buses are the cheapest way to get around and longer routes have night buses, which saves a night on accommodation. There are also bus passes, which can make this an even cheaper way to get around.

Car Hire Highway tolls and petrol in Japan are expensive; however, renting a car can be economical if you’re travelling as a family or are plotting an itinerary that takes you away from major rail hubs.

Discount Flights Japan has several budget carriers that offer bus-like pricing on some routes – just be sure to factor in the time and cost of going to/from the airport.




Free Sights & Activities

Shrines & Temples The vast majority of Shintō shrines in Japan cost nothing to enter. Likewise, the grounds of many temples can be toured for free (often, you only have to pay to enter the halls or a walled garden).

Traditional Festivals Throughout the year festivals take place at shrines and temples and through city streets. They’re free, an excellent way to see traditional culture come alive and are well attended by cheap food vendors. For a calendar, see JNTO’s festivals page (www.jnto.go.jp/eng/location/festivals).

Walks & Hikes These can be the most rewarding part of your trip: exploring an up-and-coming city neighbourhood, walking old pilgrimage trails or rural lanes, or getting up into the mountains.

Parks Urban parks are generally free to enter (and some gardens are, too) and are popular with locals on weekends; pack a picnic and settle in for an afternoon of people-watching.

Architecture Japan’s cities, especially Tokyo, have some fantastic buildings designed by many of the big names in Japanese architecture.

Markets Many seaside towns have fish markets, some rural spots have morning markets and some cities still have their old-fashioned open-air markets – a great way to connect with local culture, and often a source of cheap, fresh food.




Eating on the Cheap

Shokudō You can get a good, filling meal in these all-round Japanese eateries for under ¥1000 (US$8.50). As is the case with all restaurants in Japan, tea and water are free and there’s no tipping required.

Bentō These ‘boxed meals’, which include a variety of dishes, can be picked up for under ¥1000 at supermarkets. Department store food halls sell gourmet ones for a little bit more; visit just before closing to buy them on markdown.

Noodles You can get a steaming bowl of tasty ramen for as little as ¥600 (US$5). Tachigui (stand-and-eat counter joints) sell soba (buckwheat noodles) and udon (thick white wheat noodles) for even less – starting as low as ¥350 per bowl.

Lunch If you want to splurge, do it at lunch when many upscale restaurants offer a smaller course for significantly less than their dinner course.

Convenience Stores The best friend to all budget travellers, convenience stores stock sandwiches, rice balls, hot dishes and beer, all of which you can assemble into a very affordable (if not exactly healthy) meal. Accommodations always have kettles so cup noodles are always an option.
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Tokyo


Sushi & More

Sushi is Tokyo’s signature dish, but it’s just the tip of the iceberg. There are restaurants here that excel at just about everything. Tokyoites love dining out; join them, and delight in the sheer variety of tastes and experiences the city has to offer.




Pop Culture

For fans of Japan’s infectious pop culture – be it the enchanting anime films of Studio Ghibli (Spirited Away) or the old-school monster movies starring Godzilla – this is the place to be. Snap selfies with giant robots and cosplay while go-karting around the city.




Style City

Tokyo is one of the world’s great shopping cities, with grand old department stores, avant-garde boutiques, vintage shops and style mavens who set global trends. There are some excellent shops for traditional crafts here, too.
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Mt Fuji & Around Tokyo


Hot Spring Getaways

Some of Japan’s favourite onsen retreats are all within easy striking distance of the capital: mountain hideaways to the north, lakeside resorts to the west and laid-back coastal villages to the south.




Mountains & Sea

In addition to climbing Mt Fuji, outdoor activities include hiking among cedar groves, strolling along bluffs, surfing and sea kayaking. Options range from easy Tokyo day trips to island excursions.




Temple Towns

There are two distinctly different destinations for temples here: Nikkō, in the mountains, has ornately decorated structures; and Kamakura, by the sea, is home to austere Zen temples.
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The Japan Alps & Central Honshū


Mountain Hot Springs

The mountainous heart of Japan bubbles over with exquisite hot springs and fantastic inns in which to enjoy them. There’s nothing like gazing up at snowy peaks while steam rises from your body.




Thatched Roofs

Travel to the remote village of Shirakawa-gō (or, even remoter, Ainokura) and fall asleep to the sound of chirping frogs in a centuries-old thatched-roof farmhouse.




Hiking & Skiing

In summer the Japan Alps is the country’s top hiking destination. Come winter it offers some of Asia’s best skiing. Après-ski soaking in hot springs is mandatory and there’s nightlife in some ski towns, too.
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Kyoto


Shintō & Buddhist Masterpieces

With over 1000 Buddhist temples and more than 400 Shintō shrines, Kyoto is the place to savour Japanese religious architecture and garden design. Find a quiet temple to call your own or join the throngs at a popular shrine.




Culture & Crafts

Japan’s cultural capital for over a millennium has it all: historic geisha districts, classical theatre, excellent museums and venerable shops selling artisan crafts like lacquerware and washi (Japanese handmade paper).




Kaiseki, Tea & More

Kyoto is the place to try kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) and to get better acquainted with Japanese tea. Shop the city’s central food market or try a cooking class.
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Kansai


Urban Pleasures

Get your city fix in one of Kansai’s urban centres, like the bold commercial hub Osaka or the cosmopolitan port city Kōbe. Both have vibrant dining scenes, nightlife and shopping districts.




Buddhist Monuments

See the remains of Japan’s earliest temples – and the famous Great Buddha – in Nara and Hōryū-ji or visit the mystical mountain monastery Kōya-san, established by Japan’s most famous monk.




Castles & Tombs

There aren’t many original castles left in Japan but two of the best are here: the ‘White Egret Castle’ of Himeji and Hikone-jō. The town of Asuka is home to burial mounds from the early days of Japanese history.
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Hiroshima & Western Honshū


Contemporary Art

Naoshima (and the islands in its orbit) in the Inland Sea has become synonymous in Japan with contemporary art and architecture. Come see works from international artists inside buildings that enhance the natural scenery.




Momentous Events

Hiroshima is a moving place to reflect on the history of the last century and the way forward. Other areas of western Honshū were key players in Japan’s 19th-century modernisation.




Slow Travel

Cycle over bridges linking the tiny islands of the Inland Sea, rent a car and drive through the bucolic rural scenery of Yamaguchi, or head to Tottori’s forlorn sand dunes.
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Northern Honshū (Tōhoku)


Rustic Escapes

That image you have of bathing with stars overhead or the wooden bathhouse all by its lonesome in the mountains – that’s Tōhoku. The onsen here are remote, isolated and among the best in the country.




Parks & Peaks

Northern Honshū is blessed with some spectacular mountains, including Dewa Sanzan – three peaks used for ascetic training (you can hike them). In winter there is skiing at established resorts and some less developed spots.




Festivals

Nobody in Japan does traditional festivals like they do up here; visit in the summer and book ahead. Ancient customs and beliefs live on in Tōhoku, preserved by centuries of isolation.
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Sapporo & Hokkaidō


Pristine Wilderness

This is mountain country and big snow country, where skiers carve snow drifts reaching several metres in depth and hikes through old-growth forests can last for days. There’s so much to explore here.




Seafood & Ramen

The cold northern waters produce excellent seafood, including prized delicacies like uni (sea urchin) and crab. Capital city Sapporo’s specialities are miso-rāmen and its namesake beer.




Ainu Legacy

The culture of Hokkaidō’s indigenous people, the Ainu, is represented in museums, in concerts of traditional folk songs and in shops, restaurants and inns run by Ainu descendants.
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Shikoku


Gorgeous Countryside

A short drive from the mainland madness, Iya Valley has dramatic gorges, ancient vine bridges and a hint of sustainable living. Raft along the pristine Yoshino-gawa.




Pilgrim Trails

The 88-temple pilgrimage is a rite of passage for many Japanese who, dressed in white and armed with a walking stick, lower the pulse, raise the gaze and seek to honour the great Buddhist saint, Kōbō Daishi.




Sand & Waves

There’s good surfing, especially at Shishikui in Tokushima and Ikumi Beach in Kōchi; the crowd-free swells at Ōkinohama should be legendary. There’s also a slow-life, beach-bum vibe to match.
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Kyūshū


Nagasaki

Christian rebellions led to over two centuries of seclusion, during which Nagasaki’s Dejima Island was Japan’s window to the world. Visit the city to learn about its fascinating history.




Smoking Volcanoes

Kyūshū is home to two of Japan’s most famous – and famously active – volcanoes: smoking Sakurajima, looming over the skyline of Kagoshima, and Aso-san, a hulking giant in the middle of the island.




In Hot Water & Hot Sand

Some of Japan’s most popular onsen towns are here, including Beppu, Yufuin and Kurokawa Onsen (our favourite, for its secluded riverside location). In Ibusuki experience something different: getting buried in hot sand.






Regions at a Glance


[image: 27-okinawa-islands-loc-jap16-jpg]




Okinawa & the Southwest Islands


Sun-Soaked

Japan’s best beaches are naturally found on its semi-tropical islands. Laze about the gorgeous golden beaches of the Kerama or Ishigaki Islands, snorkel or go for a dive.




Ancient Cedars

Yakushima is a beacon for hikers who come to bask in the enormity of the island’s towering cedars. Almost the whole island is forested, blanketed with one of Japan’s most primitive natural environments.




Island Cuisine

Tuck into a plateful of gōyā champurū, Okinawa’s signature stir-fry with bitter melon. Add some awamori, the local firewater, and you’ll be ready to grab the sanshin (banjo) and party.
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Why Go?

More than any one sight, it’s Tokyo (東京) itself that enchants visitors. It’s a sprawling, organic thing, stretching as far as the eye can see. Always changing, and with a diverse collection of neighbourhoods, no two experiences of the city are ever the same. Some areas feel like a vision from the future, with ever taller, sleeker structures popping up each year; others evoke the past with low-slung wooden buildings and glowing lanterns radiating surprising warmth; elsewhere, drab concrete blocks hide art galleries and cocktail bars and every lane hints at possible discoveries. In Tokyo you can experience the whole breadth of Japanese culture, from centuries-old sumo wrestling and kabuki theatre to cutting-edge contemporary art and, on a more playful note, giant robots. There are also opportunities to engage deeper: the city has lots of cooking courses and craft workshops. And if eating and drinking are among your main travel inspirations, well, you’ve come to the right place.




When to Go
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	Mar & Apr Cherry-blossom viewing is in full swing – bring a bentō and spread the picnic blanket.

	May–Sep Hot and humid, but lively traditional festivals more than make up for it.

	Oct–Dec Crisp, cool and sunny days, red maples in the gardens and golden gingkos along the streets.









Best Places to Eat

AInua

AKizushi

ATempura Kondō

AMensho

ATonki




Best Places to Stay

ABnA STUDIO Akihabara

AHanare

AAman Tokyo

AMustard Hotel

ASawanoya Ryokan







Tokyo Highlights
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1 Raising a glass in the colourful nightlife district of Shinjuku.

2 Joining the city’s eccentric fashion tribes as they shop in Harajuku.

3 Soaking up the atmosphere at Asakusa’s centuries old temple, Sensō-ji.

4 Losing yourself in the vestiges of the old city in Yanesen.

5 Catching the salt-slinging, belly-slapping ritual of sumo at Ryōgoku Kokugikan.

6 Getting swept up in the crowds and neon lights at Shibuya Crossing.

7 Seeing the world’s largest collection of Japanese art at the Tokyo National Museum.

8 Checking out Tokyo’s contemporary architecture along Omote-sandō.

9 Visiting the enchanting Ghibli Museum.

a Experiencing the immersive installations at teamLab Borderless.




History

For most of its history, Tokyo was called Edo (literally ‘Gate of the River’) due to its location at the mouth of the Sumidagawa. Until the warrior poet Ōta Dōkan put up a castle here in the 15th century, it was a remote fishing village. In 1603, warlord Tokugawa Ieyasu decided to make Edo Castle the centre of his new shogunate (military government). From that point, Edo quickly transformed into a bustling city and, by the late 18th century, had become the most populous city in the world.

In 1868, with the reversion of power to the emperor – an act known as the Meiji Restoration – the capital was officially moved from Kyoto to Edo, which was then renamed Tokyo, meaning Eastern Capital. At the same time, Japan ended its 250 years of self-prescribed isolation and began to welcome foreign influence with open arms. Western fashions and ideas were adopted as Tokyo eagerly sought to take its place among the pantheon of the world’s great cities.

In 1923 the Great Kantō Earthquake and ensuing fires levelled much of the city; Tokyo was all but destroyed once more during the devastating Allied air raids in the final years of WWII. The city remade itself – and then some – in the decades after the US occupation. A soaring economic crescendo followed, culminating in the giddy heights of the 1980s ‘bubble economy’. The humbling ‘burst’ in the ‘90s led to a recession that still continues today. Yet Tokyo remains the beating heart of its island nation, never ceasing to reinvent itself.
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Greater Tokyo


1Top Sights

1Edo-Tokyo MuseumH3

2Imperial PalaceE4




1Sights

3Fushimi-yaguraE4

4Japanese Sword MuseumG3

5Megane-bashiE4

6Nijū-bashiE4

7Yayoi Kusama MuseumD3




2Activities, Courses & Tours

8Hato Bus ToursE6

9Sky CircusD1

10Tokyo Great Cycling TourG4

11Tsukiji Soba AcademyG5




4Sleeping

129 Hours Shinjuku-NorthC3

13Andon RyokanH1

14Book and Bed IkebukuroC1

15Hoshinoya TokyoF4

16Kimi RyokanC1

17NuiG3

18Sakura Hotel IkebukuroC1

19TocoG2

20Unplan KagurazakaD3

21Wise Owl Hostels TokyoG4




5Eating

22HosokawaH3

23Kappō YoshibaH3

24KizushiG4

25MenshoD2

26Mensho TokyoE2

27Ohitotsuzen TanboC4




6Drinking & Nightlife

28GhettoA5

29MotherA6

30PopeyeG3




3Entertainment

31Arashio StableG4

32National Nō TheatreC4

33National TheatreE4

34New National TheatreB4

35Ryōgoku KokugikanH3

36Tokyo Opera City Concert HallB4




7Shopping

37Japan Traditional Crafts Aoyama SquareD5

38TorayaD5




8Information

39Australian EmbassyE6

40Canadian EmbassyD5

41French EmbassyD6

42German EmbassyD6

43Irish EmbassyE4

44South Korean EmbassyD6

45UK EmbassyE4











1Sights

Tokyo can feel more like a collection of cities than one cohesive one. Pick just a couple of proximate neighbourhoods to explore in a day. The city is huge and while public transport is effortlessly smooth, you don’t want to spend half the day on it.


1Marunouchi & Nihombashi

Marunouchi is a high-powered business district with lots of gleaming skyscrapers. Nihombashi is a historic neighbourhood, home to many venerable old shops and restaurants.


[image: icon-top-choice]oIntermediathequeMUSEUM

(map Google map; インターメディアテク; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5777-8600; www.intermediatheque.jp; 2nd & 3rd fl, JP Tower, 2-7-2 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-6pm, to 8pm Fri & Sat, usually closed Sun & Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Tokyo, Marunouchi exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Dedicated to interdisciplinary experimentation, Intermediatheque cherry-picks from the vast collection of the University of Tokyo (Tōdai) to craft a fascinating, contemporary museum experience. Go from viewing the best ornithological taxidermy collection in Japan to a giant pop-art print or the beautifully encased skeleton of a dinosaur. A handsome Tōdai lecture hall is reconstituted as a forum for events, including playing 1920s’ jazz recordings on a gramophone or old movie screenings.






[image: icon-top-choice]oImperial PalacePALACE

(map Google map; 皇居, Kōkyo; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5223-8071; http://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp; 1 Chiyoda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]htours usually 10am & 1.30pm Tue-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Ōtemachi, exits C13b & C10) [image: icon-freegif]F


The Imperial Palace occupies the site of the original Edo-jō, the Tokugawa shogunate’s castle. In its heyday this was the largest fortress in the world, though little remains today apart from the moat and stone walls. Most of the 3.4-sq-km complex is off-limits, as this is the emperor’s home, but join one of the free tours organised by the Imperial Household Agency to see a small part of the inner compound.

Tours (lasting around 1¼ hours) run at 10am and 1.30pm usually on Tuesday to Saturday, but not on public holidays or mornings from late July through to the end of August. They’re also not held at all from 28 December to 4 January or when Imperial Court functions are scheduled. Arrive no later than 10 minutes before the scheduled departure time at Kikyō-mon (map Google map; 桔梗門; 1 Chiyoda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]htour bookings 8.45am-noon & 1-5pm), the starting and ending point.

Reservations are taken – via the website, phone or by post – up to a month in advance (and no later than four days in advance via the website). Alternatively, go to the office at Kikyō-mon (open 8.45am until noon and 1pm to 5pm) where you can book for a tour up to seven days in advance; if there is space available on that day’s tours, you’ll be able to register. Bring photo ID.

The tour will take you past the present palace (Kyūden), a modest low-rise building completed in 1968 that replaced the one built in 1888, which was largely destroyed during WWII. Explanations are given only in Japanese; download the free app (www.kunaicho.go.jp/e-event/app.html) for explanations in English, Chinese, Korean, French or Spanish.

If you’re not on the tour, head to the southwest corner of Kōkyo-gaien Plaza (map Google map; 皇居外苑広場, Kōkyo-gaien Hiroba; www.env.go.jp/garden/kokyogaien) to view two bridges – the iron Nijū-bashi (map Google map; 二重橋) and the stone Megane-bashi (map Google map; 眼鏡橋). Behind the bridges rises the Edo-era Fushimi-yagura (map Google map; 伏見櫓) watchtower.

The main park of the verdant palace grounds is the Imperial Palace East Garden (map Google map; 東御苑; Kōkyo Higashi-gyoen; http://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4pm Nov-Feb, to 4.30pm Mar–mid-Apr, Sep & Oct, to 5pm mid-Apr–Aug, closed Mon & Fri year-round), which is open to the public without reservations. You must take a token upon arrival and return it at the end of your visit.






[image: icon-top-choice]oNational Museum of Modern Art (MOMAT)MUSEUM

(map Google map; 国立近代美術館, Kokuritsu Kindai Bijutsukan; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5777-8600; www.momat.go.jp; 3-1 Kitanomaru-kōen, Chiyoda-ku; adult/child ¥500/free, 1st Sun of month free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Tue-Thu, Sun, to 8pm Fri & Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bTōzai line to Takebashi, exit 1b)


Regularly changing displays from the museum’s superb collection of more than 12,000 works, by both local and international artists, are shown over floors 2 to 4; special exhibitions are mounted on the ground floor. All pieces date from the Meiji period onward and impart a sense of how modern Japan has developed through portraits, photography, contemporary sculptures and video works. The museum closes in between exhibitions, so check the schedule online first.






Crafts GalleryMUSEUM

(map Google map; 東京国立近代美術館 工芸館; www.momat.go.jp; 1 Kitanomaru-kōen, Chiyoda-ku; adult/child ¥250/free, 1st Sun of month free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bTōzai line to Takebashi, exit 1b)


Housed in a vintage red-brick building, this annex of MOMAT stages excellent changing exhibitions of mingei (folk crafts): ceramics, lacquerware, bamboo, textiles, dolls and much more. Some exhibits feature works by contemporary artisans, including some by Japan’s officially designated ‘living national treasures’.






Tokyo StationLANDMARK

(map Google map; 東京駅; www.tokyostationcity.com; 1-9 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Tokyo Station)


Tokyo Station celebrated its centenary in 2014 with a major renovation and expansion. Tatsuno Kingo’s original elegant brick building on the Marunouchi side has been expertly restored to include domes faithful to the original design, decorated inside with relief sculptures. It’s best viewed straight on from the plaza on Miyuki-dōri.






NihombashiBRIDGE

(map Google map; 日本橋, Nihonbashi; 1 Nihombashi, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Mitsukoshimae, exits B5 & B6)


Guarded by bronze lions and dragons, this handsome 1911-vintage granite bridge over the Nihombashi-gawa is partly obscured by the overhead expressway. During the Edo period this was the beginning of the great trunk roads (the Tōkaidō, the Nikkō Kaidō etc) that took daimyō (domain lords) between the capital and their home provinces. It’s still the point from which distances to Tokyo are measured.






TOKYO IN…


Two Days

Pay a visit to Meiji-jingū in Harajuku, followed by a stroll along Omote-sandō, to check out the contemporary architecture. Then walk down to Shibuya to see Shibuya Crossing. Afterwards, head to Shinjuku to see the view from atop the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, grab some yakitori in Omoide-yokochō and a drink (or a few) in Golden Gai.

The following day, get an early start at either Toyosu Market, where you can see the tuna auction and have sushi for breakfast, or Tsukiji Market, where you can cobble together a morning meal from the food vendors. Visit sights in central Tokyo or around Tokyo Bay, like teamLab Borderless, the Imperial Palace and the landscape garden Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien and catch an act of kabuki at Kabukiza.




Four Days

On day three, visit the old side of town for some sightseeing in Asakusa, home to Sensō-ji, and Ueno, home to the Tokyo National Museum. Finish with an afternoon amble through atmospheric Yanesen and dinner at classic izakaya Shinsuke.

The next day take the west to the magical Ghibli Museum. Get some onsen time in at Spa LaQua or explore pop culture centre Akihabara, maybe via go-kart. In the evening, head to Roppongi. The excellent Mori Art Museum stays open until 10pm, after which you can head out into the wilds of the neighbourhood’s infamous nightlife.






Tokyo International ForumARCHITECTURE

(map Google map; 東京国際フォーラム; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5221-9000; www.t-i-forum.co.jp; 3-5-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h7am-11.30pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Yūrakuchō, central exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


This architectural marvel designed by Rafael Viñoly houses a convention and arts centre, with eight auditoriums and a spacious courtyard in which concerts and events are held. The eastern wing looks like a glass ship plying the urban waters; you can access the catwalks from the 7th floor (take the lift).







[image: 17-marunouchi-ginza-jap16-jpg]


Marunouchi, Ginza & Tsukiji


1Top Sights

1Hama-rikyū Onshi-teienB7

2IntermediathequeB2

3Tsukiji MarketC6




1Sights

4Advertising Museum TokyoB6

5Ginza Graphic GalleryB5

6Ginza Maison Hermès Le ForumB4

7Ginza Sony ParkB4

8Imperial Palace East GardenA1

9Kikyō-monA1

10Kōkyo-gaien PlazaA2

11NihombashiD1

12NI-Tele Really Big ClockA6

13Shiseido GalleryB5

14Tokyo International ForumB3

15Tokyo StationC2




2Activities, Courses & Tours

16Hato Bus ToursB2

  Imperial Palace East Garden Walking Tour(see 53)




4Sleeping

17Aman TokyoB1

18Park Hotel TokyoA6

19Prime Pod Ginza TokyoC5




5Eating

20Ain SophC5

21Bird LandB4

22Dhaba IndiaC3

23Ginza Sato YosukeB4

24KyūbeyA5

  Meal MUJI Yūrakuchō(see 49)

25Nemuro HanamaruB2

26Nihonbashi Dashi Bar HanareD1

27Nihonbashi TamaiD2

28SushikuniC6

29Tempura KondōB4

30YamachōC6




6Drinking & Nightlife

31Bongen CoffeeC4

32Cha GinzaB4

33Chashitsu KabokuB3

34Ginza LionB5

35Ginza Music BarB5

36Nakajima no OchayaB7

37Old Imperial BarA4

38Toyama BarD1




3Entertainment

39KabukizaC5

40Kanze NōgakudōB5

41SuigianD1




7Shopping

42AkomeyaB3

43Coredo MuromachiD1

44DaimaruC2

  Dover Street Market Ginza(see 52)

45Ginza SixB5

  Ginza Tsutaya Books(see 45)

46ItōyaC4

47KITTEB2

48MitsukoshiD1

49MujiB3

50Okuno BuildingC4

51TakumiA5

52UniqloB5




8Information

53JNTO Tourist Information CenterB3

54JR East Travel Service CenterC2











1Ginza & Tsukiji

Ginza is Tokyo’s most polished neighbourhood with luxury stores and art galleries.


[image: icon-top-choice]oHama-rikyū Onshi-teienGARDENS

(map Google map; 浜離宮恩賜庭園, Detached Palace Garden; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3541-0200; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/teien; 1-1 Hama-rikyū-teien, Chūō-ku; adult/child ¥300/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Shiodome, exit A1)


This beautiful garden, one of Tokyo’s finest, is all that remains of a shogunate palace that was also an outer fort for Edo Castle. The main features are a large duck pond with an island that’s home to a functioning tea pavilion, Nakajima no Ochaya, as well as three other teahouses and wonderfully manicured trees (black pine, Japanese apricot, hydrangeas etc), some hundreds of years old.






[image: icon-top-choice]oTsukiji MarketMARKET

(map Google map; 場外市場, Jōgai Shijō; www.tsukiji.or.jp; 6-chōme Tsukiji, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hmostly 5am-2pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Tsukiji, exit 1)


Tokyo’s main wholesale market may have moved to Toyosu, but there are many reasons to visit its old home. The tightly packed rows of vendors (which once formed the Outer Market) hawk market and culinary-related goods, such as dried fish, seaweed, kitchen knives, rubber boots and crockery. It’s also a fantastic place to eat, with great street food and a huge concentration of small restaurants and cafes, most specialising in seafood.

One must-visit is Yamachō (map Google map; 山長; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3248-6002; 4-16-1 Tsukiji; omelette slices ¥100; [image: icon-hoursgif]h6am-3.30pm) a venerable purveyor of tamago-yaki (Japanese rolled-egg omelettes). You can watch them being expertly made as you line up to buy. Sushikuni is here, too.

Note that ome shops are closed on Sundays and Wednesdays.






Advertising Museum TokyoMUSEUM

(map Google map; アド・ミュージアム東京; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6218-2500; www.admt.jp; basement, Caretta Bldg, 1-8-2 Higashi-Shimbashi, Minato-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-6pm Tue-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Shiodome, Shimbashi exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


If you see advertising as art, this museum is a spectacle. Run by Dentsu, Japan’s largest advertising agency, this fine collection runs from woodblock-printed handbills from the Edo period via sumptuous art nouveau and art deco Meiji- and Taishō-era works to the best of today. There’s English signage throughout, and touch screens to view many classic TV ads.






Ginza Sony ParkPARK

(map Google map; 銀座ソニーパーク; www.ginzasonypark.jp; 5-3-1 Ginza, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5am-midnight; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza, Hibiya, Marunouchi lines to Ginza, exit B9) [image: icon-freegif]F


Up until just after the 2020 Olympics, this corner of the Sukiyabashi crossing will be an innovative public space. At ground level greenery flourishes as ‘plant hunter’ Seijun Nishihata displays giant specimens from around the world – all for sale. Below ground are four levels hosting a variety of pop-up events and places to eat and drink. Head to the information desk (level B1, 10am to 8pm) to find out what’s on and to play with Sony’s super-cute robot dog Aibo.

From autumn 2020, Sony will start building its new showroom here.






Ginza Maison Hermès Le ForumGALLERY

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3569-3300; www.maisonhermes.jp; 8F Maison Hermès, 5-4-1 Ginza, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-8pm, until 7pm Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza, Hibiya, Marunouchi lines to Ginza, exit B9) [image: icon-freegif]F


On the 8th floor of the French luxury goods boutique is a spacious, light-filled gallery that hosts around three different contemporary art shows per year, usually showcasing works of French artists. Renzo Piano was the architect of the skinny building constructed from specially made glass blocks – it looks like a giant lantern at night.






Shiseido GalleryGALLERY

(map Google map; 資生堂ギャラリー; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3572-3901; www.shiseidogroup.com/gallery; basement, 8-8-3 Ginza, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-7pm Tue-Sat, to 6pm Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Shimbashi, exit 1 or 3) [image: icon-freegif]F


The cosmetics company Shiseido runs its experimental art space out of the basement of its Shiseido Parlour complex of cafes and restaurants. An ever-changing selection, particularly of installation pieces, lends itself well to the gallery’s high ceiling.






Ginza Graphic GalleryGALLERY

(map Google map; ギンザ・グラフィック・ギャラリー; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3571-5206; www.dnp.co.jp/gallery; 7-7-2 Ginza, Chūō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-7pm Tue-Fri, to 6pm Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Ginza, exit A2) [image: icon-freegif]F


This gallery features monthly changing exhibits of graphic arts – focusing on advertising and poster art – from mostly Japanese artists but with the occasional Western artist. The annual Tokyo Art Directors Conference exhibition takes place here in July.






LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

POP CITY AKIHABARA

Akihabara (Akiba to friends) is Tokyo’s otaku (geek) subculture centre, full of shops selling manga (Japanese comics), anime (Japanese animation), cosplay (‘costume play’ – dressing up as your favourite character) outfits and accessories, models, figurines….and more. If this is up your alley, surely Akiba is already on your bucket list. Even if it’s not, the neighbourhood is worth a visit: it’s equal parts sensory overload and cultural mind-bender.

A must visit is anime and manga mega-store Mandarake Complex (map Google map; 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), with eight storeys piled high with comic books, action figures, cosplay accessories and cel art just for starters. A fun pitstop is retro gaming centre Super Potato Retro-kan (map Google map; 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).

To get oriented, stop in at Akiba Info (map; [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); staff usually speak English.




NI-Tele Really Big ClockPUBLIC ART

(map Google map; 日テレ大時計; 1-6-1 Higashi-Shimbashi, Minato-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hoperates at noon, 3pm, 6pm & 8pm, also 10am Sat & Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR services to Shimbashi, Shiodome exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Studio Ghibli’s animation director Miyazaki Hayao collaborated with sculptor Kunio Shachimaru on this fantastic, steampunk-style timepiece beside the entrance to Nippon Television Tower. Four times daily (with an extra morning show on weekends) various automaton elements spring to life as the clock strikes the hour and plays a jolly tune.







[image: 17-roppongi-jap16-jpg]


Roppongi & Around


1Top Sights

1Roppongi HillsB4




1Sights

221_21 Design SightB2

3Maman Spider SculptureB4

4Mohri GardenB4

5Mori Art MuseumB4

6National Art Center TokyoA2

7Suntory Museum of ArtB2

8Tokyo City ViewB4

9Tokyo TowerF5




2Activities, Courses & Tours

10Tokyo CookC3




4Sleeping

11Apartment Hotel Mimaru AkasakaC1

12Hotel ŌkuraE2

13Hotel SA4

14KaisuC1




5Eating

15Bricolage Bread & CoB4

16Honmura-AnB3

17JōmonC4

18KikunoiC1

  Sougo(see 10)

19Tofuya-UkaiF5




6Drinking & Nightlife

20Ele TokyoC5

21Gen YamamotoC5

22Rise & Win Brewing Co\. Kamikatz TaproomF5

23Two Dogs TaproomC3




7Shopping

  Souvenir from Tokyo(see 6)

24Tokyo MidtownB2











1Roppongi & Around

Legendary for its nightlife, Roppongi also offers the chic Roppongi Hills and Tokyo Midtown complexes where you’ll find several excellent art museums.

Keep your ticket stub for Mori Art Museum, Suntory Museum of Art or the National Art Center Tokyo, and when you visit one of the other two galleries you’ll be entitled to a discount on admission. At any of these venues, pick up the Art Triangle Roppongi walking map, which lists dozens of smaller galleries in the area.


[image: icon-top-choice]oRoppongi HillsLANDMARK

(map Google map; 六本木ヒルズ; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6406-6000; www.roppongihills.com; 6-chōme Roppongi, Minato-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-11pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 1)


Roppongi Hills sets the standard for 21st-century real-estate developments in Tokyo. The centrepiece of the office, shopping, dining and entertainment complex is the 54-storey Mori Tower, home to the Mori Art Museum and theTokyo City View observatory. Scattered around are several public artworks, such as Louise Bourgeois’ giant, spiny Maman spider sculpture (map Google map). There’s also an Edo-style strolling garden, Mohri Garden (map Google map; 毛利庭園).






Mori Art MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 森美術館; www.mori.art.museum; 52nd fl, Mori Tower, Roppongi Hills, 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥1800/600; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm Wed-Mon, to 5pm Tue, inside Sky Deck 10am-11pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 1)


Atop Mori Tower, the gigantic galleries here have no permanent collection, instead showcasing thematic programs that continue to live up to the hype associated with Roppongi Hills. Contemporary exhibitions are beautifully presented and include superstars of the art world from both Japan and abroad.






Tokyo City ViewVIEWPOINT

(map Google map; 東京シティビュー; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6406-6652; www.roppongihills.com; 52nd fl, Mori Tower, Roppongi Hills, 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥1800/600; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-11pm Mon-Thu & Sun, to 1am Fri & Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 1)


From this 250m-high vantage point, on the 52nd floor of Mori Tower, you can see 360-degree views of the seemingly never-ending city. Admission is included in the entry price for Mori Art Museum, though you will pay the same fee to visit after the museum is closed. Weather permitting, you can also go out to the external rooftop Sky Deck (additional adult/child ¥500/300; 11am to 8pm) for al fresco views.






National Art Center TokyoMUSEUM

(map Google map; 国立新美術館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5777-8600; www.nact.jp; 7-22-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; admission varies; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm Wed, Thu & Sun-Mon, to 8pm Fri & Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nogizaka, exit 6)


Designed by Kurokawa Kishō, this architectural beauty has no permanent collection, but boasts the country’s largest exhibition space for visiting shows, which have included Renoir and Modigliani. A visit here is recommended to admire the building’s awesome undulating glass facade, its cafes atop giant inverted cones and the great gift shop Souvenir from Tokyo.






Suntory Museum of ArtMUSEUM

(map Google map; サントリー美術館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3479-8600; www.suntory.com/sma; 4th fl, Tokyo Midtown, 9-7-4 Akasaka, Minato-ku; admission varies, child free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm Sun-Wed, to 8pm Fri & Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Roppongi, exit 8)


Since its original 1961 opening, the Suntory Museum of Art has subscribed to an underlying philosophy of lifestyle art. Rotating exhibitions focus on the beauty of useful things: Japanese ceramics, lacquerware, glass, dyeing, weaving and such. Its current Tokyo Midtown digs, designed by architect Kuma Kengō, are both understated and breathtaking.






21_21 Design SightMUSEUM

(map Google map; 21_21デザインサイト; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3475-2121; www.2121designsight.jp; Tokyo Midtown, 9-7-6 Akasaka, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥1100/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-7pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Roppongi, exit 8)


An exhibition and discussion space dedicated to all forms of design, the 21_21 Design Sight is a beacon for local art enthusiasts, whether they be designers or onlookers. The striking concrete and glass building, bursting out of the ground at sharp angles, was designed by Pritzker Prize–winning architect Tadao Andō.







[image: 17-akihabara-korakuen-jap16-jpg]


Kōrakuen, Akihabara & Kanda


1Top Sights

1Koishikawa KōrakuenB1

2National Museum of Modern Art \(MOMAT\)C4




1Sights

3Crafts GalleryB4

4Kanda MyōjinE2

5TeNQB1




2Activities, Courses & Tours

6MariCARF2

7Spa LaQuaB1

8Super Potato Retro-kanE2
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4Sleeping

10BnA STUDIO AkihabaraE2
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12InuaA3
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14Kagawa IppukuE4

15Kanda Yabu SobaE3




6Drinking & Nightlife

16Beer-Ma KandaE4




3Entertainment

17Club GoodmanF3

18Nippon BudōkanB4

19Tokyo DomeB1




7Shopping

20Mandarake ComplexE2











1Kōrakuen & Kanda


[image: icon-top-choice]oKoishikawa KōrakuenGARDENS

(map Google map; 小石川後楽園; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3811-3015; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/teien; 1-6-6 Kōraku, Bunkyō-ku; adult/child ¥300/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-5pm; [image: icon-traingif]dŌedo line to Iidabashi, exit C3)


Established in the mid-17th century as the property of the Tokugawa clan, this formal strolling garden incorporates elements of Chinese and Japanese landscaping. It’s among Tokyo’s most attractive gardens, although nowadays the shakkei (borrowed scenery) also includes the contemporary skyline of Tokyo Dome.

Don’t miss the Engetsu-kyō (Full-Moon Bridge), which dates from the early Edo period (the name will make sense when you see it), and the beautiful vermilion wooden bridge Tsuten-kyō. The garden is particularly well known for its plum blossoms in February, irises in June and autumn leaves.






TeNQMUSEUM

(map Google map; テンキュー; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3814-0109; www.tokyo-dome.co.jp; 6F Tokyo Dome City, Yellow Bldg, 1-3-61 Kōraku, Bunkyō-ku; adult/child ¥1800/1200; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9pm Mon-Fri, from 10am Sat & Sun; [image: icon-familygif]c; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Sobu line to Suidōbashi, west exit)


This nifty, interactive museum is devoted to outer-space exploration and science. Timed entry tickets start you off with one of three impressive high-resolution videos projected across an 11m-diameter screen that you stand around. Good English captions throughout make it a fine educational experience. Set aside a couple of hours to do the museum justice.

Among other fun things to do here include taking part in a Mars research project being run by Tokyo University (which has a lab on-site) and playing an astro-ball robot control game.






Kanda MyōjinSHINTO SHRINE

(map Google map; 神田明神, Kanda Shrine; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3254-0753; www.kandamyoujin.or.jp; 2-16-2 Soto-kanda, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Chūō or Sōbu lines to Ochanomizu, Hijiri-bashi exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Tracing its history back to AD 730, this splendid Shintō shrine boasts vermilion-lacquered halls surrounding a stately courtyard. Its present location dates from 1616 and the kami (gods) enshrined here are said to bring luck in business and in finding a spouse. There are also plenty of anime characters, since this is Akiba’s local shrine.
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Ueno & Yanesen


1Top Sights

1Asakura Museum of Sculpture, TaitōB1

2Tokyo National MuseumD4




1Sights

3Enju-jiB3

4Gallery of Hōryū-ji TreasuresC4

5HeiseikanD3

6Nezu-jinjaA3

7SCAI the BathhouseC3

8Shinobazu-ikeC5

9Shitamachi MuseumC6

10Shitamachi Museum AnnexC3

11Sudo-kōenA2

12TōyōkanD4

13Ueno Tōshō-gūC4

14Ueno ZooC4

15Ueno-kōenC4

16Yanaka GinzaB1

17Yanaka-reienC2

18Yūyake DandanB1




2Activities, Courses & Tours

19Buddha BelliesB6

20Kitchen Kujo TokyoB4

21Rokuryu KōsenB4

22Tokyobike Rentals YanakaB2

23Ueno Free Walking TourD4

24Yanaka Free Walking TourB1




4Sleeping

25HanareB2

26Nohga HotelD6

27Sawanoya RyokanA3




5Eating

28Hagi CafeB2

29HanteiB4

30InnsyouteiC5

31KamachikuB4

32Sasa-no-YukiD2

33ShinsukeB6

34TayoriB1




6Drinking & Nightlife

35Kayaba CoffeeC3

36Yanaka Beer HallC3




7Shopping

37Ameya-yokochōC6

38Art Sanctuary Allan WestB3

39Geidai Art PlazaC4

40Yanaka MatsunoyaB1











1Ueno & Yanesen

Ueno is the cultural heart of Tokyo. Its central park, Ueno-kōen, has the city’s highest concentration of museums, including the Tokyo National Museum. The neighbouring areas of Yanaka, Nezu and Sendagi are collectively known as Yanesen. It’s a charming part of Tokyo that feels like time stopped several decades ago.


[image: icon-top-choice]oTokyo National MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 東京国立博物館, see Tokyo National Museum; Tokyo Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan; [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)


If you visit only one museum in Tokyo, make it the Tokyo National Museum. Here you’ll find the world’s largest collection of Japanese art, including ancient pottery, Buddhist sculptures, samurai swords, colourful ukiyo-e (woodblock prints), gorgeous kimonos and much, much more. Visitors with only a couple of hours to spare should focus on the Honkan (Japanese Gallery), which has a specially curated selection of artistic highlights on the 2nd floor.

With more time, you can explore the enchanting Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures (map Google map; 法隆寺宝物館), which displays masks, scrolls and gilt Buddhas from Hōryū-ji (in Nara Prefecture, dating from 607); the Tōyōkan (map Google map) with its collection of Asian art, including delicate Chinese ceramics; and the Heiseikan (map Google map; 平成館), which houses the Japanese Archaeological Gallery, full of pottery, talismans and articles of daily life from Japan’s prehistoric periods.

Check whether it’s possible to access the usually off-limits garden, which includes several vintage teahouses; it opens to the public from mid-March to mid-April and from late October to early December.

The museum regularly hosts temporary exhibitions (which cost extra); these can be fantastic, but sometimes lack the English signage found throughout the rest of the museum.





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


[image: icon-top-choice]oAsakura 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.






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; Uenokōen, 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), choked with lotus flowers in summer.






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.






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.






Yanaka-reienCEMETERY

(map Google map; 谷中霊園; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3821-4456; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/reien; 7-5-24 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Nippori, west exit)


One of Tokyo’s largest graveyards, Yanaka-reien is the final resting place of more than 7000 souls, many of whom were quite well known in their day. It’s also where you’ll find the tomb of Yoshinobu Tokugawa (徳川慶喜の墓), the last shogun. Come spring it is also a popular cherry-blossom-viewing spot.






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-freegif]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.






Shitamachi MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 下町風俗資料館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3823-7451; www.taitocity.net/zaidan/shitamachi; 2-1 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥300/100; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-4.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Shinobazu exit)


This small museum re-creates life in the plebeian quarters of Tokyo during the Meiji and Taishō periods (1868–1926), before the city was twice destroyed by the Great Kantō Earthquake and WWII. There are old tenement houses and shops that you can enter.






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.











2City Walk
A Stroll Through Yanesen


[image: 17-yanaka-wt-jap16jpg]




START Tokyo National Museum

END Sendagi Station

LENGTH 3km; two hours



If you have time, visit the 1 Tokyo National Museum before you start exploring Yanaka, with its temples, galleries and old wooden buildings. If not, simply follow the road northwest out of 2 Ueno-kōen until you hit Kototoi-dōri. At the corner is the 3 Shitamachi Museum Annex (map Google map; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-4.30pm Tue-Sun), actually a preserved, century-old liquor store. Across the street is 4 Kayaba Coffee, if you need a pick-me-up.

Nearby 5 SCAI the Bathhouse is a classic old public bathhouse turned contemporary art gallery. Continue down to the studio of painter 6 Allan West. Beside it, on the corner, is an ancient, thick-trunked 7 Himalayan cedar tree. Around here, you’ll pass many temples, including 8 Enju-ji (map Google map), where Nichika-sama, the ‘god of strong legs’, is enshrined; it’s popular with runners. Feel free to stop in any of the temples; just be respectful and keep your voice low.

Double back towards the entrance of 9 Yanaka-reien, one of Tokyo’s most atmospheric and prestigious cemeteries (also a favourite sunning spot of the neighborhood’s many stray cats). When you exit the cemetery, continue with the train tracks on your right, climbing until you reach the bridge, which overlooks the tracks (a favourite destination for trainspotters).

Head left and look for the sign pointing towards the a Asakura Museum of Sculpture, Taitō, the home studio of an early-20th century sculptor and now an attractive museum. Back on the main drag, continue down the bYūyake Dandan (map Google map) – literally the ‘Sunset Stairs’ – to the classic mid-20th-century shopping street cYanaka Ginza. Pick up some snacks from the vendors here, then hunker down on a milk crate on the side of the road with the locals and wash it all down with a beer. Walk west and you can pick up the subway at Sendagi Station, after taking a peek at the gorgeous pocket park d Sudo-kōen (map Google map).
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Asakusa & Around


1Top Sights

1Sensō-jiC2




1Sights

2Amuse MuseumC2

3Asakusa-jinjaC2

4Five-Storey PagodaC2

5Kaminari-monC3

6Tokyo SkytreeG4




2Activities, Courses & Tours

7Asakusa Free Walking TourC3

8Jakotsu-yuB3

9MokuhankanB2

10WanariyaA1




4Sleeping

11Book & Bed Tokyo AsakusaB3

12Bunka Hostel TokyoB3

13HatagoC4

14Sukeroku No Yado SadachiyoB1

15Wired Hotel AsakusaB1




5Eating

16Asakusa ImahanB2

17DaikokuyaC3

18MisojyuB3
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20SometarōA3




6Drinking & Nightlife

21‘Cuzn HomegroundB1

22Kamiya BarC3




3Entertainment

23OiwakeA1




7Shopping

24BengaraC3

25FujiyaC3

26Kama-asaA2




8Information

27Asakusa Culture Tourist Information CenterC3











1Asakusa & Sumida River

Tokyo’s eastern neighbourhoods, on the banks of the Sumida-gawa, have an old-Tokyo feel, with classic temples and shrines, traditional restaurants and artisan shops.


[image: icon-top-choice]oSensō-jiBUDDHIST TEMPLE

(map Google map; 浅草寺; [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-freegif]F


Tokyo’s most visited temple enshrines a golden image of Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of mercy), which, according to legend, was miraculously pulled out of the nearby Sumida-gawa by two fishermen in AD 628. The image has remained on the spot ever since but is never on public display. The present structure dates from 1958.

Sensō-ji is always busy, particularly on weekends; consider visiting in the evening to see it with fewer people and the buildings beautifully illuminated.

The main entrance to the temple complex is via the fantastic, red Kaminari-mon (map Google map; 雷門; Thunder Gate) and busy shopping street Nakamise-dōri. Before passing through the gate, look to either side to see statues of Fūjin (the god of wind) and Raijin (the god of thunder), and under the giant red lantern to see a beautiful carved dragon.

Stalls along Nakamise-dōri sell everything from tourist trinkets to genuine Edo-style crafts. At the end of Nakamise-dōri is the temple itself, and to your left you’ll spot the 55m-high Five-Storey Pagoda (map Google map; 五重塔). The 1973 reconstruction of a pagoda built by Tokugawa Iemitsu was renovated in 2017.

It’s a mystery as to whether or not the ancient image of Kannon actually exists, as it’s not on public display. This doesn’t stop a steady stream of worshippers from visiting. In front of the temple is a large incense cauldron: the smoke is said to bestow health and you’ll see people wafting it onto their bodies.

At the eastern edge of the temple complex is Asakusa-jinja (map Google map; 浅草神社; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4.30pm), a shrine built in honour of the brothers who discovered the Kannon statue that inspired the construction of Sensō-ji. (Historically, Japan’s two religions, Buddhism and Shintō, were intertwined and it was not uncommon for temples to include shrines and vice versa.) The current building, painted a deep shade of red, dates to 1649 and is a rare example of early Edo architecture. It’s also the epicentre of one of Tokyo’s most important festivals, May’s Sanja Matsuri.





[image: shutterstock_578139259-jpg]
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[image: icon-top-choice]oEdo-Tokyo MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 江戸東京博物館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3626-9974; www.edo-tokyo-museum.or.jp; 1-4-1 Yokoami, Sumida-ku; adult/child ¥600/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-5.30pm, to 7.30pm Sat, closed Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Sōbu line to Ryōgoku, west exit)


Tokyo’s history museum documents the city’s transformation from tidal flatlands to feudal capital to modern metropolis via detailed scale re-creations of townscapes, villas and tenement homes, plus artefacts such as ukiyo-e and old maps. Reopened in March 2018 after a renovation, the museum also has interactive displays, multilingual touch-screen panels and audio guides. Still, the best way to tour the museum is with one of the gracious English-speaking volunteer guides, who can really bring the history to life.






ASAKUSA TOURIST INFORMATION CENTER

The roof terrace of the Asakusa Culture Tourist Information Center (map Google map; 浅草文化観光センター; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3842-5566; www.city.taito.lg.jp; 2-18-9 Kaminari-mon, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-8pm; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 2) has fantastic views of Tokyo Skytree and the Nakamise-dōri approach to Sensō-ji. Free guided tours ([image: icon-phonegif]%03-6280-6710; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10.30am & 1.15pm Sat-Mon) of Asakusa depart from here. Free events are sometimes held here, including geisha dances and craft-making demonstrations – check with the centre for the schedule.




Japanese Sword MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 刀剣博物館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6284-1000; www.touken.or.jp; 1-12-9 Yokoami, Sumida-ku; adult/child ¥1000/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Sōbu line to Ryōgoku, west exit)


For visitors with a keen interest in Japanese sword-making – an art that continues to this day – this museum which relocated to a new building in 2018 features exhibitions from contemporary craftspeople. There’s good English information on the different styles and components (and more English-language references for sale in the small gift shop).






Amuse MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; アミューズミュージアム; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5806-1181; www.amusemuseum.com; 2-34-3 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥1080/540; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 1)


The highlight of this museum is a fascinating collection of Japanese folk articles, mainly patched clothing and pieces of fabric, known as boro, gathered by famed ethnologist Tanaka Chūzaburō. Many of the pieces are like fine works of contemporary art.

On another floor there’s a video tutorial (with English subtitles) on how to find secret meaning in ukiyo-e (woodblock prints). Don’t miss the roof terrace, which looks over the Sensō-ji temple complex.






RICKSHAW RIDES

Around the Kaminari-mon entrance to Sensō-ji (as well as elsewhere in Asakusa) you may well get approached by a scantily clad, strapping young man offering you…a ride in his jinrikisha (rickshaw). Rides start at ¥4000 per 10 minutes for two people (¥3000 for one person).




Tokyo SkytreeTOWER

(map Google map; 東京スカイツリー; [image: icon-phonegif]%0570-55-0102; www.tokyo-skytree.jp; 1-1-2 Oshiage, Sumida-ku; 350m/450m observation decks ¥2060/3090; [image: icon-hoursgif]h8am-10pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHanzōmon line to Oshiage, Tokyo Skytree exit)


Tokyo Skytree opened in May 2012 as the world’s tallest ‘free-standing tower’ at 634m. Its silvery exterior of steel mesh morphs from a triangle at the base to a circle at 300m. There are two observation decks, at 350m and 450m. You can see more of the city during daylight hours – at peak visibility you can see up to 100km away, all the way to Mt Fuji – but it is at night that Tokyo appears truly beautiful.
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Shinjuku
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1Shinjuku & Around

To the west of the station is Nishi-Shinjuku, a planned district of soaring skyscrapers; to the east, the city’s largest entertainment district, a glitter with coloured LED lights.


[image: icon-top-choice]oTokyo Metropolitan Government BuildingOBSERVATORY

(map Google map; 東京都庁, Tokyo Tochō; www.metro.tokyo.jp/english/offices; 2-8-1 Nishi-Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hobservatories 9.30am-11pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Tochōmae, exit A4) [image: icon-freegif]F


Tokyo’s city hall – a landmark building designed by Tange Kenzō – has observatories (202m) atop both the south and north towers of Building 1 (the views are virtually the same). On a clear day (morning is best), you may catch a glimpse of Mt Fuji beyond the urban sprawl to the west; after dark, it’s illuminated buildings all the way to the horizon. Direct-access elevators are on the ground floor; last entry is at 10.30pm.






Shinjuku-gyoenPARK

(map Google map; 新宿御苑; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3350-0151; www.env.go.jp/garden/shinjukugyoen; 11 Naito-chō, Shinjuku-ku; adult/child ¥200/50; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Shinjuku-gyoenmae, exit 1)


Shinjuku-gyoen was designed as an imperial retreat (completed 1906); since opening to the public in 1951, it’s become a favourite destination for Tokyoites seeking a quick escape from the hurly-burly of city life. The spacious manicured lawns are perfect for picnicking. Don’t miss the greenhouse; the Taiwanese-style pavilion (Goryō-tei) that overlooks the garden’s central pond; and the cherry blossoms in spring.






Yayoi Kusama MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 草間弥生美術館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5273-1778; www.yayoikusamamuseum.jp; 07 Benten-chō, Shinjuku-ku; adult/child ¥1000/600; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-5.30pm Thu-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bTōzai line to Waseda, exit 1 or Tōei Ōedo line to Ushigome-yanagichō, east exit)


Kusama Yayoi (b 1929) is one of Japan’s most internationally famous contemporary artists, particularly known for her obsession with dots and pumpkins. She cut her teeth in New York City’s 1950s avant-garde scene and remains prolific today, working from a studio near this new museum dedicated to her work. Kusama is in possession of most of her works, and shows them in rotating gallery exhibitions. Tickets for one of the limited 90-minute viewing slots must be purchased in advance online. They become available on the first of the month at 10am and tend to go fast.






Godzilla HeadSTATUE

(map Google map; ゴジラヘッド; Shinjuku Toho Bldg, 1-19-1 Kabukichō, Shinjuku-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]hGodzilla Terrace 6.30am-9pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shinjuku, east exit)


Godzilla, a portmanteau of the Japanese words for gorilla (gorira) and whale (kujira), is king of the kaijū (strange beasts) that ruled Japanese popular cinema for decades. This giant statue of him looking to take a bit out of a skyscraper has become a Shinjuku landmark. Every so often he roars to life, with glowing eyes and smoky breath.

There’s an up-close view (and selfie opportunity) of the statue from the 8th floor ‘Godzilla Terrace’ attached to the lobby of the Hotel Gracery Shinjuku; access is limited to hotel guests and customers of the hotel’s cafe (though we’ve never been stopped…).






DON’T MISS

THE MAGICAL GHIBLI MUSEUM

Master animator Miyazaki Hayao and his Studio Ghibli (pronounced ‘jiburi’) have been responsible for some of the best-loved films in Japan – and the world. Miyazaki himself designed Ghibli Museum (ジブリ美術館; www.ghibli-museum.jp; 1-1-83 Shimo-Renjaku, Mitaka-shi; adult ¥1000, child ¥100-700; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Chūō-Sōbu line to Mitaka, south exit) and it’s redolent of the dreamy, vaguely steampunk atmosphere that makes his animations so enchanting.

The building itself looks like an illustration from a European fairy tale. Inside there is an imagined workshop filled with the kinds of books and artworks that inspired the creator, as well as vintage machines from animation’s history.

This museum rewards curiosity and exploration: peer through a small window, for example, and you’ll see little soot sprites (as seen in Spirited Away; 2001); a spiral staircase leads to a purposefully overgrown rooftop terrace with a 5m tall statue of the Robot Soldier from Laputa (Castle in the Sky; 1986).

A highlight for children (sorry grown-ups!) is a giant, plush replica of the cat bus from the classic My Neighbor Totoro (1988) that kids can climb on. There’s also a small theatre where original animated shorts – which can only be seen here! – are screened (you’ll get a ticket for this when you enter). The film changes monthly to keep fans coming back.

Tickets can be purchased up to four months in advance from overseas travel agents or up to one month in advance through the convenience store Lawson’s online ticket portal. Both options are explained in detail on the website. For July and August visits especially, we recommend buying tickets as soon as you can from an agent as they will definitely sell out early. Tickets are non-transferable; you may be asked to show an ID.

The Ghibli Museum is located in the suburbs west of Shinjuku. Take the JR Chūō line from Shinjuku to Mitaka (20 minutes). From the south exit no 9 bus stop at Mitaka Station, get a shuttle bus (round trip/one way ¥320/210; every 20 minutes) for the museum.




Shinjuku I-LandPUBLIC ART

(map Google map; 新宿アイランド; 6-5-1 Nishi-Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Nishi-Shinjuku)


This otherwise ordinary office complex is home to more than a dozen public artworks, including one of Robert Indiana’s LOVE sculptures (on the southeast corner) and two Tokyo Brushstroke sculptures by Roy Lichtenstein (at the back, towards Ōme-kaidō). The open-air courtyard, with stonework by Giulio Paolini and several reasonably priced restaurants, makes an attractive lunch or coffee stop.
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Harajuku & Around


1Top Sights

1Meiji-jingūA1

2Nezu MuseumD4

3Omote-sandōC3

4Ukiyo-e Ōta Memorial Museum of ArtB2

5Yoyogi-kōenA2




1Sights

6Design FestaB2

7Dior Omote-sandōB3

8Espace Louis Vuitton TokyoC3

  Louis Vuitton Omote-sandō(see 8)

9Meiji-jingū GyoenA1

10Omotesandō HillsB3

11Prada AoyamaD4

12SunnyHills Minami-AoyamaD3

13Takeshita-dōriB2

14Tod’s Omote-sandōC3

15Tokyu PlazaB2




2Activities, Courses & Tours

16Ohara School of IkebanaC4




4Sleeping

17Dormy Inn Premium Shibuya JingūmaeA3




5Eating

18Agaru Sagaru Nishi-iru Higashi-iruB2

19Commune 2ndC3

20EatripB2

21Farmer’s Market @UNUB4

22Gomaya KukiB2

23Harajuku Gyōza-rōB3

24MaisenC3

25Mominoki HouseC1

26NarukiyoB4

  Sakura-tei(see 6)




6Drinking & Nightlife

27Aoyama Flower Market TeahouseC3

28Koffee MameyaC2

29Sakurai Japanese Tea ExperienceC4

30Two RoomsC4




3Entertainment

31Jingū Baseball StadiumD1




7Shopping

32Arts & ScienceD4

33Comme des GarçonsC4

34Gallery KawanoC3

35House @Mikiri HassinB3

36KiddyLandB3

37LaforetB2











1Harajuku & Aoyama

Harajuku is one of Tokyo’s biggest draws thanks to its grand shrine, Meiji-jingū. It’s also Tokyo’s real-life catwalk, a worldrenowned shopping destination where the ultra-chic (and chic in training) come to browse and be seen. Many boutiques here have been designed by influential architects – another draw. Neighbouring Aoyama is a shopping and dining district for the city’s fashionable elite.

Harajuku, and especially the boulevard Omote-sandō, can get extremely crowded – with foot traffic moving at a slow, platformshoe shuffle. If you want to seriously shop or zip around to see the museums and architecture, then head over on a weekday. If you want to get caught up in it all, check out the markets and people-watch, then come on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon.


[image: icon-top-choice]oMeiji-jingūSHINTO SHRINE

(map Google map; 明治神宮; 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-freegif]F


Tokyo’s grandest Shintō shrine 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. Constructed in 1920, the shrine was destroyed in WWII air raids and rebuilt in 1958; however, unlike so many of Japan’s postwar reconstructions, Meiji-jingū has atmosphere in spades. Note that the shrine is currently undergoing renovations bit by bit in preparation for its 100th anniversary, but will remain open.

The main shrine, built of unpainted cypress wood with a copper-plated roof, is in a wooded grove accessed via a long winding gravel path. At the start of the path you’ll pass through the first of several towering wooden torii. Just before the final torii is the temizuya (font), where visitors purify themselves by pouring water over their hands (purity is a tenet of Shintoism).

To make an offering at the main shrine, toss a ¥5 coin in the box, bow twice, clap your hands twice and then bow again. Nearby there are kiosks selling ema (wooden plaques on which prayers are written) and omamori (charms).

The shrine itself occupies only a small fraction of the sprawling forested grounds, which contain some 120,000 trees collected from all over Japan. Of this, only the strolling garden 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) is accessible to the public. The Meiji emperor himself designed the iris garden here to please the empress and the garden is most impressive when the irises bloom in June.






[image: icon-top-choice]oYoyogi-kōenPARK

(map Google map; 代々木公園; www.yoyogipark.info; Yoyogi-kamizono-chō, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit)


If it’s a sunny and warm weekend afternoon, you can count on there being a crowd lazing around the large grassy expanse that is Yoyogi-kōen. You’ll usually find revellers and noisemakers of all stripes, from hula-hoopers to African drum circles to retro greasers dancing around a boom box. It’s an excellent place for a picnic and probably the only place in the city where you can reasonably toss a Frisbee without fear of hitting someone.






[image: icon-top-choice]oUkiyo-e Ōta Memorial Museum of ArtMUSEUM

(map Google map; 浮世絵太田記念美術館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3403-0880; www.ukiyoe-ota-muse.jp; 1-10-10 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; adult ¥700-1000, child free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10.30am-5.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit)


This small museum (where you swap your shoes for slippers) is the best place in Tokyo to see ukiyo-e. Each month it presents a seasonal, thematic exhibition (with English curation notes), drawing from the truly impressive collection of Ōta Seizo, the former head of the Toho Life Insurance Company. Most exhibitions include a few works by masters such as Hokusai and Hiroshige. The museum closes the last few days of the month (between exhibitions).






[image: icon-top-choice]oNezu MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 根津美術館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3400-2536; www.nezu-muse.or.jp; 6-5-1 Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥1100/free, special exhibitions extra ¥200; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Omote-sandō, exit A5)


Nezu Museum offers a striking blend of old and new: a renowned collection of Japanese, Chinese and Korean antiquities in a gallery space designed by contemporary architect Kuma Kengo. Select items from the extensive collection are displayed in seasonal exhibitions. The English explanations are usually pretty good. Behind the galleries is a woodsy strolling garden laced with stone paths and studded with teahouses and sculptures.






Takeshita-dōriSTREET

(map Google map; 竹下通り; Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Takeshita exit)


This is Tokyo’s famous fashion bazaar. It’s an oddly mixed bag: newer shops selling trendy, youthful styles alongside stores still invested in the trappings of decades of subcultures past (plaid and safety pins for the punks; colourful tutus for the decora; Victorian dresses for the Gothic Lolitas). Be warned: this pedestrian alley is a pilgrimage site for teens from all over Japan, which means it can get packed.






ADVANCED PLANNING

AThe best workshops and courses are designed for small groups, so sign up in advance (usually possible online).

AIf you want to try go-karting, get an international driving licence in your home country.

ABook tickets for sumo, kabuki and Giants baseball games online to lock in good seats. Tickets usually go on sale one month to two months prior.

ATickets for the Ghibli Museum go on sale three months in advance; reserve yours asap.

AOther attractions that require advanced reservations include the Imperial Palace, if you want to tour the grounds.




Design FestaGALLERY

(map Google map; デザインフェスタ; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3479-1442; www.designfestagallery.com; 3-20-2 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-8pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Takeshita exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Design Festa has long been a champion of Tokyo’s DIY art scene and it’s maze-like building is a Harajuku landmark. Inside there are dozens of small galleries rented by the day. More often than not, the artists themselves are hanging around, too.











2City Walk
Omote-sandō Architecture


[image: 17-omote-sando-wt-jap16jpg]





START Tokyu Plaza

END SunnyHills

LENGTH 1.2km; one hour



Omote-sandō is like a walk-through showroom featuring the who’s who of contemporary architecture.

Start at the intersection of Omote-sandō and Meiji-dōri, at 1 Tokyu Plaza, a castle-like structure built in 2012 and designed by up-and-coming architect Nakamura Hiroshi. The entrance is a dizzying hall of mirrors and there’s a roof garden (with a Starbucks) on top.

Continue to Tadao Ando’s deceptively deep 2 Omotesandō Hills (2003). This high-end shopping mall spirals around a sunken central atrium. Ando’s architecture uses materials such as concrete to create strong geometric shapes, often drawn from Japan’s traditional architecture.

Across the street, the five-storey glass 3 Dior Building (2003), designed by SANAA (Nishizawa Ryue and Sejima Kazuyo), has a filmy surface that seems to hang like a dress (an effect achieved with clever lighting and acrylic screens).

A couple of blocks down, Aoki Jun’s 4 Louis Vuitton Building (2002) has offset panels of tinted glass behind sheets of metal mesh that are meant to evoke a stack of trunks. There’s an art gallery on the 7th floor.

Climb onto the elevated crosswalk to better admire Itō Tōyō’s construction for 5 Tod’s (2004). The criss-crossing strips of concrete take their inspiration from the zelkova trees below; they’re also structural.

You can’t miss the 6 Prada Aoyama Building (2003) with its curvaceous exterior of convex glass bubbles. Created by Herzog & de Meuron, this is the building that escalated the design race in the neighbourhood.

Turn the corner to see Kengo Kuma’s design for Taiwanese pineapple cake shop 7 SunnyHills (2014). Kuma is an architect known for his use of wood and traditional Japanese joinery techniques, and this building represents his work at its most playful. The 3D-modelled latticework is supposed to evoke a bamboo basket, but also resembles a cross-hatched pineapple.
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Shibuya


1Top Sights

1Shibuya CrossingC3




1Sights

2d47 MuseumD3

3Mag’s ParkC3

4Myth of TomorrowD3

5Shibuya Center-gaiC3

6Shibuya StreamD4




4Sleeping

7Hotel Mets ShibuyaD4

8MillennialsC2

  Shibuya Stream Excel Hotel Tokyu(see 6)

9TurntableA4




5Eating

10Ahiru StoreA1

11CamelbackA1

  d47 Shokudō(see 2)

12Food ShowC3

13Gyūkatsu MotomuraD4

14Katsu MidoriC3

  Maru Bengara(see 6)

15MatsukiyaB4

16PignonA2

17SagataniB3




6Drinking & Nightlife

18Beat CafeB3

19ContactC3

20Fuglen TokyoA1

21Karaoke RainbowC2

22Nonbei-yokochōD3

23OathC4

24Rhythm CafeB2




3Entertainment

25Club QuattroB3

26WWWC2




7Shopping

27d47 design travel storeD3

28Mega DonkiB3

29Shibuya 109C3

30Shibuya Publishing & BooksellersA1

31Tokyu HandsC2

32Tower RecordsC2











1Shibuya

Shibuya, the heart of Tokyo’s youth culture, hits you over the head with its sheer presence: the continuous flow of people, the glowing video screens and the tangible buzz.


[image: icon-top-choice]oShibuya CrossingSTREET

(map Google map; 渋谷スクランブル交差点, Shibuya Scramble; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, Hachikō exit)


Rumoured to be the busiest intersection in the world (and definitely in Japan), Shibuya Crossing is like a giant beating heart, sending people in all directions with every pulsing light change. Nowhere else says ‘Welcome to Tokyo’ better than this. Hundreds of people – and at peak times upwards of 3000 people – cross at a time, coming from all directions at once, yet still to dodging each other with a practised, nonchalant agility.

Mag’s Park (map Google map; 1-23-10 Jinnan; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-11pm), the rooftop of the Shibuya 109-2 department store, has the best views over the neighbourhood’s famous scramble crossing. It’s screened with plexiglass, so you can still get good photos, without having to worry about losing anything over the edge).

The intersection is most impressive after dark on a Friday or Saturday night, when the crowds pouring out of the station are at their thickest and neon-lit by the signs above. The rhythms here are, however, tied to the train station and after the last train pulls out for the night, the intersection becomes eerily quiet.





[image: shutterstock_289571369-jpg]

Shibuya Crossing | SEAN PAVONE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Shibuya Center-gaiSTREET

(map Google map; 渋谷センター街, Shibuya Sentā-gai; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, Hachikō exit)


Shibuya’s main drag is closed to cars and chock-a-block with fast-food joints and high-street fashion shops. At night, lit bright as day, with a dozen competing soundtracks (coming from who knows where), wares spilling onto the streets and strutting teens, it feels like a block party – or Tokyo’s version of a classic Asian night market.






d47 MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; www.hikarie8.com; 8th fl, Shibuya Hikarie, 2-21-1 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-8pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, east exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Lifestyle brand D&Department combs the country for the platonic ideals of the utterly ordinary: the perfect broom, bottle opener or salt shaker (to name a few examples). See rotating exhibitions of its latest finds from all 47 prefectures at this one-room museum.

The excellent d47 design travel store is next door.






Myth of TomorrowPUBLIC ART

(map Google map; 明日の神話, Asu no Shinwa; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, Hachikō exit)


Okamoto Tarō’s mural, Myth of Tomorrow (1967), was commissioned by a Mexican luxury hotel but went missing two years later. It finally turned up in 2003 and, in 2008, the haunting 30m-long work, which depicts the atomic bomb exploding over Hiroshima, was installed inside Shibuya Station. It’s on the 2nd floor, in the corridor leading to the Inokashira line.






Shibuya StreamLANDMARK

(map Google map; 渋谷ストリーム; https://shibuyastream.jp; 3-21-3 Shibuya, Shibuya; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza, Hanzōmon & Fukutoshin lines to Shibuya, exit 16b, [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, new south exit)


It’s hard to imagine, but Shibuya Crossing actually sits on the confluence of two rivers: the Shibuya-gawa and the Uda-gawa, which were diverted underground decades ago. Shibuya Stream, part of Shibuya’s redevelopment, is a step towards bringing the city’s waterways back. It’s mostly a giant, glass multipurpose complex, but there’s a lovely stretch of the newly liberated Shibuya-gawa flanked by terraces and some bars and restaurants.
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Ebisu & Meguro


1Sights

1Beer Museum YebisuE3

2Institute for Nature StudyF5

3Meguro-gawaB3

4Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art MuseumE5

5TOP MuseumD4




4Sleeping

6Mustard HotelC1




5Eating

7AfuriD2

8DelifuciousA2

9Ebisu-yokochōD2

10IppoE2

11OucaD2

12Rangmang ShokudōC2

13Ta-imE2

14TonkiD5

15Yakiniku ChampionC3




6Drinking & Nightlife

16Bar TrenchC2

17Circus TokyoC1

18Gem by MotoE2

19Onibus CoffeeB3




3Entertainment

20UnitB2




7Shopping

21\.\.\.research General StoreA2

22Daikanyama T-SiteB2

23KapitalD3

24OkuraB2

25VaseB3











1Ebisu & Meguro

Ebisu and Meguro are gateways to largely residential (some artsy, some upscale, some both) districts, where Tokyo takes on a more human scale.


Beer Museum YebisuMUSEUM

(map Google map; エビスビール記念館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5423-7255; www.sapporoholdings.jp/english/guide/yebisu; 4-20-1 Ebisu, Shibuya-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-7pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ebisu, east exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


Photos, vintage bottles and posters document the rise of Yebisu, and beer in general, in Japan at this small museum located where the actual Yebisu brewery stood from the late 19th century until 1988. At the ‘tasting salon’ you can sample four kinds of Yebisu beer (¥400 each or three smaller glasses for ¥800). It’s behind the Mitsukoshi department store at Yebisu Garden Place.






TOP MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 東京都写真美術館, Tokyo Photographic Arts Museum; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3280-0099; www.topmuseum.jp; 1-13-3 Mita, Meguro-ku; ¥500-1000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm Tue, Wed, Sat & Sun, to 8pm Thu & Fri; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ebisu, east exit)


Tokyo’s principal photography museum usually holds three different exhibitions at once, drawing on both its extensive collection of Japanese artists and images on loan. Shows may include the history of photography, retrospectives of major artists or surveys of up-and-coming ones.

The museum is at the far end of Yebisu Garden Place, on the right side of the complex if you’re coming from Ebisu Station. There’s a branch of the excellent art bookshop Nadiff here, too.






Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art MuseumMUSEUM

(map Google map; 東京都庭園美術館; www.teienart-museum.ne.jp; 5-21-9 Shirokanedai, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥1200/960; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-6pm, closed 2nd & 4th Wed each month; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Meguro, east exit)


Although the Teien museum often hosts excellent exhibitions – usually of decorative arts – its chief appeal lies in the building itself: it’s an art deco structure, a former princely estate built in 1933, designed by French architect Henri Rapin, with much of the original interior intact. Tip: budget time to lounge around on the manicured lawn. A recent renovation saw the addition of a modern annex designed by artist Sugimoto Hiroshi. Note that the museum is closed between exhibitions.

Check the website for occasional performing arts events, sometimes held on the lawn.






Meguro-gawaRIVER

(map Google map; 目黒川; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Naka-Meguro, main exit)


Lined with cherry trees and a walking path, the Meguro-gawa (not so much a river as a canal) is what gives the neighbourhood Naka-Meguro its unlikely village vibe. On either side you’ll find boutiques and a handful of eating and drinking spots.






Institute for Nature StudyPARK

(map Google map; 自然教育園, Shizen Kyōiku-en; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3441-7176; www.ins.kahaku.go.jp; 5-21-5 Shirokanedai, Meguro-ku; adult/child ¥310/free; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-4.30pm Tue-Sun Sep-Apr, to 5pm Tue-Sun May-Aug, last entry 4pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Meguro, east exit)


What would Tokyo look like were it left to its own natural devices? Since 1949 this park, affiliated with the Tokyo National Museum, has let the local flora go wild. There are wonderful walks through its groves, around ponds and on boardwalks over marshes. No more than 300 people are allowed in at a time, which makes for an even more peaceful setting.
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Odaiba & Tokyo Bay


1Top Sights

1National Museum of Emerging Science & Innovation \(Miraikan\)B3

2teamLab BorderlessC2
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3Odaiba Kaihin-kōenB1

4Toyosu MarketC3

5Unicorn GundamB2
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7Tokyo JoypolisB1




5Eating
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9Daiwa SushiC3

  Mosuke Dango(see 9)

10Sushi DaiC3




6Drinking & Nightlife

11Jicoo the Floating BarA1











1Odaiba & Tokyo Bay

This collection of artificial islands on Tokyo Bay is a family-oriented entertainment district, with interactive museums, shopping malls and theme parks.


[image: icon-top-choice]oteamLab BorderlessMUSEUM

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6406-3949; https://borderless.teamlab.art; 1-3-8 Aomi, Kōtō-ku; adult/child ¥3200/1000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7pm Mon-Thu & Sun, to 9pm Fri & Sat, closed 2nd & 4th Tue; [image: icon-familygif]c; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Aomi)


Digital-art collective teamLab has created 60 artworks for this new museum that tests the border between art and the viewer: many are interactive. Not sure how? That’s the point – go up to the artworks, move and touch them (or just stand still) and see how they react. There is no suggested route; teamLab Borderless is all about exploration. Buy tickets in advance online.

Making your way from room to room feels like entering a sequence of discrete worlds – a bit like being in a fantasy role-playing game. Don’t miss the magical Crystal World and Forest of Lamps; the latter you’ll likely have to queue for.

On the 2nd floor, the Athletics Forest is a collection of installations designed with kids in mind (but grown-ups can join in, too). A highlight here is the chance to colour in a drawing of an animal, insect or flower, and then watch as it is born into an animated creature.

Take a break at the En Tea House, where you can see digital flowers bloom inside your cup of tea (¥500).





[image: 01_Universe_of_Water_Particles_on_a_Rock_where_People_Gather_02-jpg]

teamLab Borderless | EXHIBITION VIEW OF MORI BUILDING DIGITAL ART MUSEUM: TEAMLAB BORDERLESS 2018 ODAIBA, TOKYO, © TEAMLAB. TEAMLAB IS REPRESENTED BY PACE GALLERY


Toyosu MarketMARKET

(map Google map; 豊洲市場, Toyosu Shijō; www.shijou.metro.tokyo.jp; 6-chōme Toyosu, Kōtō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5am-5pm Mon-Sat, closed some Wed; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Shijō-mae)


In 2018, Tokyo’s central wholesale market moved from its iconic Tsukiji location to this new facility in Toyosu. It’s a structure dreamed up by bureaucrats; access is limited, but smoother than it was at Tsukiji. The early-morning tuna auction and other parts of the market are visible from glass-walled viewing platforms; visitors aren’t allowed on the market floor. The upper floors have some shops and restaurants, including sushi counters originally at Tsukiji. Get here early to make the most of your visit.

The market is divided into three blocks (5, 6 and 7), all connected via promenades that also run directly to the train station, and is well signposted in English.

The highlight for many visitors is the tuna auction, where the naka-oroshi (intermediate wholesalers) gamble on bluefin tuna brought in from all over the world. The auction starts around 5am and finishes by 6.30am. A limited number of visitors can observe the auction up close from a mezzanine-level viewing platform that is only partially shielded by glass; for details see the market website. Otherwise anyone can watch it from the glassed-in corridors on the 2nd floor of block 7. On your way here from the train station, you’ll pass a row of restaurants; traditional sweets shop Mosuke Dango is here.

In block 6 is the produce market; auctions take place here at 6.30am and are also visible from the corridors above. Daiwa Sushi is in this building, on the ground floor (enter from outside).

The intermediate wholesaler market – where sushi chefs and fishmongers come to buy from the naka-oroshi – is in building 5. You can peer down into it from windows on the 3rd floor but the view isn’t great. Also on the 3rd floor is another collection of restaurants, including Sushi Dai; the 4th floor has shops selling tea, knives, katsuo-bushi (dried bonito flakes), miso and more. Above is a grassy rooftop garden.

The metropolitan government decided to move the city’s wholesale market from Tsukiji to Toyosu in 2012, citing outdated facilities (Tsukiji Market was built in 1935). But the move, finally completed in October 2018, was a controversial one, fought by many vendors and citizens. While the new site is significantly larger than the old and far more contemporary, the Toyosu building’s position on the former site of a gas refinery was concerning for some, particularly as the ground water has tested high for toxic chemicals in the past.






Unicorn GundamSTATUE

(map Google map; ユニコーンガンダム; 1-1-10 Aomi, Kōtō-ku; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Daiba, south exit) [image: icon-freegif]F


This is truly an only-in-Tokyo sight: a 19.7m-tall model of an RX-0 Unicorn Gundam from the iconic Mobile Suit Gundam anime franchise. It undergoes a transformation four times a day (at 11am, 1pm, 3pm and 5pm) into ‘destroy mode’; light shows take place on the half-hour between 7pm and 9.30pm. The statue is in front of the Diver City shopping mall.






[image: icon-top-choice]oNational Museum of Emerging Science & Innovation (Miraikan)MUSEUM

(map Google map; 未来館; www.miraikan.jst.go.jp; 2-3-6 Aomi, Kōtō-ku; adult/child ¥620/210; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Telecom Center, north exit)


Miraikan means ‘hall of the future’, and the hands-on exhibits here present the science and technology that will possibly shape the years to come. Don’t miss the demonstrations of humanoid robot ASIMO (11am, 1pm, 2pm and 4pm) and the lifelike android Otonaroid (demonstration 11.30am; interactive experience 3pm to 5pm). The Gaia dome theatre/planetarium (adult/child ¥300/100) has an English audio option and is popular; book online one week in advance. A multilingual smartphone app makes a game out of visiting.






Odaiba Kaihin-kōenPARK

(map Google map; お台場海浜公園, Odaiba Marine Park; www.tptc.co.jp; 1-4-1 Daiba, Minato-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h24hr; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Odaiba Kaihin-kōen)


There are good views of Tokyo from this park’s promenades and elevated walkways – especially at night when old-fashioned yakatabune (low-slung wooden pleasure boats), decorated with lanterns, traverse the bay. Note that swimming here is not permitted.










TOKYO FOR CHILDREN

Odaiba is a popular destination for local families and is full of kid-friendly attractions, such as the hands-on National Museum of Emerging Science & Innovation; the inspiring and immersive teamLab Borderless; the virtual reality arcade Tokyo Joypolis; and the awesome Unicorn Gundam model. With the exception of the latter, these are all indoor attractions – perfect for rainy days. Odaiba’s big malls all have food courts with family-friendly restaurants (including some international chains).

Tokyo Dome City, in Kōrakuen, with its baseball stadium and science museum is another good bet. And everyone loves the Ghibli Museum.

Get older kids cycling around the city – or even kayaking. Or trying their hand at traditional arts and crafts, like woodblock printmaking.

Also fun (and good on a rainy day): karaoke.




2Activities


Amusement Parks


Tokyo Disney ResortAMUSEMENT PARK

(東京ディズニーリゾート; [image: icon-phonegif]%domestic calls 0570-00-8632, from overseas +81-45-330-5211; www.tokyodisneyresort.jp; 1-1 Maihama, Urayasu-shi, Chiba-ken; 1-day ticket for 1 park adult/child ¥7400/4800, after 6pm ¥4200; [image: icon-hoursgif]hvaries by season; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Keiyō line to Maihama, south exit)


Tokyo Disney Resort includes Tokyo Disneyland, modelled after the one in California, and also Tokyo DisneySea, an original theme park with seven ‘ports’ evoking locales real and imagined (the Mediterranean and ‘Mermaid Lagoon’, for example). DisneySea targets a more grown-up crowd, but still has many attractions for kids. Both resorts get extremely crowded, especially on weekends and during summer holidays; you’ll have to be strategic with your FastPasses. Book admission tickets online to save time.






Sky CircusAMUSEMENT PARK

(map Google map; スカイサーカス; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3989-3457; www.skycircus.jp; Sunshine 60, 3-1-1 Higashi-Ikebukuro, Toshima-ku; observatory ticket adult/child 1200/600, attractions extra; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ikebukuro, east exit)


One of Tokyo’s better virtual-reality parks, Sky Circus has an aerial roller-coaster that snakes between Ikebukuro’s skyscrapers (Swing Coaster; ¥400) and a cannon attraction that sends you bouncing around a futuristic version of Tokyo’s more famous attractions (Tokyo Bullet Flight; ¥600). Basic instructions are given in English. If you are prone to motion sickness you will feel it, possibly acutely.

You have to first buy a ticket to the 60th-floor observatory – which is nice in its own right – from the ticket counter in the basement of Sunshine 60 (part of Sunshine City). You can get your hand stamped for in-and-out entry all day. Attraction tickets can be bought on the 60th floor. Last ticket sales are at 8.50pm.

To ride the attractions, children must be over seven years of age and taller than 130cm; grown-ups no bigger than 2m and 100kg.






Tokyo JoypolisAMUSEMENT PARK

(map Google map; 東京ジョイポリス; http://tokyo-joypolis.com; 3rd-5th fl, DECKS Tokyo Beach, 1-6-1 Daiba, Minato-ku; adult/child ¥800/500, all-rides passport ¥4300/3300, passport after 5pm ¥3300/2300; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-10pm; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Odaiba Kaihin-kōen, north exit)


This indoor amusement park is stacked with virtual-reality attractions and thrill rides, such as the video-enhanced Halfpipe Tokyo; there are rides for little ones, too. Separate admission and individual ride tickets (¥500 to ¥800) are available, but if you plan to ride more than a few, the unlimited ‘passport’ makes sense.

Bring your passport for a slight discount on admission.








Onsen


[image: icon-top-choice]oRokuryu KōsenBATHHOUSE

(map Google map; 六龍鉱泉; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3821-3826; 3-4-20 Ikenohata, Taitō-ku; ¥460; [image: icon-hoursgif]h3.30-11pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nezu, exit 2)


Dating from 1931, this gem of a neighbourhood sentō (public bath) has a beautiful mural of the wooden arched bridge Kintai-kyo in Iwasaki on the bathhouse wall. The amber-hued water is packed with minerals that are reputed to be excellent for your skin, if you can stand the water temperature – a scalding-hot 45°C in the cooler of the two pools!

The bathhouse is located down a small lane next to a shop with a green awning.






[image: icon-top-choice]oSpa LaQuaONSEN

(map Google map; スパ ラクーア; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5800-9999; www.laqua.jp; 5th-9th fl, Tokyo Dome City, 1-1-1 Kasuga, Bunkyō-ku; weekday/weekend ¥2850/3174; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9am; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Kōrakuen, exit 2)


One of Tokyo’s few true onsen, this chic spa complex, renovated in 2017, relies on natural hot-spring water from 1700m below ground. There are indoor and outdoor baths, saunas and a bunch of add-on options, such as akasuri (Korean-style whole-body exfoliation). It’s a fascinating introduction to Japanese health and beauty rituals.






Ōedo Onsen MonogatariONSEN

(map Google map; 大江戸温泉物語; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5500-1126; www.ooedoonsen.jp; 2-6-3 Aomi, Kōtō-ku; adult/child ¥2720/1058, surcharge Sat & Sun ¥220; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9am, last entry 7am; [image: icon-traingif]dYurikamome line to Telecom Center, south exit or Rinkai line to Tokyo Teleport, exit B with free shuttle bus)


Come experience the truly Japanese phenomenon that is an amusement park centred on bathing. There are multiple tubs to choose from, filled with real hot-spring water (pumped from 1400m below Tokyo Bay), and a lanternlit re-creation of an old Tokyo downtown area. Come after 6pm for a ¥540 discount. Visitors with tattoos will be denied admission.






Jakotsu-yuBATHHOUSE

(map Google map; 蛇骨湯; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3841-8645; www.jakotsuyu.co.jp; 1-11-11 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; adult/child ¥460/180; [image: icon-hoursgif]h1pm-midnight Wed-Mon; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Tawaramachi, exit 3)


Unlike most sentō, the tubs here are filled with pure hot-spring water, naturally the colour of weak tea. Another treat is the lovely, lantern-lit, rock-framed rotemburo (outdoor bath). Jakotsu-yu is a welcoming place; it has English signage and doesn’t have a policy against tattoos.






Thermae-yuONSEN

(map Google map; テルマー湯; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5285-1726; www.thermae-yu.jp; 1-1-2 Kabukichō, Shinjuku-ku; weekdays/weekends & holidays ¥2365/2690; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-9am; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shinjuku, east exit)


The best (and most literal) example to date that red-light district Kabukichō is cleaning up its act: this sparkling-clean onsen complex. The tubs, which include several indoor and outdoor ones (sex-segregated), are filled with honest-to-goodness natural hot-spring water. There are several saunas, including a hot-stone sauna (ganbanyoku; ¥810 extra). Towels included. No tattoos allowed.

You can stay the night here (sleeping on a reclining armchair) for an extra ¥1840.








Outdoors


Tokyobike Rentals YanakaCYCLING

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5809-0980; www.tokyobikerentals.com; 4-2-39 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; 1st day ¥3000, additional day ¥1500; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7.30pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Nippori, west exit)


Around the corner from its main showroom, the hipster bicycle manufacturer Tokyobike rents seven- and eight-speed city bikes for the day. Book ahead online. Helmet and locker rentals (¥500 each) are available too, and there’s a good shop and pleasant cafe also serving craft beer here.

See its website for an excellent guide to neighbourhood spots.






ZACKAYAKING

([image: icon-phonegif]%03-6671-0201; www.zacsports.com; adult/child ¥5500/4500; [image: icon-subwaygif]bShinjuku line to Higashi-ōshima, Komatsugawa exit)


Choose either day or night to go on these 1½-hour kayaking tours of the Kyunaka-gawa (actually a canal) way out east of Ryūgoku. It’s a wonderful way to get an alternative view of the city, plus some light exercise. If there is just one person on the tour, add ¥1000 to the pricing.

The website has instructions on how to dress and where to meet for the tours. Guides speak basic English.










CCourses


[image: icon-top-choice]oToyokuni Atelier GalleryARTS & CRAFTS

(map Google map; 豊國アトリエ; [image: icon-phonegif]%090-4069-8410; www.nekomachi.com; 3-1-13 Kanda-Jimbōchō, Chiyoda-ku; 1hr class ¥2000; [image: icon-hoursgif]hgallery noon-5pm Tue-Thu & Sat & Sun, classes 1pm, 3pm or 5pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bShinjuku line to Jimbōchō, exit A1)


Get a taster of sumie, the delicate art of ink painting on washi (Japanese handmade paper), at this gallery displaying the artworks of master ink painter Honda Toyokuni. The one-hour class is taught by his English-speaking, affable son Yuta, and highly recommended for budding artists of all ages. Reservations are essential.

Classes with 73-year-old Toyokuni cost ¥15,000 and last two hours.






[image: icon-top-choice]oTsukiji Soba AcademyCOOKING

(map Google map; 築地そばアカデミー; http://soba.specialist.co.jp; Hins Minato #004, 3-18-14 Minato, Chūō-ku; up to 3 people from ¥30,000, per additional person ¥10,000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bYūrakuchō line to Shintomichō, exit 7)


Genial English-speaking chef Inoue Akila is a master of soba – noodles made from nutty buckwheat flour. He’s taught chefs who have gone on to win Michelin stars for their versions of this classic Tokyo dish. Classes are held in a compact kitchen overlooking the Sumida-gawa.

Additional vegetarian and gluten-free menus available for an extra fee.






[image: icon-top-choice]oWanariyaTRADITIONAL CRAFT

(map Google map; 和なり屋; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5603-9169; www.wanariya.jp; 1-8-10 Senzoku, Taitō-ku; indigo dyeing/weaving from ¥1920/1980; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-7pm irregular holidays; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Iriya, exit 1)


A team of young and friendly Japanese runs this indigodyeing and traditional hataori (hand-loom-weaving) workshop. In under an hour you can learn to dye a T-shirt or a tote bag or weave a pair of coasters. It’s a fantastic opportunity to make your own souvenirs. Book at least three days in advance.






[image: icon-top-choice]oMokuhankanTRADITIONAL CRAFT

(map Google map; 木版館; [image: icon-phonegif]%070-5011-1418; www.mokuhankan.com; 1-41-8 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; per person ¥2000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-5.30pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-traingif]dTsukuba Express to Asakusa, exit 5)


Try your hand at making ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) at this studio run by expat David Bull. Hour-long ‘print parties’ are great fun and take place daily; sign up online. There’s a shop here too, where you can buy vintage prints as well as Bull’s and Jed Henry’s humorous Ukiyo-e Heroes series – contemporary prints featuring video-game characters in traditional settings.






Buddha BelliesCOOKING

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%080-5001-9395; www.buddhabelliestokyo.jimdo.com; classes ¥5500-10,000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Yushima, exit 3)


English-speaking professional sushi chef and sake sommelier Ayuko and her husband lead small hands-on classes in sushi, bentō (boxed lunch), udon and wagashi (Japanese sweets) making. Classes are held at Ayuko’s home close to Yushima Station (she’ll meet you at exit 3) and run usually from 11am, lasting 2½ hours. Book early.

Vegetarian, vegan and halal menus are also available.






Kitchen Kujo TokyoCOOKING

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5832-9452; www.kujo.tokyo; 1-2-10 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; classes ¥6000-12,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]hclasses 10.30am or 1.30pm, bar 6-10.30pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nezu, exit 2)


The Kobayashi family and their translator and ramen chef Jun offer an interesting variety of cooking and culture classes at this handy studio devoted to cooking with organic products. Learn how to make tofu, miso, vegan ramen and curry rice with guest instructor Curryman (who dresses in a wacky costume). Also available are calligraphy, tea-ceremony and yoga classes.






Ohara School of IkebanaIKEBANA

(map Google map; 小原流いけばな; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5774-5097; www.ohararyu.or.jp; 5-7-17 Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku; classes ¥4000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Omote-sandō, exit B1)


This well-regarded, modern ikebana school teaches 90-minute introductory flower-arrangement classes in English every Thursday at 10am and 1pm, and at 10.30am on the first and third Sunday of the month. Sign up online by 3pm the Tuesday before (the earlier the better, as spaces are limited).






Tokyo CookCOOKING

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5414-2727; www.tokyo-cook.com; 3rd fl, Roppongi Green Bldg, 6-1-8 Roppongi, Minato-ku; classes from ¥8640; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 3)


Among the several types of cooking classes in English on offer here are ones focusing on making vegetarian dishes, the temple food shōjin-ryōri and soba noodles. Courses are led by professional chefs and are held inside the restaurant Sougo.








DON’T MISS

GO-KARTING

Experience Tokyo as if in a real-life video game on fun go-karting tours around the city with MariCAR (map Google map; マリカー; [image: icon-phonegif]%080-8899-8899; https://maricar.com; 4-12-9 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; 1/2/3hr tours ¥5000/7500/10,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-8pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Suehirochō, exit 1), where you can dress up in brightly coloured onesies. The two-hour course will get you out to Tokyo Skytree and down to Ginza.

Before you start there’s only a short tutorial on how to drive the go-karts, then you’re on the road with trucks and buses, so absolutely speak up if you’re not comfortable; there’s always an English-speaking guide and they are experienced at navigating the traffic and at pains to stress safety. You must have a valid international (or Japanese) driver’s license.

MariCAR also has shops in Shibuya, Asakusa, Shinagawa and Shin-Kiba – each one offering different driving courses.




TTours

Free walking tours led by English-speaking volunteer guides take place weekly around Asakusa, Ueno (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6280-6710; www.tokyosgg.jp; 7-47 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10.30am & 1.30pm Wed, Fri & Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Ueno-kōen exit), Yanaka (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6280-6710; www.tokyosgg.jp; 7-8-10 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10.30am & 1.30pm Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dYamanote line to Nippori, north exit) and the Imperial Palace East Garden (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6280-6710; JNTO Tourist Information Center, 3-3-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; [image: icon-hoursgif]h1pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nijūbashimae, exit 1). No advance reservations are required – just show up (though places are limited).


[image: icon-top-choice]oTokyo Great Cycling TourCYCLING

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-4590-2995; www.tokyocycling.jp; 1-3-2 Shinkawa, Chūō-ku; tours ¥3000-10,000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Kayabachō, exit 3)


There’s a fine variety of routes and different themes offered here to suit everyone from casual pedallers to more serious cyclists. The English-speaking staff and guides are very friendly and professional. You can also rent bikes from ¥2500 a day.

The same company also offers excellent kayaking tours (the longest route takes you on a fascinating 10km circuit including the Sumida, Kanda and Nihombashi rivers) and running tours around the palace and along the Sumida-gawa.






Hato Bus ToursBUS

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3435-6081; www.hatobus.com; tours ¥1500-12,000; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Hamamatsuchō, south exit)


This long-established bus-tour company offers hour-long, half-day and full-day bus tours of the city. Shorter tours cruise by the sights in an open-air double-decker bus; longer ones make stops. Tours leave from Hato Bus terminals in the annex of the World Trade Centre in Hamamatsuchō, as well as Shinjuku and from Tokyo train station (map; per person ¥1800-12,000; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Tokyo, Marunouchi exit).












zFestivals & Events


Tokyo MarathonSPORTS

(www.marathon.tokyo; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMar)


Tokyo’s biggest running event happens on the first Sunday of March. Competition for slots is fierce; sign up the summer before.






Kanda MatsuriCULTURAL

(神田祭; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMay)


Kanda Matsuri, put on by Kanda Myōjin, was historically one of Tokyo’s most important festivals – and it still puts on a good show, with a parade of mikoshi (portable shrines) around Kanda and Akihabara. It’s held on the weekend closest to 15 May on odd-numbered years.






Sanja MatsuriPARADE

(三社祭; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMay)


Tokyo’s biggest festival is held over the third weekend of May and attracts about 1.5 million spectators to Asakusa-jinja. The highlight is the rowdy parade of mikoshi carried by men and women in traditional dress, with the grandest floats making the rounds on Sunday.






Roppongi Art NightART

(www.roppongiartnight.com; [image: icon-hoursgif]hMay)


Held in late May, this weekend-long (literally, as venues stay open all night) arts event sees large-scale installations and performances taking over the museums, galleries and streets of Roppongi. The vibe is more party than highbrow.






Sumida-gawa FireworksFIREWORKS

(隅田川花火大会, Sumida-gawa Hanabi Taikai; www.sumidagawa-hanabi.com; [image: icon-hoursgif]hJul)


Held the last Saturday of July, the largest of the summer fireworks shows sees 20,000 pyrotechnic wonders explode over Asakusa. The show starts around 7pm, but you’ll have to get there way earlier to get a good spot.






Kōenji Awa OdoriPARADE

(高円寺阿波おどり; www.koenji-awaodori.com; [image: icon-hoursgif]hAug)


The most famous of Tokyo’s awa odori (dance festivals for O-Bon) sees 10,000 participants in traditional costumes dancing their way through the streets of Kōenji over the last weekend of August.








4Sleeping


4Marunouchi & Nihombashi


[image: icon-top-choice]oCitanHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6661-7559; https://backpackersjapan.co.jp/citan; 15-2 Nihombashi-Odenmachō, Chūō-ku; dm/tw/d from ¥3000/8400/8500; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bShinjuku line to Bakuro-Yokoyama, exit A1)


The Bakurochō area has exploded with flashpacker hostels in the last few years – this is one of the biggest and the best. The trendy young staff are very helpful, and both dorms and private rooms (all share bathrooms) sport a pared-back contemporary look.

Also here is a spacious and buzzy basement cafe-bar (open 8am to 10.30pm), which serves craft beer and decent food, and hosts occasional events and DJ nights.






Wise Owl Hostels TokyoHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5541-2960; www.wiseowlhostels.com; 3-22-9 Hatchōbori, Chūō-ku; dm/d from ¥2400/6000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W)


This industrial-looking hostel ticks all the boxes, with a superconvenient location above the subway and a relatively short walk or taxi ride from Marunouchi and Ginza. A clever configuration of wooden-cubicle bunks makes up the dorms; private rooms have one bunk bed. There’s friendly service, a coffee stand in the lobby, a DJ bar in the basement and an attached izakaya for food.






[image: icon-top-choice]oHoshinoya TokyoRYOKAN¥¥¥

(map Google map; 星のや東京; [image: icon-phonegif]%050-3786-1144; www.hoshinoyatokyo.com; 1-9-1 Ōtemachi, Chiyoda-ku; r incl breakfast from ¥166,000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Ōtemachi, exit A1)


In creating this contemporary ryokan in the heart of Tokyo, Hoshinoya has barely put a foot wrong, overcoming a location boxed in by office towers. Staying here is all about insulating yourself from the city in a building that incorporates timeless artisanship and the best of traditional Japanese design and service.






[image: icon-top-choice]oAman TokyoDESIGN HOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5224-3333; www.aman.com; 1-5-6 Ōtemachi, Chiyoda-ku; r from ¥120,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Ōtemachi, exit A5)


Overlooking the Imperial Palace from atop Ōtemachi Tower, this outstanding hotel incorporates natural materials – including dark stone walls, blonde wood and white washi (Japanese handmade paper) – into its elegant, minimalist design. Enormous rooms all have baths with stunning city views – something you also get from the giant stone bath filled with onsen water in the spa.








4Ginza & Tsukiji


[image: icon-top-choice]oPrime Pod Ginza TokyoCAPSULE HOTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5550-0147; http://theprimepod.jp; 13th fl, Duplex Tower, 5/13 Bldg, 5-13-19 Ginza, Chūō-ku; capsules from ¥4000; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Higashi-Ginza, exit 3)


One of the cheapest places to sleep in chic Ginza is this capsule hotel, which is suitably contemporary in its stylings. For a bit more headroom than in your average capsule, request one of the corner pods when you book (rates are also cheaper online).

There are separate male and female floors. The lobby is on the 13th floor next to a cafe-bar with great views of the area.






[image: icon-top-choice]oPark Hotel TokyoDESIGN HOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6252-1111; www.parkhoteltokyo.com; Shiodome Media Tower, 1-7-1 Higashi-Shimbashi, Minato-ku; s/d from ¥17,000/20,000, art rooms from ¥20,000/22,400; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Shimbashi, exit 7)


Kudos to the Park Hotel for commissioning 31 artists to decorate 31 of its 31st-floor rooms. The results are very impressive with all-Japanese themes ranging from sumo and Zen to yokai (monsters) and geisha. See the various themes online and book well in advance for popular rooms such as the cherry-blossom one.








4Roppongi & Around


[image: icon-top-choice]oKaisuHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5797-7711; www.kaisu.jp; 6-13-5 Akasaka, Minato-ku; dm/r without bathroom from ¥3900/10,500; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Akasaka, exit 7)


Occupying a former ryōtei (geisha house), Kaisu is a flashpacker hostel with mid-century-modern and surfer-chic stylings. Dorms offer wooden bunks with the gorgeous old building’s exposed beams on show. English-speaking staff are very friendly and there’s a great cafe-bar (10am to 11pm) where you can mingle with locals.






[image: icon-top-choice]oApartment Hotel Mimaru AkasakaAPARTMENT¥¥

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6807-4344; www.mimaruhotels.com; 7-9-6 Akasaka, Minato-ku; apt from ¥18,000; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Akasaka, exit 7)


Opened in 2018, Mimaru has beautifully designed rooms with fully equipped kitchens and proper bathrooms (no pokey unit baths!). Its apartment studios, some with Japanese tatami (tightly woven floor matting) areas, sleep up to four people. Online deals via its Facebook page can make it a great accommodation option, particularly for families or groups.

There are several other branches in the city, including three around Ueno.






[image: icon-top-choice]oHotel SBOUTIQUE HOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; ホテル S; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5771-2469; www.hr-roppongi.jp; 1-11-6 Nishi-Azabu, Minato-ku; r from ¥16,000, apt per month from ¥216,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 2)


The various styles of room at this boutique property capture the arty design spirit of Roppongi. Some of the more expensive duplex-type rooms have Japanese design elements such as tatami (in charcoal) and circular hinoki (wooden baths). The entry-level rooms are also a cut above the usual.






[image: icon-top-choice]oHotel ŌkuraHOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; ホテルオークラ東京; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3582-0111; www.okura.com; 2-10-4 Toranomon, Minato-ku; s/d from ¥35,840/36,040; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Kamiyachō, exit 4B)


While the beloved original 1962 hotel has been demolished to make way for a new building (set to open in September 2019), the Ōkura’s elegant South Wing remains intact – and long may it do so! Rooms are bright, and large, with tasteful Japanese design touches. The public areas ooze retro glamour and service is courteous to a fault.








WHERE TO SLEEP: PICKING YOUR TOKYO BASE

Central neigbouhoods like Marunouchi (convenient for shinkansen hub Tokyo Station) and Ginza are typically pricey: this is where many of Tokyo’s finest luxury hotels can be found. But increasingly, budget accommodations can be found everywhere (and often just a stop or two on the subway from a more famous address).

Roppongi and Shibuya, which both have solid midrange options, are good for night owls (otherwise give them a pass): both are nightlife centres. Roppongi is central and close to many sights; Shibuya has great transport links. Some cheaper Shibuya options are technically in nearby Shinsen, but still within walking distance (about 15 minutes) of Shibuya Station.

The busy western hub of Shinjuku is a traveller favourite, thanks to its many rail links and dining and drinking options. Note that many budget hotels in Shinjuku that target foreign travellers are in the red-light district, Kabukichō; while it’s highly unlikely you’d encounter any real danger, some might find it unpleasant to walk past shady characters night after night. Ikebukuro, another big hub, north of Shinjuku, has good budget options.

Ueno and Yanesen abound with ryokan and good budget options, though these hoods can be sleepy at night. Asakusa, in the northeastern corner of Tokyo, is backpacker central with the best selection of hostels; on the downside, staying here can mean long train rides to other parts of the city.

Marunouchi (Tokyo Station), Shinjuku, Shibuya and Ikebukuro all have direct access to Narita Airport on the Narita Express; Ueno has its own direct line to Narita, the Skyliner.




4Kōrakuen & Kanda


[image: icon-top-choice]oUnplan KagurazakaHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6457-5171; www.unplan.jp; 23-1 Tenjinchō, Shinjuku-ku; dm/r ¥3800/16,700; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bTōzai line to Kagurazaka, exit 2)


A standout among Tokyo’s new breed of flashpacker digs, Unplan offers comfy dorms in Scandinavian wood tones. The private rooms are very pleasant, and a superbly handy addition are the free smartphones for guests to use. There’s a common room with cooking facilities as well as a pleasant cafe on the ground floor.






[image: icon-top-choice]oBnA STUDIO AkihabaraAPARTMENT¥¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5846-8876; www.bna-akihabara.com; 6-3-3 Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku; apt from ¥26,000; [image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Suehirochō, exit 4)


Five different artists and artist groups have brought their creative visions to the studio apartments here. Designs are influenced by colourful street art and local culture – we love the minimalist Zen Garden from which you can gaze on a kare-sansui (dry landscape) on the balcony. All the rooms all spacious, with enormous bathrooms, fully equipped kitchens and washing machines.








4Ueno & Yanesen


TocoHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; トコ; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6458-1686; http://backpackersjapan.co.jp; 2-13-21 Shitaya, Taitō-ku; dm from ¥3000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Iriya, exit 4)


This is your chance to stay in a beautiful wooden building (which dates to 1920) that has been turned into one of Tokyo’s most attractive hostels. Dorms with wooden bunks open onto a deck with a view of a traditional garden. The hostel is behind a trendy bar-lounge (open 7pm to 11.30pm) in a modern building at the front.






[image: icon-top-choice]oHanareGUESTHOUSE¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5834-7301; http://hanare.hagiso.jp; 3-10-25 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; s/d incl breakfast from ¥11,505/18,200; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Sendagi, exit 2)


A project of Tokyo University of the Arts, Hanare offers five immaculate tatami rooms in an old dormitory house, which has been tastefully upgraded to retain original features such as wooden beams. There is a shared bathroom, but you’ll be given tickets to the local sentō (public bath), as the concept is to use Yanaka as an extension of the guesthouse.

Reception is in the nearby Hagiso building, the same location as Hagi Cafe where you’ll be served a traditional breakfast.






[image: icon-top-choice]oSawanoya RyokanRYOKAN¥¥

(map Google map; 旅館澤の屋; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3822-2251; www.sawanoya.com; 2-3-11 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; s/d from ¥5615/10,585; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Nezu, exit 1)


Sawanoya is a gem in quiet Yanaka, run by a very friendly family and with all the traditional hospitality you would expect of a ryokan. The shared cypress and earthenware baths are the perfect balm after a long day (a couple of slightly more expensive rooms have their own bath, too). The lobby overflows with information about travel options in Japan.

Bicycles are available for rent, and liondance performances are occasionally held for guests.






[image: icon-top-choice]oNohga HotelDESIGN HOTEL¥ ¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5816-0213; www.nohgahotel.com; 2-21-10 Higashi-Ueno, Taitō-ku; r from ¥20,000; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Ueno, Asakusa exit)


Opened in November 2018, this super-stylish hotel ups the ante on midrange digs around Ueno. Fronted by attractive greenery and with a very pleasant restaurant-lounge area, Nohga’s developers have incorporated products from local artisans and contemporary brands (such as Tokyobike for its rental cyles) into the overall design. Rooms are comfortable and tastefully decorated in soft grey.








4Asakusa & Ryōgoku


[image: icon-top-choice]oAndon RyokanRYOKAN¥

(map Google map; 行燈旅館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3873-8611; www.andon.co.jp; 2-34-10 Nihonzutsumi, Taitō-ku; s/d from ¥6500/7560; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Minowa, exit 3)


About 2km north of Asakusa, the contemporary Andon Ryokan is fabulously designed in form and function. It has 20 tiny but immaculate tatami rooms, bathrooms decorated with specially commissioned manga art, and a spectacular upper-floor spa with a manga-style mural, which can be used privately. Toshiko, the friendly owner, collects antiques, which are displayed around the ryokan.

As of early 2019 Andon also has a new kitchen and cafe space on the ground floor in which a full program of cultural events are hosted. Bike rentals and laundry facilities are also available. It’s a five-minute walk from the subway.






NuiHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; ヌイ; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6240-9854; https://backpackersjapan.co.jp/nui; 2-14-13 Kuramae, Taitō-ku; dm/tw/d from ¥2800/8000/8500; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Kuramae, exit A7)


In a former warehouse, this stylish hostel has rooms with high ceilings, translating to bunks you can comfortably sit up in. There’s also an enormous shared kitchen and work space. Best of all is the ground-floor cafe-bar and lounge (open 8am to 1am), with furniture made from salvaged timber; it’s a popular local hang-out.






Bunka Hostel TokyoHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5806-3444; www.bunkahostel.jp; 1-13-5 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; dm/f from ¥3000/16,800; [image: icon-traingif]dTsukuba Express to Asakusa, exit 4)


This is one of the most stylish of the several Tokyo hostels that combine a cafe or a bar open to the public in the foyer with a hostel above. Bunka offers capsule-style bunks; roomier versions where you can stand up go for ¥5000 a bed.

The family room sleeping up to four offers great views across the area.






[image: icon-top-choice]oSukeroku No Yado SadachiyoRYOKAN¥¥

(map Google map; 助六の宿貞千代; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3842-6431; www.sadachiyo.co.jp; 2-20-1 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; d with/without half-board from ¥31,600/19,600; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 1)


This superb ryokan virtually transports its guests to old Edo. Gorgeously maintained tatami rooms are spacious for two people, and all come with modern, Western-style bathrooms. Splurge on an exquisite meal here, and make time for the o-furo (traditional Japanese baths), one made of fragrant Japanese cypress and the other of black granite. Look for the rickshaw parked outside.






Wired Hotel AsakusaDESIGN HOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5830-7931; www.wiredhotel.com; 2-16-2 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; tw/d from ¥13,000/14,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 1)


This boutique-style hotel is an appealing mix of retro and contemporary design. Each room is decorated with subtly different decor, but all have decent-sized bathrooms and beds graced by a gorgeous indigo-dye throw. Events are sometimes held in the ground-floor cafe-bar.






HatagoBUSINESS HOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; 旅籠; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6802-7277; www.asakusahotel.org; 2-6-8 Komagata, Taitō-ku; s/tw incl breakfast from ¥7500/11,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 4)


The rooms at this well-run hotel with English-speaking staff are typically small but come with tatami floors (even though you sleep on beds) and other Japanese touches. Breakfast is served in the top-floor lounge, with spectacular views across the Sumida-gawa towards Tokyo Skytree – there’s also a rooftop terrace.

Rates go up for Saturdays and the day before public holidays.








AIRPORT ACCOMMODATION

For late-night arrivals and early-morning departures, sleeping at the airport is an economical option.

9 Hours ([image: icon-phonegif]%0476-33-5109; http://ninehours.co.jp/en/narita; Narita International Airport Terminal 2; capsule ¥4900; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W) Capsule hotel inside Narita Airport. It’s also possible to stay for only a few hours (between 9am and 6pm; ¥1500 for the first hour, plus ¥500 per additional hour) or just use the shower room (24 hours; ¥1000).

Royal Park Hotel the Haneda (ロイヤルパークホテル ザ 羽田; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6830-1111; www.the-royalpark.jp/the/tokyohaneda; Haneda Airport International Terminal; s/d from ¥18,500/24,4100; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W) Attached to Haneda Airport’s international terminal.




4Shinjuku & Around


9 Hours Shinjuku-NorthCAPSULE HOTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5291-7337; https://ninehours.co.jp/en/shinjuku-north; 1-4-15 Hyakunin-chō, Shinjuku-ku; capsule from ¥4900; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shin-Ōkubo)


9 Hours calls its capsules ‘pods’ which fits with the space-station sleek design, hushed vibe and views of the Shinjuku skyline (just one train stop away). As this is a capsule hotel, floors and facilities are gender segregated. You can stay for consecutive days but you must be out (with your stuff in one of the lockers) between 10am and 1pm.






Book and Bed ShinjukuHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6233-9511; www.bookandbedtokyo.com; 8th fl, AMP Kabukichō Bldg, 1-27-5 Kabukichō, Shinjuku-ku; dm from ¥5300, r with shared bathroom ¥12,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shinjuku, east exit)


If bookstores are your happy place you’ll feel right at home at this hostel where the beds are fitted into bookshelves. The capsule-style bunks have privacy curtains and there are even ones with double beds (from ¥10,000). One downside: nonguests can pay to access the lounge during the day (from 1pm to 6pm), which can get crowded. Payment by credit card only.

While it’s a drawback for guests, the open lounge space is great if you want to rest for a bit – before heading out to Shinjuku’s bars and restaurants – but don’t want to make the trek back to your own accommodation. It’s ¥540 per hour or ¥1620 for the whole five hours; you can also rent a bunk (weekdays only and vacancy permitting) for ¥840 per hour for a nap.

Most of the books and magazines are in Japanese, but there are some good ones in English, including Japanese novels in translation.

Book and Bed also has properties in Ikebukuro (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6914-2914; 7th fl, 1-17-7 Nishi-Ikebukuro, Toshima-ku; dm from ¥4100; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ikebukuro, west exit) and Asakusa (map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6231-6893; 2-16-9 Kaminari-mon, Taitō-ku; dm from ¥3800; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Asakusa, exit 2).






Kimi RyokanRYOKAN¥

(map Google map; 貴美旅館; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3971-3766; www.kimi-ryokan.jp; 2-36-8 Ikebukuro, Toshima-ku; s/d from ¥5400/8100; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ikebukuro, west exit)


Kimi Ryokan has been a traveller favourite for decades and it’s easy to see why: the tatami rooms and shared bathrooms (including a Japanese cypress bath that can be used privately) are clean and well-kept; the service (in multiple languages) is gracious and helpful; and there’s a lounge and a rooftop terrace. Oh, and the eminently reasonable price. Book well in advance.






Sakura Hotel IkebukuroHOSTEL¥

(map Google map; サクラホテル池袋; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3971-2237; www.sakura-hotel.co.jp; 2-40-7 Ikebukuro, Toshima-ku; dm/s/d ¥3300/7000/9300; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Ikebukuro)


This old standby lacks the designer charm of Tokyo’s newer hostels but makes up for it with its multilingual, four-star-hotel-level front-desk service. There’s a diverse spread of spartan room arrangements, including rarein-Japan family rooms with a double bed and bunks. Other perks include discounted rates for stays of a week or more and cultural activities.






Hotel Gracery ShinjukuHOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; ホテルグレイスリー新宿; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6833-2489; http://shinjuku.gracery.com; 1-19-1 Kabukichō, Shinjuku-ku; s/d from ¥16,200/22,200; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shinjuku, east exit)


The big draw of this huge (970 rooms!) hotel is the enormous Godzilla statue atop it (you, and taxi drivers, will have no trouble finding it). It’s fairly new and still feels fresh, and the size means you can usually score good rates (but also that the lobby is routinely crowded). Note that it’s in Kabukichō, the red-light district.






[image: icon-top-choice]oPark Hyatt TokyoLUXURY HOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; パークハイアット東京; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5322-1234; http://tokyo.park.hyatt.com; 3-7-1-2 Nishi-Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; d from ¥60,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-internetgif]i[image: icon-wifigif]W[image: icon-swimkgif]s; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Tochōmae, exit A4)


This eyrie atop a Tange Kenzō–designed skyscraper in west Shinjuku looks no less tasteful and elegant than when it opened more than 20 years ago, and it remains a popular spot for visiting celebrities. The rooms are on the 42nd through 51st floors, meaning even the entry-level rooms have fantastic views; west-facing rooms look out towards Mt Fuji.






Hotel Century Southern TowerHOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; ホテルセンチュリーサザンタワー; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5354-0111; www.southerntower.co.jp; 2-2-1 Yoyogi, Shibuya-ku; s/d from ¥16,400/20,520; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shinjuku, south exit)


This is the only upmarket accommodation in Shinjuku that seems to assume its guests will actually be getting around by public transit – it’s just steps from Shinjuku Station’s south exit. The hotel occupies the 20th to 35th floors, so the rooms (spacious with big beds) have views over Shinjuku. If you can lock in a good rate, this is a great deal.








4Harajuku & Aoyama


Dormy Inn Premium Shibuya JingūmaeBUSINESS HOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; ドーミーインプレミアム渋谷神宮前; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5774-5489; www.hotespa.net/hotels/shibuya; 6-24-4 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; s/d from ¥13,790/18,590; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Harajuku, Omote-sandō exit)


Dormy is a popular chain of business hotels that offers some perks that others don’t, like a traditional style communal bath and sauna (in addition to in-room showers) and bicycle rentals (pending availability). Rooms are ordinary: typically small with double beds (140cm). There’s a free morning shuttle service to Shibuya Station.








4Shibuya


[image: icon-top-choice]oMustard HotelDESIGN HOTEL, HOSTEL¥¥

(map Google map; マスタードホテル; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6459-2842; www.mustardhotel.com; 1-29 Higashi, Shibuya-ku; dm/s/d with shared bathroom from ¥4000/10,000/15,000, s/d with bathroom from ¥20,000/25,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, new south exit)


Mustard is the most exciting of Shibuya’s new crop of hotels. The glossy white interior is the work of design firm Tripstar, and there are a variety of sleeping spaces to accommodate different budgets. The hotel is within walking distance of Shibuya, Daikanyama and Ebisu (though 10 minutes from the nearest station, Shibuya). The English-speaking front desk staff have tips for local hang-outs.






MillennialsCAPSULE HOTEL¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6824-9410; www.themillennials.jp/shibuya; 1-20-13 Jinnan, Shibuya-ku; capsule incl breakfast from ¥8000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, Hachikō exit)


This new Shibuya capsule hotel has cabin-style rooms: singledecker, divided on the sides by walls, but with curtains for doors; they’re literally the size of a single bed (put your luggage underneath). It’s located in the heart of Shibuya, and among the neighbourhood’s cheapest options. Complimentary breakfast (continental style), happy-hour beer and all-day coffee sweeten the deal.

Unlike other capsule and cabin-style hotels, the Millennials doesn’t require you to pack up daily for cleaning purposes. Actually if you want your bed redone with fresh sheets, you have to request it (¥1000).






TurntableHOSTEL¥¥

(map Google map; ターンテーブル; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3461-7722; www.turntable.jp; 10-3 Shinsen-chō, Shibuya-ku; d/s/tw from ¥6750/12,000/20,000; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dKeio Inokashira line to Shinsen, south exit)


This stylish, upscale hostel is pricier than average but has more amenities and services, like fresh towels everyday and sheets changed every other day. The dorms are comfy and well-designed, and the breakfast is a buffet of home-style Japanese cooking served in the ground-floor cafe. Shinsen is the closest station, but you can walk to Shibuya Station in 10 minutes.






Shibuya Stream Excel Hotel TokyuHOTEL¥¥¥

(map Google map; 渋谷ストリームエクセルホテル東急; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3406-1090; www.tokyuhotelsjapan.com/global/stream-e; 3-21-3 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; s/d from ¥24,200/34,400; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza, Hanzōmon & Fukutoshin lines to Shibuya, exit 16b, [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, new south exit)


Tokyu’s new property in the Shibuya Stream complex is going for a boutique vibe with earthy textiles and mid-century furnishings, but honestly it could be dressed in potato sacks and we’d still take it: it’s got direct access to Shibuya Station (via the subway) plus all the easy dining options at Shibuya Stream.






Hotel Mets ShibuyaBUSINESS HOTEL$$$

(map Google map; ホテルメッツ渋谷; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3409-0011; www.hotelmets.jp/shibuya; 3-29-17 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; s/d incl breakfast from ¥20,700/25,200; [image: icon-non-smokinggif]n[image: icon-acongif]a[image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Shibuya, new south exit)


Hotel Mets is part of Shibuya Station’s quiet south side, with direct access to the JR lines; the location can be confusing at first, but once you get the hang of it, it’s convenient. Rooms are modern and comfortable, with the double beds clocking in at a roomy 160cm. JR Pass holders get a 10% discount. The free breakfast is good.

The hotel is especially convenient for the Narita Express airport train, as the platform is very near the south exit.










5Eating

When it comes to Tokyo superlatives, the city’s food scene tops the list. But we’re not just talking about the famous restaurants and the celebrity chefs: what Tokyo excels at is consistency across the board. Wherever you are, you’re usually within 100m of a good, if not great, restaurant. It’s a scene that careens nonchalantly between the highs and lows: it’s not unusual for a top-class sushi restaurant to share the same block as an oil-spattered noodle joint, and for both to be equally adored. Tokyoites love dining out; join them, and delight in the sheer variety of tastes and experiences the city has to offer.

Reservations are expected at high-end places and recommended at popular midrange places and for groups of five or more.


5Marunouchi & Nihombashi


[image: icon-top-choice]oDhaba IndiaSOUTH INDIAN¥

(map Google map; ダバ インディア; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3272-7160; www.dhabaindia.com; 2-7-9 Yaesu, Chūō-ku; lunch/mains from ¥850/1370; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.15am-3pm & 5-11pm Mon-Fri, noon-3pm & 5-10pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Kyōbashi, exit 5)


Indian meals in Tokyo don’t come much better than those served at this long-established restaurant with deep-indigo plaster walls. The food is very authentic, particularly the curries served with basmati rice, naan or crispy dosa (giant lentil-flour pancakes). Set lunches are spectacularly good value.






Nihonbashi Dashi Bar HanareJAPANESE¥

(map Google map; 日本橋だし場はなれ; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5205-8704; www.ninben.co.jp/hanare; 1st fl, Coredo Muromachi 2, 2-3-1 Nihombashi-Muromachi, Chūō-ku; set meals ¥1025-1950, dishes ¥650-1300; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-2pm & 5-11pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Mitsukoshimae, exit A6)


This casual restaurant from longtime producer (300-plus years!) of katsuo-bushi (dried bonito flakes) Ninben naturally serves dishes that make use of the umami-rich ingredient. Set meals, with dishes such as hearty miso soups and dashi takikokomi gohan (rice steamed in stock), are good value, and healthy to boot.






Meal MUJI YūrakuchōDELI¥

(map Google map; MealMUJI有楽町; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5208-8245; http://cafemeal.muji.com/jp; 2nd fl, 3-8-3 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; meals ¥850-1200; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-9pm; [image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-traingif]dJR Yamanote line to Yūrakuchō, Kyōbashi exit)


Those who subscribe to the Muji lifestyle will be delighted to know that the ‘no name brand’ experience goes beyond neutral-toned notebooks and linens. Meal MUJI follows the ‘simpler is better’ mantra with fresh deli fare uncluttered by chemicals and unpronounceable ingredients.

It’s on the 2nd floor of Muji’s flagship store.






Nemuro HanamaruSUSHI¥

(map Google map; 根室花まる; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6269-9026; www.sushi-hanamaru.com; 4th fl, KITTE, 2-7-2 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; sushi per plate ¥140-540; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-10pm, until 9pm Sun; [image: icon-traingif]dJR lines to Tokyo, Marunouchi south exit)


The port of Nemuro in northern Hokkaidō is where this popular sushi operation first started. At this branch, on the 4th floor of the KITTE mall, it’s a self-serve kaiten-zushi where the vinegared rice bites are delivered by rotating conveyor belt. The line here can often be very long but it’s worth the wait for the quality and price.






[image: icon-top-choice]oNihonbashi TamaiJAPANESE¥¥

(map Google map; 玉ゐ 本店; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3272-3227; www.anago-tamai.com; 2-9-9 Nihombashi, Chūō-ku; mains from ¥1450; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11am-2.30pm & 5-9.30pm Mon-Fri, 11.30am-3.30pm & 4.30-9pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Nihombashi, exit C4)


This Nihombashi stalwart specialises in anago (saltwater conger eel), which is cheaper and not endangered like its freshwater cousin unagi. The eels are prepared to perfection here, laid out in lacquerware boxes (a style known as hakomeshi) and served either grilled or boiled – you can sample both cooking styles by asking for half and half.






[image: icon-top-choice]oKizushiSUSHI¥¥¥

(map Google map; 喜寿司; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3666-1682; 2-7-13 Nihombashi-Ningyōchō, Chūō-ku; course from ¥3500-10,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.45am-2.30pm Mon-Sat, 5-9.30pm Mon-Fri, to 9pm Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Ningyōchō, exit A3)


While sushi has moved in the direction of faster and fresher, Kizushi, in business since 1923, is keeping it old school. Third-generation chef Yui Ryuichi uses traditional techniques, such as marinating the fish in salt or vinegar, from back when sushi was more about preservation than instant gratification. The shop is in a lovely old timber-frame house.

Reservations required for dinner and we recommend to choose a course of ¥5000 or above to truly sample the range of food that is served here.








DON’T MISS

BEST TOKYO RESTAURANTS FOR…

ATop-class sushi: Kyūbey

AA once-in-a-lifetime meal: Inua

ATrend-setting ramen: Mensho Tokyo

AThe classic izakaya experience: Shinsuke

AVegetarians: Ain Soph




5Ginza & Tsukiji

Ginza is known to have some of the finest restaurants in the country.


Ginza Sato YosukeNOODLES¥¥

(map Google map; 銀座 佐藤養助; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6215-6211; www.sato-yoske.co.jp/en/shop/ginza; 6-4-17 Ginza, Chūō-ku; noodles from ¥1300; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-3pm & 5-10pm; [image: icon-subwaygif]bMarunouchi line to Ginza, exit C2)


A speciality of Akita Prefecture, inaniwa wheat noodles have been made by 7 generations of the Sato family. As you’ll be able to tell from the glossy, silky textured results they’ve pretty much got it down to perfection. Sample the noodles in a hot chicken broth or cold dipping sauces such as sesame and miso or green curry.






Ain SophVEGAN¥¥

(map Google map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6228-4241; www.ain-soph.jp; 4-12-1 Ginza, Chūō-ku; mains from ¥1680, bentō boxes & set menus lunch/dinner from ¥2480/3250; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-10pm Wed-Mon; [image: icon-subwaygif]bAsakusa or Hibiya line to Higashi-Ginza, exit A7)


Truly vegan restaurants are few and far between in Tokyo and ones that make so much effort over their food as Ain Soph are even rarer. Thank heavens then for this stylish place (bookings are essential for dinner) that serves delicious bentō-box meals, vegan-cheese fondue, smoothies and fluffy American-style pancakes.

Ginza is the main branch but check its website for details of other ones in Shinjuku and Ikebukuro.






SushikuniJAPANESE¥¥

(map Google map; 鮨國; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3545-8234; 4-14-15 Tsukiji, Chūō-ku; seafood rice bowls from ¥3000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h10am-3pm & 5-9pm Thu-Tue; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Tsukiji, exit 1)


Kaisen-don (bowls of rice topped with a variety of raw fish) is a common dish at Tsukiji’s many seafood restaurants. The toppings of rich, creamy uni (sea urchin roe) and salty ikura (salmon roe) are generous here and straight from the market.






[image: icon-top-choice]oKyūbeySUSHI¥¥¥

(map Google map; 久兵衛; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3571-6523; www.kyubey.jp; 8-7-6 Ginza, Chūō-ku; set meals lunch/dinner from ¥4400/11,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-2pm & 5-10pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Shimbashi, exit 3)


Since 1935, Kyūbey’s quality and presentation has won it a moneyed and celebrity clientele. Despite the cachet, this is a relaxed restaurant. The friendly owner Imada-san speaks excellent English as do some of his team of talented chefs, who will make and serve your sushi, piece by piece. The ¥8000 lunchtime omakase (chef’s selection) is great value.

Lunch reservations are accepted only for the 11.30am seating; otherwise you can queue for a spot. For a real treat at dinner, order the kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) menu (¥33,000) served on pottery by famed artisan Kitaoji Rosanjin. There’s an exhibition of Rosanjin pieces on the restaurant’s 4th floor.






[image: icon-top-choice]oTempura KondōTEMPURA¥¥¥

(map Google map; てんぷら近藤; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5568-0923; 9th fl, Sakaguchi Bldg, 5-5-13 Ginza, Chūō-ku; lunch/dinner course from ¥6500/11,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-3pm & 5-10pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Ginza, exit B5)


Nobody in Tokyo does tempura vegetables like chef Kondō Fumio. The carrots are julienned to a fine floss; the corn is pert, juicy; and the sweet potato is comfort food at its finest. Courses include seafood, too. Lunch at noon or 1.30pm; last dinner booking at 8pm. Reserve ahead.






Bird LandYAKITORI¥¥¥

(map Google map; バードランド; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5250-1081; www.ginza-birdland.sakura.ne.jp; 4-2-15 Ginza, Chūō-ku; dishes ¥500-2000, set meals from ¥6300; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5-9.30pm Tue-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bGinza line to Ginza, exit C6)


This is as suave as it gets for gourmet grilled chicken. Chefs in whites behind a U-shaped counter dispense yakitori in all shapes, sizes, colours and organs – don’t pass up the dainty serves of liver pâté or the tiny cup of chicken soup. Pair it with wine from the extensive list. Enter beneath Suit Company. Reservations recommended.

In the same basement corridor is the original branch of Sukiyabashi Jiro of Jiro Dreams of Sushi fame; it’s almost always fully booked.








5Roppongi & Around


[image: icon-top-choice]oHonmura-AnSOBA¥

(map Google map; 本むら庵; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5772-6657; www.honmuraantokyo.com; 7-14-18 Roppongi, Minato-ku; noodles from ¥900, set meals lunch/dinner ¥1600/7400; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-2.30pm & 5.30-10pm Tue-Sun, closed 1st & 3rd Tue of month; [image: icon-wifigif]W; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 4)


This fabled soba shop, once located in Manhattan, now serves its handmade buckwheat noodles at this rustically contemporary noodle shop on a Roppongi side street. The noodles’ delicate flavour is best appreciated when served on a bamboo mat, with tempura or with dainty slices of kamo (duck).






[image: icon-top-choice]oSougoJAPANESE¥

(map Google map; 宗胡; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-5414-1133; www.sougo.tokyo; 3rd fl, Roppongi Green Bldg, 6-1-8 Roppongi, Minato-ku; set meals lunch/dinner from ¥1500/6500; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.30am-3pm & 6-11pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 3)


Sit at the long counter beside the open kitchen or in booths and watch the expert chefs prepare delicious and beautifully presented shōjin-ryōri (mainly vegetarian cuisine as served at Buddhist temples – some dishes use dashi stock, which contains fish). Lunch is a bargain. Reserve at least one day in advance for a vegan meal (lunch/dinner ¥7000/10,000).






Bricolage Bread & CoCAFE¥¥

(map; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-6804-3350; www.bricolagebread.com; 6-15-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; mains ¥900-1600; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-7.30pm Tue-Sun; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibya line to Roppongi, exit 1)


A collaboration between coffee shop Fuglen, Michelin-starred restaurant L’effervescence and Osaka-based bakery Le Sucré Coeur, this appealing spot is decorated like a chic country farmhouse, with an enormous flower display on its central table. Enjoy single-origin Aeropress coffee along with sweet and savoury tartines on slices of delicious sourdough bread. The perfect spot for breakfast or lunch.






JōmonIZAKAYA¥¥

(map Google map; ジョウモン; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3405-2585; www.teyandei.com; 5-9-17 Roppongi, Minato-ku; skewers ¥250-500, dishes from ¥580; [image: icon-hoursgif]h5.30-11.45pm Sun-Thu, until 5am Fri & Sat; [image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-subwaygif]bHibiya line to Roppongi, exit 3)


This cosy kitchen has bar seating, rows of ornate shochu (liquor) jugs lining the wall and hundreds of freshly prepared skewers splayed in front of the patrons – don’t miss the heavenly zabuton beef stick. Jōmon is almost directly across from the Family Mart –look for the name in Japanese on the door. Cover charge ¥300 per person.






[image: icon-top-choice]oKikunoiKAISEKI¥¥¥

(map Google map; 菊乃井; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3568-6055; www.kikunoi.jp; 6-13-8 Akasaka, Minato-ku; lunch/dinner course from ¥11,900/16,000; [image: icon-hoursgif]hnoon-12.30pm Tue-Sat, 5-7.30pm Mon-Sat; [image: icon-subwaygif]bChiyoda line to Akasaka, exit 7)


Exquisitely prepared seasonal dishes are as beautiful as they are delicious at this Tokyo outpost of one of Kyoto’s most acclaimed kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) restaurants. Kikunoi’s third-generation chef, Murata Yoshihiro, has written a book on kaiseki (translated into English) that the staff helpfully use to explain the dishes you are served.

Reservations are necessary. There are two seatings at lunch (noon or 12.30pm) and last sitting in the evening is 7.30pm.






[image: icon-top-choice]oTofuya-UkaiKAISEKI¥¥¥

(map Google map; とうふ屋うかい; [image: icon-phonegif]%03-3436-1028; www.ukai.co.jp/english/shiba; 4-4-13 Shiba-kōen, Minato-ku; set meals lunch/dinner from ¥5940/10,800; [image: icon-hoursgif]h11.45am-3pm & 5-7.30pm Mon-Fri, 11am-7.30pm Sat & Sun; [image: icon-veggif]v; [image: icon-subwaygif]bŌedo line to Akabanebashi, exit 8)
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Tokyo National

Museum
HISTORIC HIGHLIGHTS

It would be a challenge to take in
everything the sprawling Tokyo National
Museum has to offer in a day. Fortunately,
the Honkan (Japanese Gallery) is designed
to give visitors a crash course in Japanese
art history from the Jomon era (13,000—
300 BC) to the Edo era (AD 1603-1868).
The works on display here are rotated
regularly, to protect fragile ones and to
create seasonal exhibitions, so you're
always guaranteed to see something new.

Buy your ticket from outside the main
gate then head straight to the Honkan
with its sloping tile roof. Stow your coat in
a locker and take the central staircase up
to the 2nd floor, where the exhibitions are
arranged chronologically. Allow two hours
for this tour of the highlights.

The first room on your right starts from
the beginning with ancient Japanese

art o. Pick up a free copy of the brochure
Highlights of Japanese Art at the entrance
to the first room on your right. The
exhibition starts here with the Dawn of
Japanese Art, covering the most ancient
periods of Japan's history.

Continue to the National Treasure

Gallery @. ‘National Treasure' is the highest
distinction awarded to awork of artin

Japan. Keep an eye out for more National
Treasures, labelled in red, on display in other
rooms throughout the museum.

Moving on, stop to admire the courtly
art gallery @, the samurai armour and
swords @ and the ukiyo-e and kimono ©.

Next, take the stairs down to the 1st floor,
where each room is dedicated to a different
decorative art, such as lacquerware or
ceramics. Don’t miss the excellent examples
of religious sculpture @, and folk art and
Ainu and Ryiikyii cultural artefacts 0

Finish your visit with a look inside the
enchanting Gallery of Horya-ji
Treasures @.
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¢
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Ukiyo-e & Kimono (Room 10)

Chic silken kimono and lushly coloured ukiyo-e (woodblock
prints) are two icons of the Edo-era (AD 1603-1868) ukiyo -
the ‘floating world’, or world of fleeting beauty and pleasure.

Courtly Art
(Room 3-2)
Literature works,
calligraphy and
narrative picture
scrolls are displayed
alongside decorative
art objects, which
allude to the life

of elegance led by

H
H
H

Samurai Armour & Swords (Rooms 5 & 6) courtesans a thousand
. Glistening swords, finely stitched armour and imposing helmets bring to life years ago.
the samurai, those iconic warriors of Japan's medieval age. 4

Japanese Sculpture (Room 11)
Many of Japan's most famous sculptures, religious in nature,
are locked away in temple reliquaries. This is a rare chance to
see them up close.

Honkan
MUSEUM GARDEN (Japanese Gallery)
Don't miss the garden 2nd Floor
if you visit in spring and
autumn during the few
weeks it's open to the Y .
pulalle. ;—‘S,?ag;?;ﬂt;e National Treasure Gallery (Room 2)
Asingle, superlative work from the museum’s
collection of 88 National Treasures (perhaps a
painted screen, or a gilded, hand-drawn sutra) is
displayed in a serene, contemplative setting.

Honkan GIFT SHOP
(Japanese Gallery)
1st Floor The museum gift shop, on the Ist floor of

the Honkan, has an excellent collection
of Japanese art books in English.

Toyokan
(Gallery of Asian Art) Dawn of Japanese Art (Room 1)

The rise of the imperial court and the introduction of Buddhism changed the

Japanese aesthetic forever. These clay works from previous eras show what
came before.

Gallery of Horyi-ji Treasures
Surround yourself with miniature gilt Buddhas
from Hory(-ji, one of Japan's oldest

Buddhist temples, founded in 607. Don't miss the
graceful Pitcher with Dragon Head, a National Treasure.

Ainu and Ryakyt :
Collection (Room 16)
Seeartefacts from Japan's historical
minorities - the indigenous Ainu of
Hokkaido and the former Ryakya

3
Empire, now Okinawa ]
:
H
s
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The key to the perfect trip

Lonely Planet eBooks make trip planning and
on-the-road travelling easier than ever

1. Discover amazing experiences

Gorgeous photos of top sights with links
to author recommendations help you
plan where to go.
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3. Plan your perfect trip

Search for destinations, bookmark
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customise your guide.
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Downloading eBooks on the road is
simple, and you can carry as many
guides as you need.

4., Essential online travel info
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websites bring all the info you need into
one place.
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All reviews are ordered in our authors’ preference,
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