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SMALL PRINT



Introduction to

Japan

You’d be hard pressed to find a country as geographically varied and culturally rich as Japan. From the snow-capped mountains of Hokkaidō to the subtropical beaches of Okinawa, via the world’s biggest city and more volcanoes than you can count, there’s simply something special about the place. Whether it’s sushi or sumo, anime or karate, ramen or robots, chances are that you already know plenty about this East Asian island nation. But even a short visit will make it abundantly clear that this is mere surface matter in a land boasting an unparalleled depth of tradition and range of regional cultures.

The sheer diversity and intensity of experiences on offer to visitors in the cities or the countryside can be overwhelming. Whether browsing trendy fashion boutiques, electronics stores buzzing with the latest gadgets or a centuries-old shop, you are sure to find something strikingly unusual or innovative. Take a turn down a side street and it won’t be long before you stumble upon an exquisite Buddhist temple or Shintō shrine, or perhaps a boisterous local matsuri parade. Head to the countryside, and you might glimpse a high-speed train reflected in the waters of emerald-green rice paddies.

Seeing the ancient and contemporary waltzing around hand in hand may appear incongruous, but it’s important to remember the reasons behind it – few other countries have ever changed so fast in so short a period of time. Industrialized at lightning speed in the late nineteenth century, Japan shed its feudal trappings to become the most powerful and outwardly aggressive country in Asia in a matter of decades. After defeat in World War II left the nation in ruins, Japan transformed itself startlingly quickly into an economic giant, the envy of the world. Having weathered a decade-long recession from the mid-1990s, Japan is now relishing its “soft power” status as one of the world’s pre-eminent purveyors of pop culture, with the visual media of manga and anime leading the way.

The “bubble years” of 1980s Japan scared many international visitors away, in the belief that the country was hideously expensive. The truth is that it’s no more costly to travel around than Western Europe or the US, and in many ways a fair bit cheaper. Hotel rooms can be on the small side but are often reasonably priced, and food is so cheap and so good that many travellers find themselves eating out three times a day. Public transport in Japan’s cities is surprisingly good value, and overseas visitors get to enjoy specially priced airline tickets and rail passes which aren’t available to residents, making it quite economical to reach far-flung corners of the country.

In the cities, you’ll first be struck by the massive number of people constantly on the move. These dense, hyperactive metropolises are the places to catch the latest trends, the must-have fashions and the most cutting-edge gadgets before they hit the rest of the world. Yet it’s not all about modernity: Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka and Kanazawa, for example, also provide the best opportunities to view traditional performance arts, such as kabuki and nō plays, as well as a wealth of Japanese visual arts in major museums. Outside the cities, there’s a vast range of travel options, from the UNESCO World Heritage-listed Shiretoko National Park in Hokkaidō to the balmy subtropical islands of Okinawa.

Japan reveals numerous contradictions. While the culture is renowned for its focus on detail (the exquisite wrapping of gifts and the mouthwatering presentation of food are just two examples), this seems at times to come at the cost of the broader picture. Rampant development and sometimes appalling pollution are difficult to square with a country also renowned for cleanliness and appreciation of nature. There’s no denying the pernicious impact of tourism in those areas, with ranks of gift shops, ugly hotels, ear-splitting announcements and crowds often ruining potentially idyllic spots. Japan is also seen as a homogenous nation, and indeed is often marketed as such, despite the important contributions of both indigenous and migrant groups to the country’s rich culture.
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SUKUJI BEACH, ISHIGAKI-JIMA
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Fact file


	Japan is made up of around 6800 islands – in descending order of size, the main five are Honshū, the boomerang-shaped mainland; Hokkaidō, way up north; Kyūshū, down south; Shikoku, sitting under Honshū; and Okinawa, part of an archipelago in the far southwest, towards the tropics.

	Despite many Japanese people telling you what a small country they live in, Japan is in fact twice the size of the UK. This sense of smallness originates in the fact that around 75 percent of the country is covered by densely forested mountains; the vast majority of people are thus squished into the remaining quarter of Japan’s land surface, making the southern coastal plain of Honshū from Tokyo down to Osaka one of the most densely populated areas in the world.

	The population is over 97 percent Japanese, making this one of the world’s most ethnically homogeneous societies. The most populous non-Japanese groups living in the country are Chinese, Koreans and, following revisions of immigration laws in 2019, Vietnamese. Indigenous people officially account for no more than 100,000 people, though due to historical assimilation policies and ongoing discrimination, the number of people with Ainu and Ryūkyūan ancestry may actually be much higher. Japan is also a rapidly ageing society, with a very low birth rate and high life expectancy.

	Japan’s economy is the third largest in the world by nominal GDP, after those of the US and China, though it has been moribund since the early 1990s – the prices of certain goods have barely changed in all that time.

	Emperor Naruhito is the head of state, having assumed the throne in 2019, after the abdication of his father, Akihito.

	Japan is famed for its many post-war inventions, several of which have had major impacts on global society. These include: instant noodles (1958); high-speed rail travel (1964); tactile paving (1965); quartz wristwatches (1967); the pocket calculator (1970); the Walkman (1979); and the world’s first android (2003).





And yet, time and again, Japan redeems itself with its diverse and beautiful landscapes, warm and courteous hospitality, and its tangible sense of history and cherished traditions. Few will be able to resist the chance to get to grips with this endlessly fascinating country.


Where to go

Two weeks is the minimum needed to skim the surface of what Japan can offer. The capital, Tokyo, and the former imperial city and thriving cultural centre of Kyoto, will be top of most visitors’ itineraries, and justifiably so. But you could avoid the cities entirely and head to the mountains or smaller islands to discover an alternative side of the country, away from the most heavily beaten tourist tracks.

It would be easy enough to spend a fortnight just in Tokyo. The metropolis is home to some of the world’s most ambitious architecture, stylish shops and internationally celebrated restaurants and bars – as well as glimpses of traditional Japan at scores of temples, shrines and imperial gardens. Consider also taking in a couple of the city’s surrounding attractions, in particular the historic towns of Nikkō, home to the amazing Tōshō-gū shrine complex, and Kamakura, with its giant Buddha statue and tranquil woodland walks.
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	TOKYO NIGHTLIFE


JOURNEYS WITH FOOD

Eating is undoubtedly one of the highlights of travelling in Japan – a fair amount of domestic tourism is geared this way, with locals heading all over the country to sample subtle nuances of taste. Food not only changes by the season, but is also produced for certain activities – from train journeys to street festivals – and is often available instantly or served quickly. Here are a few delicious recommendations to look out for as you journey around Japan:

Ekiben No major train journey in Japan is complete without an ekiben – a type of boxed lunch only sold at train stations. It’s intended to showcase local cuisine and is often presented in interestingly quirky containers.

Karē-pan A good example of how Japan adapts foreign cuisines, karē-pan or curry bread is deep-fried sweet dough filled with curry. A great spicy snack if you need a break from rice and noodles.

Mitarashi dango Usually sold outside Shintō shrines, mitarashi dango are small pieces of grilled mochi (rice cake) on skewers, slathered in a delicious sweet and salty sauce. Enjoy with a steaming cup of green tea.

Oden Oden is a “hodgepodge” of vegetables, tofu, fishcakes and boiled eggs stewed in a dashi broth and popular in winter. You can fish out the bits you want from the steaming trough at street stalls or convenience stores.

Sōki soba Okinawa’s take on noodles is simple but truly delicious and – given the islands’ number of centenarians – quite possibly life-extending: yellow strands of soba, served with broth and a couple of hunks of pork rib. 

Sōmen Japan is home to a variety of noodles, but sōmen are the most delicate. Long, thin and white, they are best eaten cold in summer with a light dipping sauce, and preferably on a breezy river deck, but are also available from convenience stores.

Taiyaki Literally “grilled sea bream” but actually a sweet fish-shaped waffle, usually filled with anko (red bean paste) but sometimes with chocolate, custard or cream.

Takoyaki This street-friendly food hails from Osaka but is found all over Japan. Small pieces of octopus (tako) are grilled (yaki) in balls of batter and served with a special brown sauce, mayonnaise and bonito flakes.
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Northern Honshū sees surprisingly few overseas visitors, but its sleepy villages and relaxed cities deserve to be much better known. The Golden Hall of Hiraizumi more than warrants the journey, and can be easily combined with the islet-sprinkled Matsushima Bay or rural Tōno. The region is also known for its vibrant summer festivals, notably those at Sendai, Aomori, Hirosaki and Akita, and for its sacred mountains, including Dewa-sanzan, home to a sect of ascetic mountain priests, and the eerie, remote wastelands of Osore-zan. In recent years it’s also developed a dynamic contemporary art scene, and the impressive coastal Sanriku Fukko National Park has become known for regenerative tourism and outdoor activities.

Further north, across the Tsugaru Straits, Hokkaidō is Japan’s final frontier, with many national parks including the outstanding Daisetsu-zan, with its excellent hiking trails over mountain peaks and through soaring rock gorges. The lovely far northern islands of Rebun-tō and Rishiri-tō are ideal summer escapes. Hokkaidō’s most historic city is Hakodate, with its late nineteenth-century wooden houses and churches built by expat traders, while its modern capital, Sapporo, is home to the nightlife centre of Susukino and the original Sapporo Brewery. Winter is a fantastic time to visit, when you can catch Sapporo’s amazing Snow Festival and go skiing at some of Japan’s top resorts, such as Niseko.

Skiing, mountaineering and soaking in hot springs are part of the culture of Central Honshū, an area dominated by the magnificent Japan Alps. Nagano, home to the atmospheric pilgrimage temple of Zenkō-ji, and the old castle town of Matsumoto can be used as starting points for exploring the region. Highlights include the tiny mountain resort of Kamikōchi and the immaculately preserved Edo-era villages of Tsumago and Magome, linked by a short hike along the remains of a 300-year-old stone-paved road. Takayama deservedly draws many visitors to its handsome streets lined with merchant houses and temples, built by generations of skilled carpenters. In the remote neighbouring valleys, you’ll find the rare thatched houses of Ogimachi, Suganuma and Ainokura, remnants of a fast-disappearing rural Japan.

On the Sea of Japan coast, the historic city of Kanazawa is home to Kenroku-en, one of Japan’s best gardens, and the stunning 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art. Nearby Toyama has culinary and craft attractions, and serves as a gateway to the scenic routes over the Japan Alps. Nagoya, on the heavily industrialized southern coast, is a more manageable city than Tokyo or Osaka, and has much to recommend it, including the fine Tokugawa Art Museum and many great places to eat. It’s also the best base for visiting the whimsical Ghibli Park, and the nearby Central Japan Airport also makes the city a good alternative entry point to Tokyo or Osaka. From Nagoya, it’s a short hop to the pretty castle towns of Inuyama and Gifu.


QUINTESSENTIAL JAPAN

Japan has something of a reputation for being a bit off the wall when it comes to contemporary culture – the high-pressured work culture has produced an eclectic array of leisure activities. Here are a few examples of some uniquely Japanese things to seek out during your stay:

Bathhouses The ultimate relaxation for Japanese people is to soak in hot spring waters, but if you can’t make it to an onsen resort then it’s worth seeking out a neighbourhood sentō (bathhouse). Watch out for the denkiburo – a bath with mild electric shocks believed to reduce muscle pain.

Capsule hotels No, it’s not like sleeping in a coffin. But yes, the rooms at capsule hotels are pretty darn small, and there’s no more characteristic Japanese sleeping experience – including ryokan.

Game centres Bash the hell out of the world’s weirdest arcade machines in one of the game centres strewn liberally across the land – you’ll even find them in minor towns.

Gender-fluid performances In traditional kabuki theatre men play female roles, but in twenty-first-century Japan there’s also the Takarazuka Revue, an all-women musical theatre troupe where the otoko-yaku (male roles) are the main stars; Visual Kei rock groups, where wigs, make-up, leather corsets and lace are on-trend for performers of any gender; and an ever-growing Tokyo drag scene

Karaoke Unleash your inner rock star at a “karaoke box” where you can sing to your heart’s content, in private and by the hour, as well as be served food and booze – great places in which to start, or finish, a night out.

Pachinko parlours Perhaps the world’s most monotonous form of gambling, these glorified pinball arcades are still worth having a gawp at, or even just a listen to – simply open the doors, and you’ll be amazed by the gigantic din that crashes out. Dare to step inside, and prepare to be visually assaulted by rows of LED panels, all being glared at by silent, serious-looking gamers.

Theme cafés Most big Japanese cities have a couple of interesting options for caffeine addicts: have your coffee served by costumed staff at a maid or butler café, amid thousands of comic books at a manga kissaten or surrounded by purring felines at a cat café.
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South of the Japan Alps, the Kansai plains are scattered with ancient temples, shrines and the remnants of imperial cities. Kyoto, custodian of Japan’s traditional culture, is home to its most refined cuisine, classy ryokan, glorious gardens, and magnificent temples and palaces. Nearby Nara is on a smaller scale but no less impressive when it comes to venerable monuments, notably the great bronze Buddha of Tōdai-ji and Hōryū-ji’s unrivalled collection of early Japanese statuary. The surrounding region contains a number of still-thriving religious foundations, such as the highly atmospheric temples of Hiei-zan and Kōya-san, the revered Shintō shrine Ise-jingū, and the beautiful countryside pilgrimage routes of the UNESCO World Heritage-listed Kumano region.

Not all of Kansai is so rarefied, though. The slightly unconventional metropolis of Osaka has an easy-going atmosphere and boisterous nightlife, alongside several worthwhile sights. Further west, the port of Kōbe offers a gentler cosmopolitan feel and is home to the country’s top sake-producing area, while Himeji is home to a fabulous castle, as well as some impressive modern gardens and buildings.

Hiroshima is the most visited location in western Honshū, with visitors coming to learn about the legacy of the A-bomb, and staying to experience the city’s laidback atmosphere and food scene. On the way there, pause at Okayama to stroll around one of Japan’s top three gardens, Kōraku-en, and the appealingly preserved Edo-era town of Kurashiki. The beauty of the Inland Sea, dotted with thousands of islands, is best appreciated from the idyllic fishing village of Tomonoura, the port of Onomichi and the relaxed islands of Naoshima, Ikuchi-jima and Miyajima.

Crossing to the San-in coast, the castle town of Hagi retains some handsome samurai houses and atmospheric temples, only surpassed by even more enchanting Tsuwano, further inland. One of Japan’s most venerable shrines, Izumo Taisha, lies roughly midway along the coast; the nearby city of Matsue sits on a strip of land between two lagoons, and is home to both a 400-year-old castle and, at Adachi Museum of Art, an unmissable garden.

Shikoku is the location for Japan’s most famous pilgrimage (a walking tour around 88 Buddhist temples), but also offers dramatic scenery in the Iya Valley and along its rugged coastline. The island’s largest city, Matsuyama, has an imperious castle and the splendidly ornate Dōgo Onsen Honkan – one of Japan’s best hot springs. There’s also the lovely garden of Ritsurin-kōen in Takamatsu and the ancient Shintō shrine at Kotohira.

The southernmost of Japan’s four main islands, Kyūshū is probably best known for Nagasaki, an attractive and cosmopolitan city that has overcome its terrible wartime history. Hikers and onsen enthusiasts should head up into the central highlands, where Aso-san’s smouldering peak dominates the world’s largest volcanic crater, or to the more southerly meadows of Ebino Kōgen. So much hot water gushes out of the ground in Beppu, on the east coast, that it’s known as Japan’s hot-spring capital. Fukuoka, on the other hand, takes pride in its innovative modern architecture and exceptionally lively entertainment district.


Average daily temperatures and monthly rainfall



		Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec


	Akita


	Max/Min ºC	2/-5	3/-5	6/-2	13/4	18/8	23/14	26/18	28/19	24/15	18/8	11/3	4/-2

	rainfall mm	142	104	104	105	112	127	198	188	211	188	191	178

	Kōchi


	Max/Min ºC	12/4	12/4	15/7	19/12	22/17	24/19	28/24	29/25	28/22	23/17	19/12	14/7

	rainfall mm	64	142	160	188	244	323	257	213	323	279	175	107

	Nagasaki


	Max/Min ºC	9/2	10/2	14/5	19/10	23/14	26/18	29/23	31/23	27/20	22/14	17/9	12/4

	rainfall mm	71	84	125	185	170	312	257	175	249	114	94	81

	Sapporo


	Max/Min ºC	2/-10	2/-10	6/-7	13/-1	18/3	21/10	24/16	26/18	22/12	17/6	11/-1	5/-6

	rainfall mm	25	43	61	84	102	160	188	155	160	147	56	38

	Tokyo


	Max/Min ºC	10/1	10/1	13/4	18/10	23/15	25/18	29/22	31/24	27/20	21/14	17/8	12/3

	rainfall mm	110	155	228	254	244	305	254	203	279	228	162	96






Okinawa comprises more than a hundred islands stretching in a great arc to within sight of Taiwan. An independent kingdom until the early seventeenth century, traces of the island’s distinctive, separate culture still survive. The beautifully reconstructed former royal palace dominates the capital city, Naha (due to reopen fully in 2026, following a fire), but the best of the region lies on its remoter islands. This is where you’ll find Japan’s most stunning white-sand beaches and its best diving, particularly around the subtropical islands of Ishigaki, Taketomi and Iriomote.

< Back to Intro


When to go

Average temperature and weather patterns vary enormously across Japan. The main influences on Honshū’s climate are the mountains and surrounding warm seas, which bring plenty of rain and, in the colder months, snow. Winter weather differs greatly, however, between the western Sea of Japan and the Pacific coasts, the former suffering cold winds and heavy snow while the latter tends towards dry, clear winter days. Regular heavy snowfalls in the mountains provide ideal conditions for skiers.

< Back to Intro



Author picks

Our authors have ventured to every corner of Japan to find the very best the country has to offer. Here are some of their personal highlights:

Hokusai in Obuse Using the name “The Old Man Mad About Art”, the artist created wonderful paintings (not prints!) in this little town in his final years.

Speed into the future For a hands-on experience of the 500kph trains of tomorrow, head to the SCMaglev and Railway Park outside Nagoya.

Tea-picking The finest green tea in Japan has been cultivated on the low rolling hills of Wazuka-cho, near Uji, since the thirteenth century.

The Yaeyama Islands Ishigaki-jima is the hub of this tantalizingly tropical slice of Japan – stunning beaches, great diving and about as laidback as Japan gets.

Outdoor adventure Journey through Hokkaidō to reach remote Rishiri-tō and Rebun-tō, volcanic islands crisscrossed with epic hiking and cycling trails.

Cross the roof of Japan The Tateyama-Kurobe Alpine Route, Kurobe-Unazuki Canyon Route and Kurobe Gorge Railway link together to whisk you over the Japan Alps, with spectacular mountain views.

Tokyo cityscapes Get elevated views of the world’s biggest city for free, including a few tower-topping restaurant floors.

Inland Sea views The views of the Seto Ōhashi bridge and the Inland Sea from Washū-zan are some of Japan’s most spectacular.

Sumo Watch the titanic, ritualized clashes of the nation’s sporting giants in the centuries-old martial art characterized by uniquely Japanese traditions.

The maples of Miyajima There’s no better place to embrace the magnificent colours of the Japanese autumn than this ancient pilgrimage island.




Our author recommendations don’t end here. We’ve flagged up our favourite places – a perfectly sited hotel, an atmospheric café, a special restaurant – throughout the Guide, highlighted with the [image: Image] symbol.
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STUDENT SUMO WRESTLER
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TATEYAMA, JAPANESE ALPS

< Back to Intro


30

things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Japan has to offer in one trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order, is a selective and subjective taste of the country’s highlights: impressive museums, tranquil gardens, lively festivals, awe-inspiring temples and much more. All entries are colour coded to the corresponding chapter and have a page reference to take you straight into the Guide.
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1 Kyoto


The capital of Japan for a thousand years, endowed with an almost overwhelming legacy of temples, palaces and gardens, a rich traditional culture and refined cuisine live on in modern-day Kyoto.
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2 Yakushima


Commune with millennium-old cedar trees in Yakushima National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
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3 Kōya-san


Mingle with monks and pilgrims on one of Japan’s holiest mountains, home to over a hundred monasteries.

[image: Image]
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4 Earth Celebration


Vibrant international world music festival, hosted by the drumming group Kodō on the rugged island of Sado-ga-shima.
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5 Climb Mount Fuji


Make the tough but rewarding hike up Japan’s tallest peak, a long-dormant volcano of classic symmetrical beauty.

[image: Image]
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6 Yuki Matsuri


Sapporo, Hokkaidō, is filled with mammoth snow and ice sculptures every February, in one of Japan’s many sparkling winter festivals.
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7 Stay at a ryokan


Treat yourself to a night of luxury in a ryokan, a traditional Japanese inn, where you enter a world of elegance and meticulous service.

[image: Image]
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8 Sake breweries


Discover the amazing varieties of this ancient Japanese alcoholic drink at the country’s many venerable sake breweries; there are some excellent ones in Obuse and Takayama.
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9 Shinjuku and Shibuya

See pages 120 and 119

These neon-drenched Tokyo districts are contemporary Japan in a nutshell, and particularly spellbinding come evening.
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10 Taketomi-jima


Bathe in the warm waters surrounding this speck of an Okinawan island, a sleepy spot whose few buildings are topped with terracotta tiles.

[image: Image]
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11 Kamikōchi


This busy but pretty mountain village preserves a Shangri-la atmosphere and serves as the gateway to the Northern Alps.
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12 Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama


Admire the distinctive gasshō-zukuri houses, whose steep-sided thatched roofs recall two hands joined in prayer.
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13 Nikkō


This pilgrim town is home to the fabulously over-the-top Tōshō-gū shrine, one of Japan’s most sumptuous buildings.
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14 Hiroshima


Pay your respects to the A-bomb’s victims in the city of Hiroshima, impressively reborn from the ashes of World War II.
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15 Kabukiza


Enjoy a dramatic kabuki performance at this glitzy Tokyo theatre.
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16 Nametoko Gorge


Regarded as a natural “power spot”, a mystical place where clear-blue waters cut through pristine forest and gush over mossy boulders.
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17 Nara


The ancient former capital is home to the Buddhist temple of Tōdai-ji, and free-roaming sacred deer.
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18 Kenroku-en


Nature has been elegantly tamed at Kanazawa’s star attraction, considered one of Japan’s top three gardens.
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19 Furano in summer


A riot of colour, when endless fields of lavender and sunflowers make a picturesque backdrop for walks and bike rides.
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20 The Kiso Valley


Explore a gorgeous countryside walk between lovingly preserved Edo-era “post towns” at the foot of the Central Alps.

[image: Image]
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21 Skiing


Hit the slopes at Hakuba or Niseko, or enjoy the great runs and charming atmosphere of Nozawa Onsen.
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22 Kumano Kodō


Wander the ancient pilgrimage route of the “Land of the Gods”, and soak in the healing waters of isolated hot springs.
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23 Naoshima


Experience the beauty of the Inland Sea on this tranquil island, with its amazing contemporary art museums, public sculptures and installations.
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Shutterstock

24 Himeji-jō


Relive the days of the samurai at this impressive feudal-era fortress, standing proud over a charming historic town.
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25 Sushi


You’ve probably eaten sushi before, but try some in Japan and you may never want to eat it anywhere else ever again.
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26 Awa Odori


Dance through the streets at the country’s biggest Obon bash, held in Tokushima, Shikoku.
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Shutterstock

27 Tokyo’s art scene


Tokyo remains the most important art city in Asia – hit the Roppongi Art Triangle to see why.

[image: Image]
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28 Kaiseki-ryōri


Indulge yourself with a meal of kaiseki-ryōri, Japan’s haute cuisine, comprising a selection of beautifully prepared morsels made from the finest seasonal ingredients.

[image: Image]
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29 Onsen


Take a dip at a top resort town like Dōgo or Sukayu Onsen, or enjoy the exquisite warmth of a rotemburo (outdoor bath) as the snow falls – Kotan Onsen at Hokkaidō’s Kussharo-ko makes a memorable choice.

[image: Image]
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30 Ramen


Your tastebuds can get acquainted with many breeds of noodle in Japan, but ramen is the undisputed number one, inspiring an almost religious following.

< Back to Intro



Itineraries

Japan may not be terribly large, but there are enough historic, natural and contemporary sights to keep you busy for months on end. Most visitors hit Tokyo and Kyoto, the capitals past and present, but the further you get from the beaten track, the more rewarding the experience. These itineraries head all over Japan’s varied landscapes, and give at least an idea of what this fascinating country is all about. The trips below give a flavour of what the country has to offer and what we can plan and book for you at [image: Image]roughguides.com/trips.

[image: Image]
The Full Monty

Hitting most of Japan’s main sights, this itinerary loosely follows the old Tōkaidō route that linked Tokyo with Kyoto, then moves further west to within a short ferry ride of the Korean peninsula.

[image: Image] Tokyo Japan’s wonderful capital has something for everyone – the only question is what to do with your time there, which will never be quite enough.

[image: Image] Mount Fuji This emblematic volcanic cone, just west of Tokyo, is climbable through the summer, but visible from passing Shinkansen trains all year round.

[image: Image] Kyoto Contrary to the expectations of many visitors, Japan’s vaunted ancient ex-capital is actually a large, modern city, albeit one brimming with compelling historical gems.

[image: Image] Nara Just south of Kyoto, Nara is a far more rustic place – witness the deer merrily grazing around the temples and shrines.

[image: Image] Naoshima Take a detour from the mainland route to this small island, home to swathes of fantastic modern art.

[image: Image] Hiroshima The name of this city is etched firmly into the world’s conscience. The gutted A-bomb Dome is a stark reminder of the lives lost here, while the surrounding park is filled with hope for the future.

[image: Image] Fukuoka Way out west, this is perhaps the friendliest city in the land – its characteristic yatai stalls make perfect places in which to bond with ramen-slurping locals over a few glasses of sake.

World Heritage tour

Japan boasts twenty cultural and five natural UNESCO World Heritage Sites; focusing on the country’s ancient wonders alone could keep you well occupied for a good ten days.

[image: Image] Nikkō One of Japan’s most relaxed cities, where a clutch of dreamy temples lurks in the mountainous forests around the fabulously preposterous UNESCO-listed Tōshō-gū complex.


Create your own itinerary with Rough Guides. Whether you’re after adventure or a family-friendly holiday, we have a trip for you, with all the activities you enjoy doing and the sights you want to see. All our trips are devised by local experts who get the most out of the destination. Visit [image: Image]www.roughguides.com/trips to chat with one of our travel agents.



[image: Image] Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama The lovingly preserved villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama, with their distinctive A-frame houses, give a glimpse of Japanese rural life centuries ago.

[image: Image] Kyoto Having functioned as capital for around one millennium, it’s no surprise that over two dozen places in Kyoto have been protected as World Heritage Sites; whatever you do, don’t miss the phenomenal Kiyomizu-dera temple.

[image: Image] Miyajima Close to Hiroshima, this is one of Japan’s most famed attractions – a vermilion-red torii rising elegantly from the sea.

[image: Image] Nara This historic city has eight sites showcasing the early development of Buddhism, as well as Shintō shrines, a primeval forest, a park and a palace.

[image: Image] Ryūkyū Kingdom ites If you make it as far as Okinawa, don’t miss the ancient castles, gardens and religious sites linked to the Ryūkyū Kingdom that once ruled this gorgeous island chain.

Tōhoku–Hokkaidō

You could easily spend a couple of weeks wending your way through northern Honshū, full of rich heritage and timeless agricultural scenes, before heading to the unspoilt, wild landscape of Hokkaidō, Japan’s northernmost island, which bursts with natural phenomena and wildlife.

[image: Image] Sendai Stroll the tree-lined streets of the city and take day-trips to the Yamadera temple complex and the scenic bay of Matsushima.

[image: Image] Dewa-sanzan Spend a few days hiking up this extinct volcano along pilgrimage routes taken by the yamabushi ascetic mountain hermits.

[image: Image] Tōno Valley Cycle through the rural landscape of this flat valley and envelop yourself in the mysterious folk tales embedded in the region’s ancient shrines and rock carvings.

[image: Image] Aomori Stay in Honshū’s northernmost city and take trips to the eerie Shimokita Hantō, populated by wandering souls, and Towada, for a hike around a volcanic lake and visit to a joyful modern art museum.

[image: Image] Noboribetsu Onsen Explore the smoking, sulphurous volcanic landscape before a relaxing soak back at the inn and the delights of ryokan cuisine.

[image: Image] Otaru Step back in time and marvel at the imposing Meiji-era public buildings and luxurious homes built on the profits of the herring industry.

[image: Image] Sapporo From the ultimate summer evenings to snow sculptures in February, a visit to Hokkaidō’s bustling capital is a must.

[image: Image] Daisetsu-zan National Park Excellent skiing in winter, cherry blossoms in spring, endless fields of summer flowers and magnificent autumn colours – this national park has it all.

[image: Image]

	Shikoku

Shikoku is the least visited of Japan’s four main islands, but it is well worth making the trip here. The following itinerary could be done in two weeks, at a push, or at a more leisurely pace over three.

[image: Image] Inland Sea journey Naoshima and the exciting Art Islands offer captivating modern art and a friendly local culture.

[image: Image] Takamatsu This amiable city has one of Japan’s most beautiful gardens and dozens of sanuki udon restaurants serving tasty thick white noodles.

[image: Image] Tokushima The city of the energetic Awa Odori dance festival also has a historic bunraku puppet theatre.

[image: Image] Kaifu Thanks to big waves and warm Pacific currents, Shikoku’s eastern coast is a great place to come if you’re on the lookout for excellent surfing spots.

[image: Image] Iya Valley One of the country’s most hidden regions, with rustic mountain villages and the atmosphere of an older, slower Japan.

[image: Image] Kōchi The hometown of Sakamoto Ryōma, one of Japan’s most revered samurai heroes, the densely populated city of Kōchi has a lively night food market.

[image: Image] Uwajima Visit a sex museum and watch a bloodless bullfighting match in this quiet, unassuming town.

[image: Image] Matsuyama Check out the magnificent ancient castle and historic hot spring of Dōgo Onsen in Shikoku’s largest city.

Kyūshū

You could forget Tokyo and Kyoto entirely and still get a pretty accurate impression of Japan by visiting its third-largest island, home to active volcanoes, great food, ancient forests and hot springs aplenty.

[image: Image] Beppu One of Japan’s foremost hot-spring resorts, a small, pleasingly retro place where steam billows from the streets; there are hundreds of onsen pools here, including a couple of “secret” ones hiding away in the forested hills above town.

[image: Image] Fukuoka Start your trip in the island’s main city, where you can expect tasty meals, boisterous night­life and a thoroughly enjoyable vibe.

[image: Image] Nagasaki Like Hiroshima, this city has rebounded with phenomenal gusto from the atomic blasts that devastated it in 1945. Take a trip to see intriguing Battleship Island – a Bond-villain set so otherworldly that it didn’t even need to be touched up for the film.

[image: Image] Aso This giant volcanic crater, with sulphurous steam still shooting out from the peaks at its centre, is an easily accessible place in which to get a handle on rural Japan.

[image: Image] Kagoshima Interested in seeing a volcano explode? Sakurajima erupts several times a day, just across the bay from this unique city.

[image: Image] Yakushima The inspiration behind certain Studio Ghibli cartoons, the richly forested highlands on this pristine island feature trees so old, nobody has yet been able to verify their age.
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Sustainable travel

There are plenty of ways to leave a positive impact with your trip to Japan, from choosing slow travel to minimising single-use plastic.

With its 34 national parks, 68 percent forest cover and hundreds of idyllic islands, Japan is an outdoor-lover’s dream. But development has been encroaching on those dramatic natural landscapes for decades, and Japan is feeling the impact of the climate crisis as much as anywhere else. You can play a part in shifting Japan’s tourism industry towards sustainability – and in the process, get a deeper, more memorable experience.

The mottainai spirit

Mottainai is the idea that waste is disrespectful, even shameful. It has roots in the animistic Shintō and Ainu beliefs that all living (and many created) things have a spirit. Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Muta Maathai explained it as neatly encapsulating the usual three Rs of Reduce, Reuse and Recycle, plus a fourth: Respect.

This mottainai spirit shows up in manners and customs like eating everything on your plate, taking litter home with you, and paying close attention to waste and recycling rules. It’s no surprise, then, that in modern times mottainai has become closely linked with sustainability.

The plastic problem

Many visitors to Japan are shocked by the amount of single-use plastic. In a convenience store, you won’t only see sandwiches wrapped in plastic, but even individual bananas!

Some of this is cultural. Cleanliness is very important in Japan, so you’re given a wet-wipe or oshibori (hot towel, often sealed in plastic to show it’s fresh) before most meals. Some, though, is simply the result of an abundance of choice and overconsumption.

So what can you do? Firstly, don’t go overboard at every vending machine or 100-yen shop you see. Yes, they’re a fun “only in Japan” experience, but they’re very waste intensive. What’s more, you’ll see plenty during your trip – there’s no rush!


Recommended tour operators

Adventure Hokkaido [image: Image]adventure-hokkaido.com Small-group and self-guided tours in Hokkaidō which promote animal welfare and community and environmental responsibility.

Expedition Japan [image: Image]expedition-japan.com Sustainable trips in off-the-beaten-track destinations, mostly in Tohoku, often built around local craft, food and agriculture experiences.

Inside Japan Tours [image: Image]insidejapantours.com A certified B-Corp which is a great option for the whole country.

Oku Japan [image: Image]okujapan.com Small-group and self-guided tours in less-visited destinations throughout Japan, with a focus on supporting depopulating rural areas in particular.

Walk Japan [image: Image]walkjapan.com A pioneer in small-group travel, with walking itineraries for a wide range of ability levels and a well-established Community Project in Oita.

Wondertrunk & Co [image: Image]wondertrunk.co Bespoke tours which focus on off-the-beaten-track destinations and locally owned businesses.



Secondly, you can take part in mottainai-inspired environmental campaigns by carrying a reusable bag and refillable bottle; MyMizu ([image: Image]mymizu.co) aims to create a network of free water refill spots throughout Japan. “My Hashi” encourages people to forego waribashi (disposable wooden chopsticks) by carrying their own pair.

An alternative Golden Route

Most overseas tourists in Japan go to the same places. In 2019, about 47 percent went to Tokyo prefecture, 38 to Osaka and 28 to Kyoto. By contrast, the most visited of Shikoku’s four prefectures, Kagawa, was on just one percent of overseas visitors’ itineraries. The most popular spots are feeling the strain from overtourism, while others see little tourism income.

If you don’t want to miss the big sights, that’s okay! There are still things you can do to minimise your impact and maximise your enjoyment. Rather than hopping straight on the shinkansen from Tokyo to Kyoto, why not try an alternative Golden Route? The Hokuriku Arch Pass is much cheaper than the standard JR Pass, and takes you from the modern to the ancient capital via the mountainous and coastal prefectures of Toyama, Ishikawa and Fukui (1, 2 and 0.2 percent of overseas visitors).

Off-the-beaten-track Japan

Japan has a diverse range of regional cultures, landscapes and cuisines, tempting you off the Golden Route and out into the rest of the country. In Hokkaidō and Okinawa, you can experience the rich living cultures of the indigenous Ainu and Ryūkyūans.

Do a bit of digging, and you’ll find a wealth of English-language resources about rural tourism, experiential travel and community-based projects throughout Japan. If you’re nervous about language or transport, just ask a specialist tour operator to help.

Nature and wildlife

Anyone who’s watched Studio Ghibli’s Princess Mononoke will understand the struggle of balancing development with protecting nature in Japan. Tourists are often surprised to see rivers lined in concrete, and beauty spots crowded with tour buses and souvenir shops.

There is also a widespread lack of awareness about animal welfare: aquaria with dolphin shows and captive cetaceans; zoos with insufficient enrichment and small enclosures; animal cafés with lax guidelines; and, infamously, whale meat still on some menus.

However, there are plenty of places where you can spend your money to show your appreciation for well-protected nature and wildlife. About ten percent of Japan is within national and quasi-national parks, including spectacular landscapes from thousand-year-old cedar trees to steaming hot springs, and wildlife from rare wildcats in Okinawa to the world’s largest owl in Hokkaidō.

Ecotour operators like Picchio are raising the profile of wildlife tourism in Japan, while the development of Tōhoku’s east coast in the Sanriku Fukkō National Park is showing how impactful regenerative travel can be.

Flight-free travel

Japan has a famously excellent railway network, with everything from high-speed Shinkansen to open-sided sightseeing trains. Combine this with well-priced buses and ferries to even the farthest-flung islands, like Izu and Ogasawara, and you have all the ingredients for a slow travel adventure once you arrive in Japan.

On a more local level, you’ll generally find good public transport in all but the most rural of destinations. Bike hire is common, and ebikes are increasingly popular – perfect for getting around in the more mountainous parts of the country.

[image: Image]
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Getting there

Tokyo’s Narita International Airport, Osaka’s Kansai International Airport and Centrair near Nagoya are the main international flight gateways, while Tokyo’s Haneda Airport also offers a range of international connections.

Airfares are highest around the Golden Week holiday period at the beginning of May, and the Obon festival in mid-August, as well as at Christmas and New Year, when seats are at a premium. Prices drop during the “shoulder” seasons – April to June and September to October – with the best deals in the low season, January to March and November to December (excluding Christmas and New Year).

Flights from the UK and Ireland

All Nippon Airways (ANA; [image: Image]ana.co.jp), British Airways ([image: Image]britishairways.com), Japan Airlines (JAL; [image: Image]jal.com) and Virgin ([image: Image]virgin-atlantic.com) fly nonstop from London to Tokyo, with the trip taking about twelve hours. Return fares start from around £650 direct if you’re lucky, but since you can find occasional special indirect deals (usually via Russia, China or the Middle East) for as low as £400, it pays to shop around. There are no direct flights from Dublin; transferring in the Middle East can bring return prices as low as €750, though it’s always worth considering a budget flight to London or mainland Europe if you can find a good deal from there.

Flights from the US and Canada

A number of airlines fly nonstop from the US and Canada to Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya, including Air Canada ([image: Image]aircanada.ca), All Nippon Airways (ANA; [image: Image]ana.co.jp), American Airlines ([image: Image]aa.com), Japan Airlines (JAL; [image: Image]jal.com) and United ([image: Image]united.com); there are connections from virtually every US regional airport. Flying time to Tokyo is around fifteen hours from New York, thirteen hours from Chicago and ten hours from Los Angeles. Low-season return fares to Tokyo start at around US$850 from Chicago or New York, US$650 from Los Angeles and Can$1200 from Vancouver.

However, be prepared to pay up to double these fares (especially for direct flights), and note that to get the cheapest deals you may have to transfer in China – which, unfortunately, involves looping back on yourself. Zipair ([image: Image]zipair.net), a low-cost subsidiary of JAL, can provide a cheaper option from Honolulu, Los Angeles, San Francisco or San Jose.

Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa

Qantas ([image: Image]qantas.com.au), Japan Airlines (JAL; [image: Image]jal.com) and Air New Zealand ([image: Image]airnewzealand.com) operate nonstop flights to Tokyo from Australia and New Zealand. Flying time is around ten hours from eastern Australia and twelve hours from New Zealand. Return fares from Australia to Tokyo sometimes go under Aus$700 with Jetstar ([image: Image]jetstar.com), who fly direct from Brisbane, Cairns and Gold Coast. From New Zealand direct routings cost NZ$1600 return and up, though you can lop a fair bit off this by flying with via Australia, or looking for a Fiji Airways sale via Nadi.

Flying from South Africa, you’ll be routed through Southeast Asia or the Middle East (sometimes Addis Ababa too); prices usually start in the region of R15,000, though keep an eye out for promotional deals or fight-and-hotel packages.

Flights from other Asian countries

If you’re already in Asia, it can be quite cheap to fly to Tokyo with low-cost regional carriers: Air Asia ([image: Image]airasia.com) from Kuala Lumpur, Cebu and Manila; Cebu Pacific ([image: Image]cebupacificair.com) from Cebu and Manila; Eastar ([image: Image]eastarjet.com), Jeju Air ([image: Image]jejuair.net), Jin ([image: Image]jinair.com) and T’way ([image: Image]twayair.com) from Seoul; HK Express ([image: Image]hkexpress.com) from Hong Kong; Scoot ([image: Image]flyscoot.com) from Singapore and Taipei; and VietJet ([image: Image]vietjetair.com) from Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and Danang. Finally, Japanese operator Peach ([image: Image]flypeach.com) offers flights from China, Korea and Taiwan; and Zipair ([image: Image]zipair.net) from Bangkok, Manila, Seoul and Singapore.


A Better Kind Of Travel

At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We believe it helps us understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – and of course tourism is vital to many developing economies. But the scale of modern tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and climate change is accelerated by most forms of transport, especially flying. We encourage all our authors to consider the carbon footprint of the journeys they make in the course of researching our guides.



Train and ferry

Adventurous travellers can take advantage of a number of alternative routes to Japan from Europe and Asia via train and ferry. There are three long-distance train journeys – the Trans-Siberian, Trans-Mongolian and Trans-Manchurian – all of which will put you on the right side of Asia for a hop across to Japan. The shortest ferry route is on the hydrofoil between Busan in South Korea and Fukuoka (Hakata port) on Japan’s southern island of KyūshūThe classic overland adventure route to or from Japan is via the Trans-­Siberian train, a seven-night journey from Moscow to Vladivostok on Russia’s far-eastern coast, though for many travellers the practicalities will have been affected by the war in Ukraine

Ferries from China and South Korea

The Japan–China International Ferry Co ([image: Image]shinganjin.com) ferry heads to Japan from Shanghai every Saturday (44hr; from ¥22,000), arriving in Osaka and Kōbe on alternate Monday mornings; the return legs to China depart at noon on Tuesday. Conditions on board are good, the berths are clean and comfortable (though the cheapest are like bedless dorms), and facilities include swimming pools, restaurants and even discos.

There are daily ferry and hydrofoil services from Busan in South Korea to Fukuoka and Shimonoseki.

Agents and operators

InsideJapan UK [image: Image]insidejapantours.com. Esteemed operator with a huge wealth of Japan experience, offering a wide range of small-group, self-guided and private tours.

Japan Package Australia [image: Image]japanpackage.com.au. Sydney-based agent offering a variety of Japan packages (including plenty of anime tours) as well as Japan Rail Passes.

Japan Travel Bureau (JTB) UK [image: Image]jtbeurope.com; US [image: Image]jtbusa.com; Canada [image: Image]jtb.ca; Australia [image: Image]japantravel.com.au. The various wings of this Japanese operation offer tours of the capital, Fuji, Nikkō and beyond.

Mitsui Travel Australia [image: Image]mitsuitravel.com.au. Specializing in guided tours, including a six-day Best of Japan itinerary.

Travel Japan Australia [image: Image]traveljapan.com.au. Provides everything from flights and packages to customized itineraries.

Travel Wright [image: Image]wrightwaytravel.org. An annual tour to Japan (usually March) focused around the work and legacy of architect Frank Lloyd Wright.
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Visas and entry requirements

All visitors to Japan must have a passport valid for the duration of their stay. At the time of writing, citizens of most Western countries can stay in Japan for up to ninety days without a visa provided they are visiting for tourism or business purposes, and are in possession of a valid ticket out of Japan; travellers from the UK, Ireland, Austria, Germany, Switzerland or Mexico can apply to extend this for a further three months. Visitors from South Africa will have to apply for a 90-day e-visa.

Citizens of certain other countries must apply for a visa in advance in their own country. Visas are usually free, though in certain circumstances you may be charged a fee. The rules on visas do change from time to time, so check first with the nearest Japanese embassy or consulate, or on the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs website ([image: Image]mofa.go.jp).

Visa extensions

To get a visa extension you’ll need to fill in two copies of an “Application for Extension of Stay”, available from a Regional Immigration Bureau; Tokyo’s is at 5-5-30 Kōnan, Minato-ku (Mon–Fri 9am–noon & 1–4pm; T03 5796 7111, [image: Image]moj.go.jp), a short walk from Tennōzu Isle Station. Go early in the day, since the process can take forever; also note that your application may not be confirmed for two weeks. Bring along passport photos (and your passport, of course), a letter explaining your reasons for wanting to extend your stay, and the requisite fee. In addition, you may be asked to show proof of sufficient funds to support your stay, and a valid onward ticket out of the country.

If you’re not a national of one of the few countries with six-month reciprocal visa exemptions, the only alternative will be a short trip out of the country, say to South Korea or Hong Kong, though you may still have to run the gauntlet of immigration officials on your return.

Working holiday visas

Citizens of the UK, Ireland, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, among other countries, can apply for a working holiday visa if they are aged between 18 and 30 (officially up to 25 for Aussies, Canadians and Australians, though there are often ways around this); this grants a stay of up to one year and entitles the holder to take paid employment so long as your stay is “primarily deemed to be a holiday”. Full details of the scheme can be found at [image: Image]mofa.go.jp.

Note that if you’re on any sort of working visa and you leave Japan temporarily, you must get a re-entry visa before you leave if you wish to continue working on your return. Re-entry visas are available from local immigration bureaux.

Volunteer visas

British nationals are eligible for the volunteer visa scheme, which allows holders to undertake voluntary work for charitable organizations in Japan for up to one year. Your application must include a letter from the host organization confirming details of the voluntary work to be undertaken and the treatment the volunteer will receive (pocket money and board and lodging are allowed, but formal remuneration is not). You must also be able to show evidence of sufficient funds for your stay in Japan. Contact the Japanese embassy to check the current details of the scheme.

Residency cards

Foreigners legally allowed to stay in Japan for more than ninety days – basically those with legal employment or married to a Japanese citizen – must obtain residency status before their first ninety days is up. Resident cards (zairyū kādo; 在留カード) can be issued, with prior arrangement, at the main international airports, though most people end up applying at their local government office. The cards include your photograph and must (legally speaking) be carried at all times, though they’re rarely checked.

Japanese embassies and consulates

You’ll find a full list on [image: Image]mofa.go.jp.

Australia 112 Empire Circuit, Yarralumla, Canberra [image: Image]au.emb-japan.go.jp.

Canada 255 Sussex Drive, Ottawa [image: Image]ca.emb-japan.go.jp.

China 1 Liangmaqiao Dongjie, Chaoyang, Beijing [image: Image]cn.emb-japan.go.jp.

Ireland Nutley Building, Merrion Centre, Nutley Lane, Dublin [image: Image]ie.emb-japan.go.jp.

New Zealand Level 18, Majestic Centre, 100 Willis St, Wellington [image: Image]nz.emb-japan.go.jp.

Singapore 16 Nassim Rd [image: Image]sg.emb-japan.go.jp.

South Africa 259 Baines St, Groenkloof, Pretoria [image: Image]za.emb-japan.go.jp.

South Korea 6 Yulgok-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul [image: Image]kr.emb-japan.go.jp.

UK 101–104 Piccadilly, London [image: Image]uk.emb-japan.go.jp.

US 2520 Massachusetts Ave NW, Washington DC [image: Image]us.emb-japan.go.jp.
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Getting around

The time of year is an important factor to consider when arranging your transport around Japan. Peak travelling seasons are the few days either side of New Year, the Golden Week holidays of late April and early May, and the mid-August Obon holiday. During these times, the whole of Japan can seem on the move, with trains, planes and ferries packed to the gills and roads clogged with traffic. Book well in advance and be prepared to pay higher fares on flights, as all discounts are suspended during peak periods.

Domestic travel agencies, such as Japan Travel Bureau, can book all types of transport and are also useful sources for checking travel schedules. The staff in these agencies have access to the jikokuhyō timetable, an incredible source of information, updated monthly, on virtually every form of public transport in Japan. There’s always a jikokuhyō available for consultation at stations, and most hotels have a copy too.

If you’re going to travel around Japan a lot, get hold of a Japan Railways (JR) English timetable for all the Shinkansen and many major express train services, available from JNTO offices in Japan and abroad and at major train stations. Using the “from/to” function on Google Maps will also give you most of the information you’ll require when travelling by bus or train.

By train

The vast majority of services on Japan’s brilliant rail network are operated by the six regional JR (Japan Railways) companies: JR Hokkaidō ([image: Image]jrhokkaido.co.jp), JR East ([image: Image]jreast.co.jp), JR Central ([image: Image]jr-central.co.jp), JR West ([image: Image]westjr.co.jp), JR Shikoku ([image: Image]jr-shikoku.co.jp) and JR Kyūshū ([image: Image]jrkyushu.co.jp). JR is run as a single company as far as buying tickets is concerned. Smaller rail companies, including Hankyū, Kintetsu, Meitetsu, Odakyū and Tōbu, are based in the major cities and surrounding areas, but in the vast majority of Japan it’s JR services that you’ll be using.

Individual tickets can be pricey, especially for the fastest trains, but many discount tickets and rail passes are available to cut the cost. If you plan to travel extensively by train, the various Japan Rail passes provide the best overall deal. If you have lots of time, and are travelling during the main student holiday periods, the Seishun 18 ticket is also an excellent buy.


Travel information service

JR East Infoline (daily 10am–6pm; [image: Image]050 2016 1603) is an information service in English, Chinese and Korean dealing with all train enquiries nationwide. Train bookings cannot be made on this service, but they will be able to tell you about the fastest route between any two points on the system and where to make a seat reservation.



Shinkansen

For many visitors, riding the Shinkansen (新幹線) is an eagerly anticipated part of a trip to Japan. Often referred to as the “Bullet Train” because of the smooth, rounded design of the earliest locomotives, you’ll barely notice the speed of these smooth-running beasts, which purr along some lines at a whopping 320kph. They are also frighteningly punctual (two seconds late on the platform and you’ll be waving goodbye to the back end of the train), not to mention reliable (only the severest weather conditions or earthquakes stop the Shinkansen).

The busiest Shinkansen route is the Tōkaidō–San'yō line, which runs west from Tokyo through Nagoya, Kyoto, Osaka and Hiroshima, terminating at Hakata Station in Fukuoka (the Tōkaidō line runs from Tokyo to Shin-Osaka Station, while the San'yō line continues from there to Fukuoka).

The Tōhoku line is the main northern route, passing through Sendai and terminating at Shin-Aomori; “mini-Shinkansen” spurs off the main line are the Akita line from Morioka to Akita, and the Yamagata line from Fukushima to Shinjō. From Shin-Aomori the Hokkaidō line continues through the Seikan Tunnel to Hakodate, and this will be extended to Sapporo by 2030.

The Jōetsu line heads north from Tokyo, tunnelling through the mountains to Niigata along the Sea of Japan coast, with the Hokuriku line branching off west at Takasaki to end at Tsuruga. Lastly, the Kyūshū line connects Kagoshima with Hakata, and there’s an odd non-contiguous (for now) section linking Nagasaki with Takao Onsen.

To travel by Shinkansen, you’ll pay a hefty surcharge on top of the basic fare for a regular train. Three types of Shinkansen services are available: the Kodama (こだま), which stops at all stations; the Hikari (ひかり), which stops only at major stations; and the Nozomi (のぞみ; available on the Tōkaidō–San'yō line only), the fastest service, for which you’ll have to pay an extra fee (and which you’re not allowed to take if you’re travelling on most types of rail pass). If you’re travelling from Tokyo to Fukuoka, the Nozomi shaves an hour off the six-hour journey on the Hikari, but for shorter hops the time saved isn’t generally worth the extra expense. Note that some lines employ alternative names for these services.

On the train, there are announcements and electronic signs in English telling you which stations are coming up. Get to the door in good time before the train arrives, as you’ll generally only have a few seconds in which to disembark before the train shoots off again.

Other trains

Aside from the Shinkansen, the fastest services are limited express (tokkyū; 特急) trains, their misleading name deriving from the fact that they make a limited number of stops. Like Shinkansen, you have to pay a surcharge to travel on them, and there are separate classes of reserved and non-reserved seats. Less common are the express trains (kyūkō; 急行), which also only stop at larger stations but carry a lower surcharge. Oddly, the rapid trains (kaisoku; 快速) are slower still, making more stops than express ones, but with no surcharge. Ordinary trains (futsū; 普通) are local services stopping at all stations, and usually limited to routes under 100km.


Luggage

You’ll usually only find left-luggage offices at the largest train stations in big cities, though all train stations, many subway stations, department stores and shopping centres have coin lockers where you can stash your bags. These come in a range of sizes, charging for a day’s storage. Taking luggage onto Japanese trains was essentially an anything-goes deal until 2020, when certain Shinkansen lines (currently the Tōkaidō, San'yō and Kyūshū lines: basically Tokyo to Kagoshima) started charging for extra large items. Book with your ticket, or you’ll pay a fine on board.




Train classes and reservations

On Shinkansen trains and JR tokkyū (limited express) and kyūkō (express) services, there’s a choice of ordinary (futsū-sha; 普通車) carriages or more expensive first-class Green Car (guriin-sha; グリーン車) carriages, where seats are two abreast either side of the aisle (as opposed to two-and-three). On Nozomi Shinkansen, it’s also possible to buy standing-only tickets for a small discount.

Each train also has both reserved (shitei-seki; 指定席), and unreserved (jiyū-seki; 自由席) sections. Seat reservations cost a modest amount (very much worth it on busy trains), and are free if you have a rail pass. You cannot sit in the reserved section of a train without a reservation, even if it’s empty and the unreserved section full, although you can buy a reservation ticket from the train conductor.

If you don’t have a reservation, aim to get to the station early, locate your platform and stand in line at the marked section for the unreserved carriages; ask the platform attendants for jiyū-seki, and they’ll point the way. If you have a reservation, platform signs will also direct you where to stand, so that you’re beside the right door when the train pulls in.



The above categories of train and surcharges apply to all JR services, and to some, but not all, private rail routes. To confuse matters further, you may find that if you’re travelling on a JR train on one of the more remote branch lines, you may be charged an additional fare due to part of the old JR network having been sold off to another operating company.

There are several SL (steam locomotive) services across the country, which run from spring through to autumn, mainly at weekends and during holidays. These leisurely trains, with lovingly restored engines and carriages, are a huge hit with tourists, and you’d be well advised to book in advance. Among the most popular routes are the the JR Kamaishi line from Tōno in northern Honshū and the Yamaguchi line between Ogōri and Tsuwano in western Honshū.

Buying tickets

JR tickets can be bought at any JR station and at many travel agencies. At major city stations, there will be a fare map in English beside the vending machine. Otherwise, if you’re buying your ticket from the ticket counter, it’s a good idea to have written down on a piece of paper the date and time you wish to travel, your destination, and the number of tickets you want. A fallback is to buy the minimum fare ticket from the vending machine and pay any surcharges on or when leaving the train – though this may sound dodgy, it’s completely kosher, and locals often do this too.

To make advance reservations for tokkyū and Shinkansen trains, or to buy special types of tickets, you’ll generally need to go to the green window, or “midori-no-madoguchi” – sales counters marked by a green logo.

In order to swap your exchange voucher for a Japan Rail Pass, you’ll have to go to a designated ticket office; they’re listed in the booklet you’ll receive with your rail pass voucher and on the rail pass website.

Japan Rail passes

If you plan to make just one long-distance train journey, such as Tokyo to Kyoto one-way, a Japan Rail Pass ([image: Image]japanrailpass.net) will not be good value, but in most other cases it will be. The passes can only be purchased online (for a small premium), or outside Japan from a travel agency ( for a few suggestions). For unfettered flexibility, the full JR Pass is the way to go, while regional Japan Rail Passes are good deals if they fit with your travel itinerary; most regional passes can be purchased at stations inside Japan. All the prices quoted here are for ordinary rail passes – Green Car passes cost more. Note that you will have to be travelling on a tourist visa to buy any of these passes.

The full Japan Rail Pass allows travel on virtually all JR services throughout Japan, including buses and ferries, and is valid for seven (¥29,650), fourteen (¥47,250) or twenty-one (¥60,450) consecutive days. The major services for which they are not valid are the Nozomi Shinkansen trains; if you’re caught on one of these, even unwittingly, you’ll be liable for the full fare for the trip. As with all JR tickets, children aged between six and eleven years inclusive pay half-price, while those under 6 travel free. If you buy the pass abroad, you’ll be given an exchange voucher, which must be swapped for a pass in Japan within three months. Once issued, the dates on the pass cannot be changed. Exchanges can only be made at designated JR stations; you’ll be issued with a list of locations (essentially every major JR station and international airport) when you buy your pass. Note that passes can only be issued if you’re travelling on a temporary visitor visa; JR staff are very strict about this, and you’ll be asked to show your passport when you present your exchange voucher for the pass or when you buy a pass directly in Japan. Also, note that if you lose your pass, it will not be replaced (even those purchased online), so take good care of it.


Japan regional Rail passes

If you’ll be concentrating on one or two specific parts of Japan, it may be wise to take advantage of the many regional passes on offer. Most of these can be purchased inside Japan. 

All Shikoku Rail Pass JR Shikoku [image: Image]jr-shikoku.co.jp. Covers the whole island, and allows travel on JR and private lines, from three days (¥9000) to seven days (¥13,000); you can purchase these inside Japan for an extra ¥500.

Hokkaidō Rail Pass JR Hokkaidō [image: Image]www.jrhokkaido.co.jp/global. Covers the whole island. ¥20,000/26,000/32,000 for three/five/seven days; you can purchase these inside Japan for an extra ¥1000.

Kansai Area Pass JR West [image: Image]westjr.co.jp. Covers the Kansai area, from one day (¥2800) to four days (¥7000). JR West also offer other passes covering slightly different areas, including the seven-day San'yō-San'in Pass (¥26,000), which also covers northern Kyūshū.

Kyūshū Rail Pass JR Kyūshū [image: Image]jrkyushu.co.jp. Covers the whole island, for ¥17,000/18,500/20,000 for three/five/seven days. There are also cheaper passes covering only the north and south of the island.

Nagano Niigata Area Pass JR East [image: Image]jreast.co.jp. Covers Nagano and Niigata area of northern Honshū, including Nikkō. ¥27,000, valid for five days.

Tōhoku Area Pass JR East [image: Image]jreast.co.jp. Covers most of northern Honshū, including Aomori, Sendai and Nikko. ¥30,000 purchased outside/inside Japan, valid for five days.

Tokyo Wide Pass JR East [image: Image]jreast.co.jp. Covers the full Greater Tokyo area. ¥10,180 for three days.



Other discount tickets

The Seishun 18 ticket (青春１８きっぷ; [image: Image]jreast.co.jp) is available to everyone regardless of age, but only valid during school vacations (roughly July 20 to September 10, and December 10 to January 10; they go on sale ten days before the school vacations start, and can be bought up to ten days before the vacations end. For ¥12,050 you get five day-tickets that can be used to travel anywhere in Japan, as long as you take only the slow futsū and kaisoku trains. The tickets can also be split and used individually by different people. If you’re not in a hurry, this ticket can be the biggest bargain on the whole of Japan’s rail system: you can, for example, use one of the day-tickets to travel from Tokyo to Nagasaki – it’ll take almost 24 hours, but cost the equivalent of just over ¥2000. The tickets are also handy for touring a local area in a day, since you can get on and off trains as many times as you wish within 24 hours. 

Kaisūken (回数券) are usually four or more one-way tickets to the same destination. These work out substantially cheaper than buying the tickets individually, and as such are good for groups travelling to the same destination.

Furii kippu (フリー切符) excursion-type tickets are available for various areas of Japan, usually with unlimited use of local transport for a specified period of time. The Hakone Freepass, offered by the Odakyū railway company, covering routes from Tokyo to the lakeland area of Hakone, is particularly good value. If you plan to travel in one area, it’s always worth asking the JR East Infoline or the tourist information offices if there are any other special tickets that could be of use.

By plane

The big two domestic airlines are All Nippon Airways (ANA; [image: Image]ana.co.jp) and Japan Airlines (JAL; [image: Image]jal.co.jp). There’s little difference between the two as far as prices and quality of service are concerned.

Local low-cost airlines have ballooned of late, providing much-needed competition to the main pair (and the rail, for that matter); these include Jetstar ([image: Image]jetstar.com), Peach ([image: Image]flypeach.com), Skymark ([image: Image]skymark.co.jp), Solaseed Air ([image: Image]solaseedair.jp) and Zipair ([image: Image]zipair.net). Services are usually fine, though with the usual restrictions on baggage allowance.

If you’re not using a rail pass, low-cost or discounted plane fares are well worth considering – you might cut your fare, as well as your transport time, by two-thirds.

Both JAL and ANA offer discount flight passes to overseas visitors, which are definitely worth considering if you plan to make several plane trips. JAL offers the Explorer Pass, which allows you to purchase up to five flights at fixed prices from ¥5500 each – good value if you plan to visit far-flung destinations, though not available during peak travelling seasons. 


Discount ticket shops

In most big cities, usually in shopping areas near stations, you can find discount ticket shops, or kinken shoppu (金券ショップ), which sell, among other things, cheap airline and Shinkansen tickets. These shops buy up discount group tickets and sell them on individually, usually at around twenty percent cheaper than the regular prices. These are legitimate operations, but you’ll need to be able to read and speak some Japanese to be sure you’ve got the ticket you need, and there may be some days when travel isn’t allowed. With the Shinkansen tickets, you can’t make seat reservations at these shops, so you’ll need to go to a JR ticket office to arrange these.



By bus

Japan has a comprehensive system of long-distance buses (chōkyori basu; 長距離バス), including night buses (yakō basu; 夜行バス), between major cities. Fares are always cheaper than the fastest trains, but the buses are usually slower and can get caught up in traffic, even on the expressways (Japan’s fastest roads), especially during peak travel periods. Most bus journeys start and finish next to or near the main train station. For journeys over two hours, there is usually at least one rest stop.

Willer Express ([image: Image]willerexpress.com) is one of the largest long-distance bus operators and offers some great deals, including special non-consecutive three-, five- and seven-day bus passes for foreign visitors (¥10,200–15,300; a bit more including weekends). Overnight services can be far cheaper than the train journeys, as well as saving you a night’s accommodation. 

There are hundreds of small bus companies operating different routes, so for full details of current services, timetables and costs make enquiries with local tourist information offices. Buses come into their own in the more rural parts of Japan where there are few or no trains. With a handful of exceptions (mentioned in the Guide), you don’t need to book tickets on such services but can pay on the bus. JR runs a number of buses, some of which are covered by the various rail passes. Other private bus companies may also offer bus passes to certain regions; again, check with local tourist offices for any deals.

By ferry

One of the most pleasant ways of travelling around this island nation is by ferry. Overnight journeys between Honshū and Hokkaidō in the north, and Kyūshū and Shikoku in the south, are highly recommended. If you can’t spare the time, try a short hop, say to one of the islands of the Inland Sea, or from Niigata to Sado-ga-shima.

On the overnight ferries, the cheapest fares, which entitle you to a sleeping space on the floor of a large room with up to a hundred other passengers, can be a bargain compared with train and plane fares to the same destinations, and you’ll have a very comfortable cruise as part of the bargain. Ferries are also an excellent way of transporting a bicycle or motorbike (though you’ll pay a small supplement for these); many also take cars.

Ferry schedules are subject to seasonal changes and also vary according to the weather, so for current details of times and prices, it’s best to consult the local tourist information office.

By car

While it would be foolhardy to rent a car to get around Japan’s big cities, driving is often the best way to tour the country’s less populated and off-the-beaten-track areas. Japanese roads are of a very high standard, with the vast majority of signs on main routes being in rōmaji as well as Japanese script. Although you’ll have to pay tolls to travel on the expressways, many other perfectly good roads are free.


Cable-cars and ropeways

It’s worth noting a linguistic distinction that applies to the transport at several of Japan’s mountain resorts. What is known in the West as a cable car (a capsule suspended from a cable going up a mountain) is called a “ropeway” in Japan, while the term “cable car” means a funicular or rack-and-pinion railway.



Car rental

For a group of people, renting a car to tour a rural area over a couple of days can work out much better value than taking buses. It’s often possible to rent cars for less than a day, too, for short trips. There are rental counters at all major airports and train stations. The main Japanese companies include Mazda Rent-a-Car ([image: Image]mazda-rentacar.co.jp); Nippon Rent-a-Car ([image: Image]nrgroup-global.com); Nissan Rent-a-Car ([image: Image]nissan-rentacar.com); and Toyota Rent-a-Car ([image: Image]rent.toyota.co.jp). Budget, Hertz and National also have rental operations across Japan (although not as widely spread). Rates vary little between companies and usually include unlimited mileage, though often not insurance. During the peak seasons of Golden Week, Obon and New Year, rates tend to increase. Most cars come with satnav, sometimes with an English-language mode – ask when you book. Inputting the telephone number or address can be fiddlier than on your phone, but the system will usually be more reliable.

Another interesting option for getting around Japan is Japan Campers ([image: Image]japancampers.com), which has a range of excellent camper vans for hire from their lot near Narita Airport.

To rent a car you must have an international driver’s licence based on the 1949 Geneva Convention (some international licences are not valid, including those issued in France, Germany and Switzerland), as well as your national licence. Officially, if you have a French, German or Swiss licence (regular or international) you are supposed to get an official Japanese translation of the licence – contact your local Japanese embassy for further info. You may get lucky and find a car rental firm that doesn’t know or ignores this rule, but don’t count on it. If you’ve been in Japan for more than six months, you’ll need to apply for a Japanese licence.

Rules of the road

Driving is on the left, the same as in Britain, Ireland, Australia, South Africa and most of Southeast Asia, and international traffic signals are used. If you’re a member of an automobile association at home, the chances are that you’ll qualify for reciprocal rights with the Japan Auto Federation ([image: Image]jaf.or.jp), which publishes the English-language Rules of the Road book, detailing Japan’s driving code. The top speed limit in Japan is 80kph, which applies only on expressways, though drivers frequently exceed this and are rarely stopped by police. In cities, the limit is 40kph.

If you’ve drunk any alcohol at all, even the smallest amount, don’t drive – it’s illegal, as well as dumb, and if you’re caught by the police you’ll be in big trouble, as will anyone sharing the vehicle with you (drunk or otherwise).

Parking

There are always car parks close to main train stations; at some, your vehicle will be loaded onto a rotating conveyor belt and whisked off to its parking spot. If you manage to locate a parking meter, take great care not to overstay the time paid for; some have mechanisms to trap cars, which will only be released once the fine has been paid directly into the meter. In rural areas, parking is not so much of a problem and is rarely charged.

By bike

Although you’re unlikely to want to cycle around the often traffic-clogged streets of Japan’s main cities, a bike is a great way to get from A to B in the smaller towns and countryside, allowing you to see plenty en route. Cycle touring is a very popular activity with students over the long summer vacation. Hokkaidō, in particular, is a cyclist’s dream, with excellent roads through often stunning scenery and a network of basic but ultra-cheap cyclists’ accommodation.

In many places, you can rent bikes from outlets beside or near the train station; some towns even have free bikes – enquire at the tourist office. Youth hostels often rent out bikes, too, usually at the most competitive rates. You can buy a brand-new bike in Japan for peanuts, but you wouldn’t want to use it for anything more than getting around town; for sturdy touring and mountain bikes, hunt out a specialist bike shop or bring your own. Although repair shops can be found nationwide, for foreign models it’s best to bring essential spare parts with you. And despite Japan’s low crime rate, a small but significant section of the Japanese public treats bikes as common property; if you don’t want to lose it, make sure your bike is well chained whenever you leave it.

If you plan to take your bike on a train or bus, ensure you have a bike bag in which to parcel it up; on trains, you’re also supposed to pay a special bike transport supplement, but almost nobody does this.

Hitching

There’s always a risk associated with hitching. That said, Japan is one of the safest and easiest places in the world to hitch a ride, and in some rural areas it’s just about the only way of getting around without your own transport. It’s also a fantastic way to meet locals, who are often only too happy to go kilometres out of their way to give you a lift just for the novelty value (impecunious students apart, hitching is very rare in Japan), or the opportunity it provides to practise English or another foreign language.

As long as you don’t look too scruffy (or, it has to be said, too old), you’ll seldom be waiting long for a ride; as is the case anywhere, it’s best to pick your standing point wisely (somewhere cars can see you and stop safely, and are likely to be heading your way). It’s a good idea to write your intended destination in large kanji characters on a piece of card to hold up. Note that in Japan, convenience stores are a godsend; almost all have toilets, and spare cardboard boxes which you can tear up and scrawl your destination on. Carry a stock of small gifts you can leave as a thank you; postcards, sweets and small cuddly toys are usually popular. Will Ferguson’s A Hitchhiker’s Guide to Japan and his entertaining travel narrative Hokkaidō Highway Blues are useful, if dated, reference books.

City transport

Japan is famed for its efficient, clean and safe public transport, and that extends to cities too, whether you’re travelling by subway, bus, monorail, tram or ferry. Many cities offer useful pre-paid transport cards, which are listed through the Guide. For planning journeys, the route function on Google Maps ([image: Image]maps.google.com) usually works like a charm.

Subway

Tokyo’s colourful subway map may look daunting, but the system is relatively easy to negotiate. This subway system, and others around the country (Fukuoka, Kōbe, Kyoto, Osaka, Nagoya, Sapporo, Sendai and Yokohama), employ simple colour coding on trains and maps, as well as clear English-language signage. Tickets usually start at a base price, and increase by number of stations travelled; buy them at the vending machines beside the gates. Trains usually run daily from around 5am to midnight.

Buses

Buses are a good way of cutting across certain cities. Compared to the subway there’s little information in English; you may have to get used to recognizing kanji place names. The final destination is listed on the front of the bus, along with the route number. In some cities you pay a flat rate on entry; in others, you take a numbered ticket on entry, and the driver uses this to calculate the final total on disembarkation (you’ll see it ticking upwards on a panel above their head).

Taxis

For short hops, taxis are often a good, if expensive, option. The basic rate is usually for the first 1km, after which the meter racks up; there’s also a time charge when the taxi is moving at less than 10km per hour. Between 11pm and 5am, rates are 25 percent higher. All in all, you can easily end up spending thousands on a single short ride.

Note that there’s never any need to open or close the passenger doors, which are operated by the taxi driver – trying to do it manually can damage the mechanism, and will get your driver seething. This is just one reason why some taxis refuse to take foreigners; communication difficulties are another, bigger, reason, and as such it’s always a good idea to have the name and address of your destination clearly written (in Japanese, if possible).

Uber exists in Japan, but hasn’t taken off, and doesn’t save any money versus the regular cabs anyway.

< Back to Basics


Accommodation

Japan’s reputation for being an extremely expensive place to visit is a little outdated in most fields – but it’s certainly justified as far as accommodation goes. The country suffers from a dearth of accommodation at more or less all budget levels, and there are few bargains. However, if you look hard you’ll find plenty of affordable places. You’ll often find the best value – along with plenty of atmosphere – at a traditional ryokan or a family-run minshuku, the Japanese equivalent of a B&B.

It’s wise to reserve at least your first few nights’ accommodation before arrival, especially at the cheaper hostels and minshuku in Tokyo and Kyoto, where budget places can prove elusive. If you do arrive without a reservation, make use of the free accommodation booking services in Narita and Kansai International airports. Around major train stations there’s usually a clutch of business hotels and a tourist information desk – the majority will make a booking for you, which seems awfully old-fashioned, but in practice can come in handy.

Most large- and medium-sized hotels in big cities have English-speaking receptionists. The cheaper and more rural the place, however, the more likely you are to have to speak in Japanese, or a mix of Japanese and English. Don’t be put off: armed with the right phrases, and speaking slowly and clearly, you should be able to make yourself understood. Booking online is now pretty standard; major chains and places that receive a lot of foreign guests generally have an English-language page, and there’s plenty of choice on the main international booking engines.


accommodation prices

Throughout this book, the following codes represent the cheapest double room in high season, excluding breakfast, but including necessary taxes and service charges; exceptions are noted in the reviews. In the interest of parity, for ryokan, hostels, capsule hotels and campsites, we quote the cheapest rates for two guests.

¥ = under ¥9000

¥¥ = ¥9000–17,000

¥¥¥ = ¥17,000–30,000

¥¥¥¥ = over ¥30,000



Check-in is generally between 3pm and 7pm, and check-out by 10am. Almost without exception, security is not a problem, though it’s never sensible to leave valuables lying around in your room. In hostels, it’s advisable to use lockers, if provided, or leave important items at the reception desk. Standards of service and cleanliness vary according to the type of establishment, but are usually more than adequate.

Payment and taxes

While credit cards are becoming more widely accepted, in many cases payment is still expected in cash. In hostels and many cheaper business hotels, you’ll be expected to pay when you check in.

While all hotel rates must include ten percent consumption tax, there are a couple of other taxes to look out for. Most top-end hotels add a service charge of ten to fifteen percent, while in Tokyo the Metropolitan Government levies a small tax per person per night. In hot-spring resorts, there’s a small onsen tax, though either of these may already be included in the rates. And it’s always worth asking when booking if there are any deals, usually referred to as “plans”, such as special weekend rates at business hotels.

Tipping is not necessary, nor expected, in Japan. The only exception is at high-class Japanese ryokan, where it’s good form to leave a bit for the room attendant – put the money in an envelope and hand it over discreetly at the end of your stay.

Online accommodation resources 

Japan Hotel Association [image: Image]j-hotel.or.jp. Covering most major cities, though the hotels tend to be part of big, expensive chains. Lots of information provided.

Japanese Guest Houses [image: Image]japaneseguesthouses.com. Over 550 ryokan – from humble to grand – across the country. Also offer cultural tours in Kyoto.

Travel Rakuten [image: Image]travel.rakuten.com. Pick of the local booking sites with great discounts on published rates and the broadest selection of properties.

Hotels

Most Western-style hotel rooms have en-suite bathrooms, TV, phone and air conditioning as standard; there’s usually wi-fi too. Don’t expect a lot of character, however, especially among the older and cheaper business hotels, although things are slowly beginning to improve and even relatively inexpensive chains are now smartening up their act.

Rates for a double or twin room range from an average of ¥30,000 at a top-flight hotel, to ¥15,000–20,000 for a smartish establishment, which will usually have a restaurant and room service. At the lowest level, a room in a basic hotel with minimal amenities will cost under ¥10,000. Charges usually vary quite a bit depending upon how many people are using the room (double rooms are frequently double the price of singles); breakfast is usually available for an additional fee (sometimes quite substantial), but occasionally free. Most hotels offer non-smoking rooms, and some have “ladies’ floors”.

Business hotels

Modest business hotels constitute the bulk of the middle and lower price brackets. Primarily designed for those travelling on business and usually clustered around train stations, they are perfect if all you want is a place to crash out, though at the cheapest places you may find just a box with a tiny bed, a desk and a chair crammed into the smallest possible space. While the majority of rooms are single, most places have a few twins, doubles or “semi-doubles” – a large single bed which takes two at a squeeze. Squeeze is also the operative word for the aptly named “unit baths”, which business hotels specialize in; these moulded plastic units contain a shower, bathtub, toilet and washbasin but leave little room for manoeuvre.


Japanese script

To help you find your way around, we’ve included Japanese script for all place names and for sights, hotels, restaurants, cafés, bars and shops. Where the English name for a point of interest is very different from its Japanese name, we’ve also provided the rōmaji, so that you can easily pronounce the Japanese.



That said, some business hotels are relatively smart, and there are a number of reliable chains including Tōyoko Inn ([image: Image]toyoko-inn.com), which has scores of hotels across the country, including a simple breakfast in their room rates. More upmarket are Washington Hotels ([image: Image]washington-hotels.jp) and the Solare group ([image: Image]solarehotels.com), which encompasses Chisun business hotels and the smarter Loisir chain. Some have smoking and non-smoking floors.

Capsule hotels

Catering mainly for commuters – often in various states of inebriation, and including some who have missed their last train home – are capsule hotels; you’ll find them mostly near major stations. Inside are rows of tube-like rooms, roughly 2m long, 1m high and 1m wide; despite their “coffin-like” reputation, they can feel surprisingly comfy, with a mattress, bedding, phone, alarm and TV built into the plastic surrounds. The “door” consists of a flimsy curtain, which won’t keep out the loudest snores, and they are definitely not designed for claustrophobics. However, they’re relatively cheap at under ¥5000 per night, and fun to try at least once, though the majority are for men only. You can’t stay in the hotel during the day – not that you’d want to – but you can leave luggage in their lockers. Check-in usually starts around 4pm and often involves buying a ticket from a vending machine in the lobby. Rates generally include a yukata (cotton dressing gown), towel and toothbrush set, and many establishments have onsen-like communal bathing facilities. Tokyo, Kyoto and Osaka have seen a glut of couple of stylish modern takes on the capsule hotel enter the market, and they‘re of broader appeal than the regular sort.

Love hotels

Love hotels – where you can rent rooms by the hour – are another quintessential Japanese experience. Generally located in entertainment districts, they are immediately recognizable from the sign outside quoting prices for “rest” or “stay”, and many sport ornate exteriors. Some can be quite sophisticated: the main market is young people or married couples taking a break from crowded apartments. All kinds of tastes can be indulged at love hotels, with rotating beds in mirror-lined rooms now decidedly passé in comparison with some of the fantasy creations on offer. Some rooms even come equipped with video cameras so you can take home a souvenir DVD of your stay. You usually choose your room from a back-lit display indicating those still available, and then negotiate with a cashier lurking behind a tiny window (eye-to-eye contact is avoided to preserve privacy). The price of an overnight stay can be the same as a business hotel, although you usually can’t check in until around 10pm.


Japanese addresses

Japanese addresses are, frankly, a little bit ridiculous – this stems from the fact that in many places, including Tokyo, few roads have names; instead, city districts are split into numbered blocks, on which the numbers themselves are usually not visible.

Addresses start with the largest administrative district – in Tokyo’s case it’s Tōkyo-to (metropolis), but elsewhere most commonly it’s the ken (prefecture) accompanied by a seven-digit postcode – for example, Saitama-ken 850-0072. Next comes the ku (ward; for example Shinjuku-ku), followed by the chō (district), then three numbers representing the chōme (local neighbourhood), block and individual building. Finally, there might come the building name and the floor on which the business or person is located – much like the American system, 1F is the ground floor, 2F the first floor above ground, and B1F the first floor below ground.

Japanese addresses are therefore written in reverse order from the Western system. However, when written in English, they usually follow the Western order; this is the system we adopt in this guide. For example, the address 2-12-7 Roppongi, Minato-ku identifies building number 7, somewhere on block 12 of number 2 chōme in Roppongi district, in the Minato ward of Tokyo (this can also be written as 12-7 Roppongi, 2-chōme, Minato-ku). Where the block is entirely taken up by one building, the address will have only two numbers.




Staying in Japanese-style accommodation

Whenever you’re staying in Japanese-style accommodation, you’ll be expected to check in early – between 3pm and 6pm – and to follow local custom from the moment you arrive.

Just inside the front door, there’s usually a row of slippers for you to change into, but remember to slip them off when walking on the tatami. The bedding is stored behind sliding doors in your room during the day and only laid out in the evening. In top-class ryokan this is done for you, but elsewhere be prepared to tackle your own. There’ll be a mattress (which goes straight on the tatami) with a sheet to put over it, a soft quilt to sleep under, and a pillow stuffed with rice husks.

Most places provide a yukata, a loose cotton robe tied with a belt, and a short jacket (tanzen) in cold weather. The yukata can be worn in bed, during meals, when going to the bathroom and even outside – in resort areas many Japanese holiday-makers take an evening stroll in their yukata and wooden sandals (geta; also supplied by the ryokan). Wrap the left side of the yukata over the right; the opposite is used to dress the dead.

The traditional Japanese bath (furo) has its own set of rules. It’s customary to bathe in the evenings. In ryokan, there are usually separate bathrooms for men (男) and women (女), but elsewhere there will either be designated times for males and females, or you’ll simply have to wait until it’s vacant – it’s perfectly acceptable for couples and families to bathe together, though there’s not usually a lot of space.

Evening meals tend to be early, at 6pm or 7pm. Smarter ryokan generally serve meals in your room, while communal dining is the norm in cheaper places. At night, the doors are locked pretty early, so check before going out – they may let you have a key.



Japanese-style accommodation

A night in a traditional Japanese inn, or ryokan, is one of the highlights of a visit to Japan. The best charge five-star hotel rates, but there are plenty where you can enjoy the full experience at affordable prices. Cheaper are minshuku, family-run guesthouses, and the larger government-owned kokuminshukusha (people’s lodges) located in national parks and resort areas. In addition, some temples and shrines offer simple accommodation, or you can arrange to stay with a Japanese family through the homestay programme.

It’s advisable to reserve at least a day ahead and essential if you want to eat in. Though a few places don’t take foreigners, mainly through fear of language problems and cultural faux pas, you’ll find plenty that do listed in the Guide chapters. JNTO publishes useful lists of ryokan, and there are websites dedicated to them too.

Ryokan

Rooms in a typical ryokan are generally furnished with just a low table and floor cushions sitting on pale green rice-straw matting (tatami) and a hanging scroll – nowadays alongside a TV and phone – decorating the alcove (tokonoma) on one wall. Though you’ll increasingly find a toilet and washbasin in the room, baths are generally communal. The rules of ryokan etiquette may seem daunting, but overall these are great places to stay.

Room rates vary according to the season, the grade of room, the quality of meal you opt for and the number of people in a room; prices almost always include breakfast and an evening meal. Rates are usually quoted per person and calculated on the basis of two people sharing. One person staying in a room will pay slightly more than the advertised per-person price; three people sharing a room, slightly less. On average, a night in a basic ryokan will cost between ¥8000 and ¥10,000 per head, while a classier establishment, perhaps with meals served in the room, will cost up to ¥20,000. Top-rank ryokan with exquisite meals and the most attentive service imaginable can cost upwards of ¥50,000 per person.

At cheaper ryokan, it’s possible to ask for a room without meals, though this is frowned on at the more traditional places and, anyway, the delicious multicourse meals are often very good value. If you find miso soup, cold fish and rice a bit hard to tackle in the morning, you might want to opt for a Western breakfast, if available.

Minshuku and kokuminshukusha

There’s a fine line between the cheapest ryokan and a minshuku. In general, minshuku are smaller and less formal than ryokan: more like staying in a private home, with varying degrees of comfort and cleanliness. All rooms will be Japanese-style, with communal bathrooms and dining areas. A night in a minshuku will cost from around ¥5000 per person excluding meals, or from ¥6500 with two meals; rates are calculated in the same way as for ryokan.

In country areas and popular resorts, you’ll also find homely guesthouses called pensions – a word borrowed from the French. Though the accommodation and meals are Western-style, these are really minshuku in disguise. They’re family-run – generally by young couples escaping city life – and specialize in hearty home cooking. Rates average around ¥9000 per head, including dinner and breakfast.

In the national parks, onsen resorts and other popular tourist spots, minshuku and pensions are supplemented by large, government-run kokuminshukusha, which cater to family groups and tour parties. They’re often quite isolated and difficult to get to without your own transport. The average cost of a night’s accommodation is around ¥9000 per person, including two meals.

Temples and shrines

A few Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines take in regular guests for a small fee, and some belong to the Japanese Inn Group or the Japan Youth Hostels association (see below). By far the best places to experience temple life are at the Buddhist retreat of Kōya-san and in Kyoto’s temple lodges.

Though the accommodation is inevitably basic, the food can be superb, especially in temple lodgings (shukubō), where the monks serve up delicious vegetarian cuisine (shōjin-ryōri). In many temples, you’ll also be welcome to attend the early-morning prayer ceremonies. Prices vary between ¥4000 and ¥10,000 per person, with no meals or perhaps just breakfast at lower rates.

Hostels

Japan has over four hundred hostels spread throughout the country, offering cheap accommodation. The majority of hostels are well run, clean and welcoming, with the best housed in wonderful old farmhouses or temples, often in great locations.

There are two main types of hostel in Japan. Increasing in number every year are private establishments, which tend to be far friendlier affairs than those run by the government or Japan Youth Hostels (JYH; [image: Image]jyh.or.jp), which is affiliated to Hostelling International (HI; [image: Image]hihostels.com). The JYH hostels generally impose a six-night maximum stay, evening curfews and a raft of regulations.

The average price of hostel accommodation ranges from around ¥3500–5000 per person for a dorm bed (or even less in Okinawa); private rooms are often available but may work out more expensive than staying at a minshuku, or a night at a business hotel.

It’s essential to make reservations well in advance for the big-city hostels and during school vacations: namely, New Year, March, around Golden Week (late April to mid-May), and in July and August. At other times, it’s a good idea to book ahead, since hostels in prime tourist spots are always busy; some close for a day or two in the off season, and others for the whole winter. 

Hostel accommodation normally consists of either dormitory bunks or shared Japanese-style tatami rooms, with communal bathrooms and dining areas. An increasing number also have private or family rooms, but these tend to fill up quickly. Bedding is provided. The majority of hostels have laundry facilities; wi-fi is usually a given.

At the JYH and government hostels, optional meals are sometimes offered; these vary in quality, though can be pretty good value. Dinner will generally be Japanese-style, while breakfast frequently includes bread, jam and coffee, sometimes as part of a buffet. Some hostels have a basic kitchen.


To be, or not to Airbnb?

A combination of high occupancy rates and wallet-unfriendly accommodation prices lead many travellers to give Airbnb ([image: Image]airbnb.com) a go during their time in Japan. Tokyo became the site’s fastest-growing market worldwide in early 2016, bringing the government under pressure from a hotel industry haemorrhaging revenue; new registration rules introduced in 2018 removed thousands of listings from the site, though numbers have since rebounded, and each property displays a licence number on their listing.




Japan’s cheapest sleeps

The cheapest places to stay in Japan are not sleazy love motels, capsule hotel pods or (Okinawa aside) youth hostel dormitories. No, to really hit the bottom of the barrel you have to head to an internet café, where you can get a night’s sleep for under ¥1500. Those thinking that such places cannot count as accommodation would be wrong – while most have “regular” computer terminals lining open corridors, many have terminals in tiny, walled-off cubicles, often with a choice between a soft, reclinable chair and a cushioned floor (the latter being particularly comfortable). Many also have shower facilities (usually for a small fee), snack counters, and free soft-drink vending machines. Indeed, many Japanese actually live semi-permanently in these places, if they can’t afford rent elsewhere – they’re known locally as the “cyber-homeless”. Drawbacks include occasional loud snorers, and neighbouring couples making the most of some rare, if imperfect, privacy. You’ll find such establishments in almost any large city in Japan; at some, you’ll need to pay a small one-off membership fee.



Check-in is generally between 3pm and 8pm; you sometimes have to vacate the building during the day (usually by 10am at JYH hostels).

Camping

There are thousands of campsites (kyampu-jō) scattered throughout Japan, with prices ranging from nothing up to ¥5000 or more to pitch a tent. In some places, you’ll also pay an entry fee of a few hundred yen per person, plus charges for water and cooking gas. In general, facilities are pretty basic compared with American or European sites; many have no hot water, for example, and the camp shop may stock nothing but Pot-Noodles. Most sites only open during the summer months, when they’re packed out with students and school parties.

JNTO publishes lists of selected campsites, or ask at local tourist offices. If you haven’t got your own tent, you can often hire everything on site or rent simple cabins from around ¥3500 – check before you get there. The best sites are in national parks and can be both time-consuming and costly to get to unless you have your own transport. Sleeping rough in national parks is banned, but elsewhere in the countryside camping wild is tolerated. However, it’s advisable to choose an inconspicuous spot – don’t put your tent up till dusk and leave early in the morning. Pitch too early or wake too late, and don’t be too surprised if worried locals alert the local police to your presence (though as long as you’ve got your passport handy, you should be fine).

Mountain huts

In the main hiking areas, you’ll find a good network of mountain huts (yama-goya). These range from basic shelters to much fancier places with wardens and meals. Huts get pretty crowded in summer and during student holidays; count on at least ¥5000 per head, including two meals. Many places will also provide a picnic lunch. You can get information about mountain huts from local tourist offices.

Long-term accommodation

There’s plenty of long-term rental accommodation available in Japan, making it a relatively easy and affordable country in which to set up home.

Newcomers who arrive without a job, or who are not on some sort of expat package that includes accommodation, usually start off in what’s known as a gaijin house (foreigner house). Located in Tokyo, Kyoto and other cities with large foreign populations, these are shared apartments with a communal kitchen and bathroom, ranging from total fleapits to the almost luxurious. They’re usually rented by the month, though if there’s space, weekly or even nightly rates may be available. You’ll find gaijin houses advertised in the English-language press, or simply ask around; for a few options in Tokyo.

The alternative is a private apartment. These are usually rented out by real estate companies, though you’ll also find places advertised in the media. Unfortunately, some landlords simply refuse to rent to non-Japanese. Some rental agencies specialize in dealing with foreigners, or you could ask a Japanese friend or colleague to act as an intermediary. When you’ve found a place, be prepared to pay a deposit of one to two months’ rent in addition to the first month’s rent, key money (usually one or two months’ non-refundable rent when you move in) and a month’s rent in commission to the agent. You may also be asked to provide information about your financial situation and find someone – generally a Japanese national – to act as a guarantor.

< Back to Basics


Food and drink

One of the great pleasures of a trip to Japan is exploring the full and exotic range of Japanese food and drink. While dishes such as sushi and tempura are common the world over these days, there are hundreds of other types of local cuisine that may provide new and delicious discoveries. Regional specialities abound, and many locals seemingly holiday to different parts of the country for culinary reasons alone. It’s hard to blame them, for many Japanese recipes embody a subtlety of flavour and texture rarely found in other cuisines, and the presentation is often so exquisite that it feels an insult to the chef to eat what has been so painstakingly crafted.

Picking at delicate morsels with chopsticks is only one small part of the dining experience. It’s far more common to find Japanese tucking into robust and cheap dishes such as hearty bowls of ramen noodles or the comforting concoction karē raisu (curry rice) as well as burgers and fried chicken from ubiquitous Western-style fast-food outlets. All the major cities have an extensive range of restaurants serving Western and other Asian dishes, with Tokyo, Kyoto and Osaka in particular being major destinations for foodies.

Eating out needn’t cost the earth. Lunch is always the best-value meal of the day, with many restaurants – even some posh ones – offering set menus for around ¥1000. If you fuel up well for lunch, a cheap bowl of noodles for dinner could carry you through the night.

Do note that surprisingly few places to eat and drink offer wi-fi. 

Meals

Breakfast is generally served from around 7am to 9am at most hotels, ryokan and minshuku. At the top end and mid-range places you’ll generally have a choice between a Western-style breakfast or a traditional meal consisting of miso soup, grilled fish, pickles and rice; at the cheaper minshuku and ryokan, only a Japanese-style meal will be available. Western-style breakfasts, when available, sometimes resemble what you might eat at home, but most commonly involve wedges of thick white tasteless bread and some form of eggs and salad. Most cafés also have a “morning-service” menu which means kōhii and tōsuto (coffee and toast).

Restaurants generally open for lunch around 11.30am and finish serving at 2pm. Lacklustre sandwiches are best passed over in favour of a full meal at a restaurant; set menus (called teishoku) are often on offer – you’ll get a couple of courses (though the first can be tiny), often with a drink.

Teishoku are sometimes available at night, when you may also come across course menus (kōsu menyū), which involve a series of courses and are priced according to the number of courses and quality of ingredients used. At any time of day, you can snack in stand-up noodle bars – often found around train stations – and from revolving conveyor belts at cheap sushi shops.

Dinner, the main meal of the day, is typically served from 6pm to around 9pm; some restaurant chains, even in the countryside, stay open all night. In a traditional Japanese meal, you’ll usually be served all your courses at the same time, but at more formal places, rice and soup are always served last. You are most likely to finish your meal with a piece of seasonal fruit, such as melon, orange, persimmon or nashi (a crisp type of pear), or an ice cream (if it’s green, it will be flavoured with matcha tea).

At tea ceremonies, small, intensely sweet wagashi are served – these prettily decorated sweetmeats are usually made of pounded rice, red azuki beans or chestnuts. Wagashi can also be bought from specialist shops and department stores and make lovely gifts.

Where to eat

A shokudō is a kind of canteen that serves a range of traditional and generally inexpensive dishes. Usually found near train and subway stations and in busy shopping districts, shokudō can be identified by the displays of plastic meals in their windows. Other restaurants (resutoran) usually serve just one type of food – for example sushi-ya serve sushi and sashimi, and yakitori-ya serve yakitori – or specialize in a particular style of cooking, such as kaiseki (haute cuisine) or teppanyaki, where food is prepared on a steel griddle, either by diners themselves or a chef.


Eating price codes

Throughout the book, these price codes represent a regular meal for one person.

¥ = under ¥1100

¥¥ = ¥1100–3000

¥¥¥ = ¥3000–6000

¥¥¥¥ = over ¥6000



All over Japan, but particularly in city suburbs, you’ll find bright and breezy family restaurants, such as Royal Host and Jonathan’s: American-style operations specifically geared to family dining and serving Western and Japanese dishes. The food at these places can be on the bland side, but is invariably keenly priced. They also have menus illustrated with photographs to make ordering easy. If you can’t decide what to eat, head for the restaurant floors of major department stores, where you’ll find a collection of Japanese and Western operations, often outlets of reputable local restaurants. Many will have plastic food displays in their front windows and daily special menus.

Western and other ethnic food restaurants proliferate in the cities, and it’s seldom a problem finding popular foreign cuisines such as Italian (Itaria-ryōri), French (Furansu-ryōri), Korean (Kankoku-ryōri), Chinese (Chūgoku-ryōri or Chūka-ryōri) or Thai (Tai-ryōri) food. However, the recipes are often adapted to suit Japanese tastes, which can mean less spicy dishes than you may be used to.

Coffee shops (kissaten) are something of an institution in Japan, often designed to act as a lounge or business meeting place for patrons starved of space at home or the office. Others have weird designs or specialize in certain things, such as jazz or comic books. There are also plenty of cheap and cheerful operations like Doutor and Starbucks, serving drinks and snacks at reasonable prices, as well as a recent glut of more characterful hipster-style operations; search these places out for a cheap breakfast or a quick bite. At all of these places, bar the likes of Starbucks, don’t be too surprised if someone lights up next to you – while banned on the streets, smoking is still very much the norm in Japanese cafés.

Finally, for something different, check out Nagomi Visit ([image: Image]nagomivisit.com), a site that links guests to hosts who will pick you up from the station and take you back to their home for lunch or dinner.


Yokochō

A trip to Japan is not complete without a night out at a yokochō. These market-style areas often focus on food and drink, and many are packed with dozens upon dozens of minuscule eateries. English-language menus and signage are rare at these places, but many places specialize in a particular type of food, making selection and ordering a simple exercise in walking around and pointing. Almost all stalls will sell beer, as well as sake.



Where to drink

The liveliest places to drink are izakaya, pub-type restaurants which also serve an extensive menu of mainly small dishes. Traditional izakaya are rather rustic-looking, although in the cities you’ll come across more modern, trendy operations aimed at the youth market. One type of traditional izakaya is the robatayaki, which serves charcoal-grilled food. Most izakaya open around 6pm and shut down around midnight, if not later; there’ll usually be a cover charge, often equivalent to the price of a basic drink. From mid-June to late August, outdoor beer gardens – some attached to existing restaurants and izakaya, other stand-alone operations – flourish across Japan’s main cities and towns; look out for the fairy lights on the roofs of buildings, or in street-level gardens and plazas.

Regular bars, or nomiya, often consist of little more than a short counter and a table, and are run by a mama-san if female, or papa-san or master if male. Prices at most nomiya tend to be high, and although you’re less likely to be ripped off if you speak some Japanese, it’s no guarantee. All such bars operate a bottle keep system for regulars to stash a bottle of drink with their name on it behind the bar. It’s generally best to go to such bars with a regular, since they tend to operate like mini-clubs, with non-regulars being given the cold shoulder. Nomiya stay open to the early hours, provided there are customers. A variation on the nomiya is the tachinomiya, or standing bar, which are usually cheaper and more casual. Some specialize in selling premium wines or sake, and they often serve good food alongside the drinks.

Some bars also have cover charges (for which you’ll usually get some small snack with your drink), although there’s plenty of choice among those that don’t, so always check before buying your drink. Bars specializing in karaoke aren’t difficult to spot; if you decide to join in, there’s usually a small fee to pay and songs with English lyrics to choose from. Some places also do all-you-can-drink specials, which usually work out cheaper if you’ll be having three or more drinks.

Ordering and etiquette

On walking into most restaurants in Japan, you’ll be greeted by the word irasshaimase (“welcome”). Indicate with your fingers how many places are needed (the waiter or waitress will usually fulfil this particular unwritten Japanese rule on your behalf, if you’re tardy in doing so yourself). After being seated you’ll be handed an oshibori, a damp, folded hand towel, usually steaming hot, but sometimes offered refreshingly cold in summer. A chilled glass of water (mizu) will also usually be brought automatically.

To help you decipher the menu, there’s a basic glossary of essential words and phrases at the end of this book. It’s always worth asking if an English menu is available. If a restaurant has a plastic food window display or picture menu, you can use them to point out what you want to your waiter or waitress. If all else fails, look round at what your fellow diners are eating and point out what you fancy. Remember that the teishoku (set meal) or kōsu (course) meals offer the best value. The word Baikingu (written in katakana and standing for “Viking”) means a help-yourself buffet.

Don’t stick chopsticks (hashi) upright in your rice – though it is an allusion to death, for most Japanese it simply just looks wrong. Also, never cross your chopsticks when you put them on the table, or use them to point at things. When it comes to eating soupy noodles, it’s almost mandatory to slurp them up noisily (it’s supposed to mean that you’re enjoying your food, and Japanese rules of culinary decorum mean that you’re obliged to find everything delicious); it’s also fine to bring the bowl to your lips and drink directly from it.

When you want the bill, say okanjō o kudasai; the usual form is to pay at the till on the way out, not by leaving money on the table. There’s no need to leave a tip, but it’s polite to say gochisō-sama deshita (“That was delicious!”) to the waiter or chef. Only the most upmarket Western restaurants and top hotels will add a service charge (typically ten percent).

Sushi, sashimi and seafood

Many non-Japanese falsely assume that all sushi is fish, but the name actually refers to the way the rice is prepared with vinegar, and you can also get sushi dishes with egg or vegetables. Fish and seafood are, of course, essential and traditional elements of Japanese cuisine, and range from the seaweed used in miso-shiru (soup) to the slices of tuna, salmon and squid laid across the slabs of sushi rice. Slices of raw fish and seafood on their own are called sashimi.

In a traditional sushi-ya (sushi restaurant), each plate is freshly made by a team of chefs working in full view of the customers. If you’re not sure of the different types to order, point at the trays on show in the glass chiller cabinets at the counter, or go for the nigiri-zushi mori-awase, six or seven different types of fish and seafood on fingers of sushi rice. Other types of sushi include maki-zushi, rolled in a sheet of crisp seaweed, and chirashi-zushi, a layer of rice topped with fish, vegetables and cooked egg.

At kaiten-zushi shops, where you choose whatever sushi dish you want from the continually replenished conveyor belt, the bill will depend upon how much you order. Plates are colour-coded according to how much they cost, and totted up at the end. If you can’t see what you want, you can ask the chefs to make it for you. Green tea is free, and you can usually order beer or sake.

To try fugu, or blowfish, go to a specialist fish restaurant, which can be easily identified by the picture or model of a balloon-like fish outside. Fugu’s reputation derives from its potential to be fatally poisonous rather than its bland, rubbery taste. The actual risk of dropping dead at the counter is virtually nil, at least from fugu poisoning – you’re more likely to keel over at the bill. Fugu is often served as part of a set-course menu including sashimi slivers, and a stew made from other parts of the fish served with rice.

A more affordable and tasty seafood speciality is unagi, or eel, where soft white fillets are typically basted with a thick sauce of soy and sake, sizzled over charcoal and served on a bed of rice. This dish is particularly popular during the summer, when it’s believed to provide strength in the face of sweltering heat.


Bentō: the Japanese packed lunch

Every day, millions of Japanese trot off to school or work with a bentō stashed in their satchel or briefcase. Bentō are boxed lunches which are either made at home or bought from shops all over Japan. Traditional bentō include rice, pickles, grilled fish or meat and vegetables. There are thousands of permutations depending on the season and the location in Japan, with some of the best being available from department stores, where there’s always a model or picture to show you what’s inside the box. At their most elaborate, in classy restaurants, bentō come in beautiful multi-layered lacquered boxes, each compartment containing some exquisite culinary creation. Among housewives, it’s become something of a competitive sport and art form to create fun designs out of the bentō ingredients for their children’s lunch. Empty bentō boxes in a huge range of designs are sold in the household section of department stores and make lovely souvenirs.



Noodles

The three main types of noodle are soba, udon and ramen.

Soba are thin noodles made of brown buckwheat flour. If the noodles are green, they’ve been made with green-tea powder. There are two main styles of serving soba: hot and cold. It comes in a clear broth, often with added ingredients such as tofu, vegetables and chicken. Cold noodles piled on a bamboo-screen bed, with a cold sauce for dipping (which can be flavoured with chopped spring onions, seaweed flakes and wasabi – grated green horseradish paste), are called zaru-soba or mori-soba. In more traditional restaurants, you’ll also be served a flask of the hot water (soba-yu) to cook the noodles, which is added to the dipping sauce to make a soup drink once you’ve finished the soba.

In most soba restaurants, udon will also be on the menu. These chunkier noodles are made with plain wheat flour and are served in the same hot or cold styles as soba. In yakisoba and yakiudon dishes the noodles are fried, often in a thick soy sauce, along with seaweed flakes, meat and vegetables.

Ramen, or yellow wheat-flour noodles, were originally imported from China but have now become part and parcel of Japanese cuisine. They’re usually served in big bowls in a steaming oily soup, which typically comes in three varieties: miso (flavoured with fermented bean paste), shio (a salty soup) or shōyu (a broth made with soy sauce). The dish is often finished off with a range of garnishes, including seaweed, bamboo shoots, pink and white swirls of fish paste, and pork slices. You can usually spice it up with condiments such as minced garlic or a red pepper mixture at your table. Wherever you eat ramen, you can also usually get gyōza, fried half-moon-shaped dumplings filled with pork or seafood, to accompany them.

Rice dishes

A traditional meal isn’t considered finished until a bowl of rice has been eaten. This Japanese staple also forms the basis of the alcoholic drink sake, as well as mochi, a chewy dough made from pounded glutinous rice (usually prepared and eaten during festivals such as New Year).

Rice is an integral part of several cheap snack-type dishes. Onigiri are palm-sized triangles of rice with a filling of soy, tuna, salmon roe, or sour umeboshi (pickled plum), all wrapped up in a sheet of crisp nori (seaweed). They can be bought at convenience stores, and even there are ingeniously packaged so that the nori stays crisp until the onigiri is unwrapped. Donburi is a bowl of rice with various toppings, such as chicken and egg (oyako-don, literally “parent and child”), strips of stewed beef (gyū-don) or katsu-don, which come with a tonkatsu (see below) pork cutlet.

A perennially popular Japanese comfort food is curry rice (karē raisu in rōmaji). Only mildly spicy, this bears little relation to the Indian dish: what goes into the sludgy brown sauce that makes up the curry is a mystery, and you’ll probably search in vain for evidence of any beef or chicken in the so-called biifu karē and chikin karē.

Most cities now also have South Asian restaurants with actual South Asian staff; their lunch sets are often up there with the best value Japan has to offer.

Meat dishes

Meat is an uncommon part of traditional Japanese cuisine, but in the last century dishes using beef, pork and chicken have become a major part of the national diet. Burger outlets are ubiquitous, and expensive steak restaurants, serving up dishes like sukiyaki (thin beef slices cooked in a soy, sugar and sake broth) and shabu-shabu (beef and vegetable slices cooked at the table in a light broth and dipped in various sauces), are popular treats.


Kaiseki-ryōri: Japanese haute cuisine

Japan’s finest style of cooking, kaiseki-ryōri, comprises a series of small, carefully balanced and expertly presented dishes. Described by renowned Kyoto chef Murata Yoshihiro as “eating the seasons”, this style of cooking began as an accompaniment to the tea ceremony and still retains the meticulous design of that elegant ritual. At the best kaiseki-ryōri restaurants, the atmosphere of the room in which the meal is served is just as important as the food, which will invariably reflect the best of the season’s produce; you’ll sit on tatami, a scroll decorated with calligraphy will hang in the tokonoma (alcove) and a waitress in kimono will serve each course on beautiful china and lacquerware. For such a sublime experience you should expect to pay through the roof, although a lunchtime kaiseki bentō can be a more affordable option.




The modern way of food

Flick through the channels of your TV in Japan, and it won’t be long before you hit your first food programme. As well as showing off the delights of Japanese cuisine, these can be rather hilarious to watch, for they all follow the same tried-and-trusted format. First of all, footage will be shown of the food being prepared, to multiple coos from the presenters (and canned ones from the studio audience). Once the food is ready, the camera zooms in on a morsel being slowly teased apart (more cooing), and then on it being held aloft with a shaky pair of chopsticks (yet more cooing). Then comes the first taste; the camera zooms in on the recipient who, predictably self-conscious, is left with only two options: oishii and umai, which both mean “delicious!”.

Nobody now knows if this is life imitating art or the other way around, but Japanese almost always do this with the first bite of a meal. It’ll be expected of you, too, and with sudden silence and all eyes on you there’s only one thing to say… basically, everything’s officially “delicious!” in Japan, even when it’s not, though it usually is anyway.



Like sukiyaki and shabu-shabu, nabe (the name refers to the cooking pot) stews are prepared at the table over a gas or charcoal burner by diners who throw a range of raw ingredients (meat or fish along with vegetables) into the pot to cook. As things cook, they’re fished out, and the last thing to be immersed is usually some type of noodle. Chanko-nabe is the famous chuck-it-all-in stew used to beef up sumo wrestlers.

Other popular meat dishes include tonkatsu, breadcrumb-covered slabs of pork, crisply fried and usually served on a bed of shredded cabbage with a brown, semi-sweet sauce; and yakitori, delicious skewers of grilled chicken (and sometimes other meats and vegetables). At the cheapest yakitori-ya, you’ll pay for each skewer individually. Kushiage is a combination of tonkatsu and yakitori dishes, where skewers of meat, seafood and vegetables are coated in breadcrumbs and deep-fried.

Vegetarian dishes

Despite being the home of macrobiotic cooking, vegetarianism isn’t a widely practised or fully understood concept in Japan. You might ask for a vegetarian (saishoku) dish in a restaurant and still be served something with meat or fish in it. If you’re a committed vegetarian, things to watch out for include dashi stock, which contains bonito (dried tuna), and omelettes, which may contain chicken stock. To get a truly vegetarian meal, you will have to be patient and prepared to spell out exactly what you do and do not eat when you order. Vege-Navi ([image: Image]vege-navi.jp) lists many vegetarian, vegan and macrobiotic options across the country, while the international Happy Cow app and site ([image: Image]happycow.net) have healthy selections in most major Japanese cities.

If you’re willing to turn a blind eye to occasionally eating meat, fish or animal fats by mistake, then tuck in because Japan has bequeathed some marvellous vegetarian foods to the world. Top of the list is tofu, compacted cakes of soya-bean curd, which comes in two main varieties, momengoshi-dōfu (cotton tofu), so-called because of its fluffy texture, and the smoother, more fragile kinugoshi-dōfu (silk tofu). Buddhist cuisine, shōjin-ryōri, concocts whole menus based around different types of tofu dishes; although they can be expensive, it’s worth searching out the specialist restaurants serving this type of food, particularly in major temple cities, such as Kyoto, Nara and Nagano. Note, though, that the most popular tofu dish you’ll come across in restaurants – hiya yakko, a small slab of chilled tofu topped with grated ginger, spring onions and soy sauce – is usually sprinkled with bonito flakes.

Miso (fermented bean paste) is another crucial ingredient of Japanese cooking, used in virtually every meal, if only in the soup miso-shiru. It often serves as a flavouring in vegetable dishes, and comes in two main varieties: the light shiro-miso, and the darker, stronger-tasting aka-miso.

Most Japanese assume that no foreigners are able to stomach the nation’s favourite breakfast snack: nattō, a sticky, stringy treat made with fermented beans. Its strong taste, pungent aroma and unfamiliar texture can be off-putting to Western palates, and many young Japanese hate the stuff; it’s worth trying at least once, though, and is usually served in little tubs at breakfast, to be mixed with mustard and soy sauce and eaten with rice. Hawaiian Japanese eat it with raw tuna – you can do likewise by picking the components up at any supermarket, then mixing them together.

Other Japanese dishes

Said to have been introduced to Japan in the sixteenth century by Portuguese traders, tempura are lightly battered pieces of seafood and vegetables. Tempura are dipped in a bowl of light sauce (ten-tsuyu) mixed with grated daikon radish and sometimes ginger. At specialist tempura restaurants, you’ll generally order the teishoku set meal, which includes whole prawns, squid, aubergines, mushrooms and the aromatic leaf shiso.

Oden is a warming dish, usually served in winter but available at other times too – it tastes much more delicious than it looks. Large chunks of food, usually on skewers, are simmered in a thin broth, and often served from portable carts (yatai) on street corners or in convenience stores from beside the till. The main ingredients are blocks of tofu, daikon (a giant radish), konnyaku (a hard jelly made from a root vegetable), konbu (seaweed), hard-boiled eggs and fish cakes. All are best eaten with a smear of fiery English-style mustard.

Japan’s equivalent of the pizza is okonomiyaki, a fun, cheap meal that you can often assemble yourself. A pancake batter is used to bind shredded cabbage and other vegetables with either seafood or meat. If it’s a DIY restaurant, you’ll mix the individual ingredients and cook them on a griddle in the middle of the table. Otherwise, you can sit at the kitchen counter watching the chefs at work. Once cooked, okonomiyaki is coated in a sweet brown sauce and/or mayonnaise and dusted off with dried seaweed and flakes of bonito, which twist and curl in the rising heat. At most okonomiyaki restaurants, you can also get fried noodles (yakisoba). In addition, okonomiyaki, along with its near-cousin takoyaki (battered balls of octopus), are often served from yatai carts at street festivals.

Authentic Western restaurants are now commonplace across Japan, but there is also a hybrid style of cooking known as yōshoku (“Western food”), which developed during the Meiji era early in the twentieth century. Often served in shokudō, yōshoku dishes include omelettes with rice (omu-raisu), deep-fried potato croquettes (korokke) and hamburger steaks (hanbāgu) doused in a thick sauce. The contemporary version of yōshoku is mukokuseki or “no-nationality” cuisine, a mishmash of world cooking styles usually found in izakaya.


Dining on the cheap

Japan isn’t exactly paradise for budget travellers, but as far as food goes, there are some very good ways to stretch your yen. Many head straight to chain convenience stores such as 7-Eleven, AM/PM and Lawson, which sell snacks and drinks round the clock. Not quite as numerous, but found in every city district, supermarkets sell regular backpacker staples as well as super-cheap fresh noodles; note that in the hours before closing (9–11pm), they tend to lop off up to half of the price of sushi and other bentō sets.

If you want to eat out, try a standing noodle bar; a bowl of soba or udon will cost very little, though it can be tricky to operate the Japanese-only ticket machines. However, the real value is to be had at local fast-food chains, almost all of which supply English-language menus. All of the following can be found several times over in every single city; just ask around.

CoCo Ichiban-ya ココ壱番屋 [image: Image]ichibanya.co.jp. A quirky curry chain which allows you to piece together your meal. First, choose the type of stock you desire, then the amount of rice you want (up to a mighty 900g), then your desired level of spice (level one barely registers a hit; level ten provides a veritable spice-gasm). Then comes the fun add-your-ingredients bit: choices include beef, okra, scrambled egg, cheese, tonkatsu, nattō and a whole lot more. 

Matsuya 松屋 [image: Image]matsuyafoods.co.jp. Fronted by yellow, Japanese-only signs with red and blue blobs on them, this chain specializes in cheap curry and gyūdon, though they’ve more besides. They chuck in a steaming-hot bowl of miso soup with whatever you order.

Saizeriya サイゼリヤ [image: Image]saizeriya.co.jp. Budget Italian food, often surprisingly good despite the very low prices – try some tasty doria (meaty rice gratin), pasta dishes or small pizzas, or have a fried burger-and-egg set. The wine prices are also ridiculously cheap – even for a massive, 1.5-litre bottle.

Yoshinoya 吉野屋 [image: Image]yoshinoya.com. You can’t miss the bright orange signs marking 24hr branches of the nation’s favourite fast-food chain, famed for its cheap, tasty bowls of gyūdon (beef on rice). When they started reselling this dish after sales were choked off by a BSE scare there was a 1.5km-long queue outside their main Shinjuku branch.




Drinking etiquette

If you’re out drinking with Japanese friends, always pour your colleagues’ drinks, but never your own; they’ll take care of that. In fact, you’ll find your glass being topped up after every couple of sips. The usual way to make a toast in Japanese is “kampai”. It’s fine to get blind drunk and misbehave with your colleagues at night, but it’s very bad form to talk about it in the cold light of day.

In many bars, you’ll be served a small snack or a plate of nuts (otōshi) with your first drink, whether you’ve asked for it or not; this typically accounts for a cover charge being added to the bill.



Drinks

The Japanese are enthusiastic social drinkers. It’s not uncommon to see totally inebriated people slumped in the street, though on the whole drunkenness rarely leads to violence.

If you want a non-alcoholic drink, you’ll never be far from a coffee shop (kissaten) or a jidō hambaiki (vending machine), where you can get a vast range of canned drinks, both hot and cold; note that canned coffee, and even some of the tea, is often very sweet. Hot drinks are identified by a red stripe under the display, cold drinks by a blue one; rather pleasingly, the hot ones increase in frequency as winter approaches. Vending machines selling beer, sake and other alcoholic drinks are rare these days; those that still exist require a Japanese ID card to function, and as such are only of use to foreigners with good powers of persuasion. Most 24-hour convenience stores sell alcohol around the clock.

Sake

Legend has it that the ancient deities brewed Japan’s most famous alcoholic beverage – sake, also known as nihonshu – from the first rice of the new year. Although often referred to as rice wine, the drink, which comes in thousands of different brands, is actually brewed, and as such more closely related to beer (which long ago surpassed sake as Japan’s most popular alcoholic drink).

Made either in sweet (amakuchi) or dry (karakuchi) varieties, sake is graded as tokkyū (superior), ikkyū (first) and nikyū (second), although this is mainly for tax purposes; if you’re after the best quality, connoisseurs recommend going for ginjō-zukuri (or ginjō-zō), the most expensive and rare of the junmai-shu pure rice sake. Some types of sake are cloudier and less refined than others, and there’s also the very sweet, milky and usually non-alcoholic amazake, often served at temple festivals and at shrines over New Year.

In restaurants and izakaya you’ll be served sake in a small flask (tokkuri) so you can pour your own serving or share it with someone else. You will also be given the choice of drinking your sake warm (atsukan) or cold (reishu). The latter is usually the preferred way to enable you to taste the wine’s complex flavours properly; never drink premium sake warm. When served cold, sake is sometimes presented and drunk out of a small wooden box (masu) with a smidgen of salt on the rim to counter the slightly sweet taste. Glasses are traditionally filled right to the brim and are sometimes placed on a saucer or in a masu to catch any overflow; they’re generally small servings because, with an alcohol content of fifteen percent or more, sake is a strong drink – and it goes to your head even more quickly if drunk warm. For more on sake, check out [image: Image]sake-world.com.

Beer

American brewer William Copeland set up Japan’s first brewery in Yokohama in 1870 to serve fellow expats streaming into the country in the wake of the Meiji Restoration. Back then the Japanese had to be bribed to drink beer, but these days they need no such encouragement, knocking back a whopping 5.5 billion litres of the stuff a year – almost 60 litres per adult. Copeland’s brewery eventually became Kirin, now one of Japan’s big four brewers along with Asahi, Sapporo and Suntory. All turn out a range of lagers and dark beers, as well as low-malt beers called happōshu, and no-malt varieties called dai-san-no-biiru, which are popular because of their lower price (the higher the malt content, the higher the government tax), even if they generally taste insipid. Some of the standard cans and bottles are design classics, among them Kirin Ichiban, Asahi Super Dry and a couple of the Sapporo beers; look out seasonal additions to the designs, featuring things like snowflakes, red leaves or sakura flowers.

Draught beer (nama-biiru) is often available at restaurants and, in beer halls, will be served in a jokki (mug-like glass), which comes in three different sizes: dai (big), chū (medium) and shō (small).

Craft beer has been a huge thing in Japan since well before the recent wave, and every city will have at least a smattering of microbreweries, as well as bars selling a selection of brews from around Japan; many craft beers have way more character than found in the products of the big four, but prices are relatively expensive. Recommendations for brewpubs have been given throughout the Guide, but for more information on the craft beer scene, check out the bilingual free magazine The Japan Beer Times ([image: Image]japanbeertimes.com).

Shōchū

Generally with a higher alcohol content than sake, shōchū is a distilled white spirit made from rice, barley, sweet potato or several other ingredients. You can get an idea of its potency (usually 15–25 percent, though sometimes higher) by its nickname: white lightning. Shōchū is typically mixed with a soft drink into a sawā (as in lemon-sour) or a chūhai highball cocktail, although purists favour enjoying the drink straight, or with ice. There’s something of a shōchū boom currently going on in Japan, and the best brands are very drinkable and served like sake. The cheap stuff, however, can give you a wicked hangover.

Western alcoholic drinks

The Japanese love whisky, with the top brewers producing several respectable brands, often served with water and ice and called mizu-wari. In contrast, Japanese wine (wain), often very sweet, is a less successful product, at least to Western palates. Imported wines, however, are widely sold – not only are they becoming cheaper, but there is now a better choice and higher quality available in both shops and restaurants.

Tea, coffee and soft drinks

Japanese cities are full of chain cafés – as often as not a Starbucks, although local operations such as Doutor, Tully’s and Caffè Veloce are also common. Despite the convenience of these places, one of Tokyo’s great joys is whiling away time in non-chain cafés (sometimes called kissaten), where the emphasis is on service and creating an interesting, relaxing, highly individual space – though one that’s, more often than not, full of cigarette smoke. Recently, a glut of hipster-style coffee joints has sprung up around the country – to Western travellers, they’ll feel a lot more familiar than the kissaten. Café menus are often in English as well as Japanese, but if that fails, choose between hot (hotto) or iced (aisu); if you want milk, ask for miruku-kōhii (milky coffee) or kafe-ore (café au lait).


The way of tea

Tea was introduced to Japan from China in the ninth century and was popularized by Zen Buddhist monks, who appreciated its caffeine kick during their long meditation sessions. Gradually, tea-drinking developed into a formal ritual known as cha-no-yu, or the “way of tea”, whose purpose is to heighten the senses within a contemplative atmosphere. The most important aspect of the tea ceremony is the etiquette with which it is performed. Central to this is the selfless manner in which the host serves the tea and the humble manner in which the guests accept it.

The spirit of wabi, sometimes described as “rustic simplicity”, pervades the Japanese tea ceremony. The traditional teahouse is positioned in a suitably understated garden, and naturalness is emphasized in all aspects of its architecture: in the unpainted wooden surfaces, the thatched roof, tatami-covered floors and the sliding-screen doors (fusuma) which open directly onto the garden. Colour and ostentation are avoided. Instead, the alcove, or tokonoma, becomes the focal point for a single object of adornment, a simple flower arrangement or a seasonal hanging scroll.

The utensils themselves also contribute to the mood of refined ritual. The roughcast tea bowls are admired for the accidental effects produced by the firing of the pottery, while the water containers, tea caddies and bamboo ladles and whisks are prized for their rustic simplicity. The guiding light behind it all was the great tea-master Sen no Rikyū (1521–91), whose “worship of the imperfect” has had an indelible influence on Japanese aesthetics.

Having set the tone with the choice of implements and ornamentation, the host whisks powdered green tea (matcha) into a thick, frothy brew and presents it to each guest in turn. They take the bowl in both hands, turn it clockwise (so the decoration on the front of the bowl is facing away) and drink it down in three slow sips. It’s then customary to admire the bowl while nibbling on a dainty sweetmeat (wagashi), which counteracts the tea’s bitter taste.



You can also get regular black tea in all coffee shops, served either with milk, lemon or iced. If you want the slightly bitter Japanese green tea, ocha (“honourable tea”), you’ll usually have to go to a traditional teahouse. Green teas, which are always served in small cups and drunk plain, are graded according to their quality. Bancha, the cheapest, is for everyday drinking and, in its roasted form, is used to make the smoky hōjicha, or mixed with popped brown rice for the nutty genmaicha. Medium-grade sencha is served in upmarket restaurants or to favoured guests, while top-ranking, slightly sweet gyokuro (dewdrop) is reserved for special occasions. Other types of tea you may come across are ūron-cha (Oolong tea), a refreshing Chinese-style brew, and mugicha, made from roasted barley.

As well as the international brand-name soft drinks and fruit juices, there are many other soft drinks unique to Japan. You’ll probably want to try Pocari Sweat or Calpis for the name on the can alone.
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The media

For those who can read Japanese, there are scores of daily newspapers and hundreds of magazines covering almost every subject. In the big cities, English newspapers and magazines are readily available, while on TV and radio there are some programmes presented in English or with an alternative English soundtrack, such as the main news bulletins on NHK. Throughout this Guide we list websites wherever useful (some will be in Japanese only).

Newspapers and magazines

Japan’s top paper, the Yomiuri Shimbun, sells over nine million copies daily, making it the most widely read newspaper in the world. Lagging behind is the Asahi Shimbun, seen as the intellectual’s paper, with the other three national dailies – the Mainichi Shimbun, the right-wing Sankei Shimbun and the business paper the Nihon Keizai Shimbun – also selling respectable numbers.

The English-language daily newspaper you’ll most commonly find at Tokyo’s newsstands is The Japan Times ([image: Image]japantimes.co.jp). It has comprehensive coverage of national and international news, as well as occasionally interesting features, some culled from the world’s media; the online sumo coverage is good when there’s a tournament on. There’s also the Daily Yomiuri ([image: Image]yomiuri.co.jp) newspaper, as well as English-language magazines including Time and The Economist.

The free monthly magazine Metropolis ([image: Image]metropolisjapan.com) is packed with interesting features, reviews, and listings of film, music and other events, as is their website; the same can be said for Time Out ([image: Image]timeout.com/tokyo), whose magazine comes out every three months, and is as such less useful than the website. Also worth a look is Tokyo Notice Board ([image: Image]tokyonoticeboard.co.jp), a site devoted almost entirely to classifieds.

Bookshops such as Kinokuniya and Maruzen stock extensive ranges of imported and local magazines. For those who are studying Japanese, or even just trying to pick up a bit of the language during your stay, the bilingual magazine Hiragana Times ([image: Image]hiraganatimes.com) is good.

Television

Funded much like Britain’s BBC, the state broadcaster NHK ([image: Image]nhk.or.jp) has two TV channels – the regular NHK, and NHK–Educational – as well as three satellite channels, and NHK World, an international channel which often veers towards propaganda. Many TV sets can access a bilingual soundtrack, and it’s thus possible to tune into English-language commentary for NHK’s nightly 7pm news; films and imported TV shows on both NHK and the commercial channels are also sometimes broadcast with an alternative English soundtrack. Digital, satellite and cable channels – not always available in hotels, even at the higher end – include BBC World, CNN and the regular entertainment channels. Few accommodation options will have smart TVs.
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Festivals

Don’t miss attending a festival (matsuri) if one happens during your visit – it will be a highlight of your stay in Japan. The more important events are listed below.

Several non-native festivals have caught on in Japan, with a few adaptations for local tastes. Women give men gifts of chocolate on Valentine’s Day (February 14), while on White Day (March 14) men get their turn to give the object of their affection more chocolate (white, of course). Later on in the year, Pocky Day (November 11) is an even more overtly commercial day, even by Japanese standards – people give their loved ones boxes of Pocky, sweet breadsticks whose skinny nature vaguely resembles the date (eleven-eleven). Christmas is also an almost totally commercial event in Japan. Christmas Eve, rather than New Year, is the time to party and a big occasion for romance – you’ll be hard-pressed to find a table at any fancy restaurant or a room in the top hotels.

Festival and holiday calendar

Note that if any of the following public holidays fall on a Sunday, then the following Monday is also a holiday.

January

Ganjitsu (or Gantan) Jan 1. People all over the country gather at major shrines to honour the gods with the first shrine visit of the year (a practice known as hatsumōde). Public holiday.

Seijin-no-hi (Adults’ Day) Second Mon in Jan. Twenty-year-olds celebrate their entry into adulthood by visiting their local shrine. Many women dress in sumptuous kimono. Public holiday.

Yama-yaki Fourth Sat of Jan. The slopes of Wakakusa-yama, Nara, are set alight during a grass-burning ceremony.

February

Setsubun Feb 3 or 4. On the last day of winter by the lunar calendar, people scatter lucky beans round their homes and at shrines or temples to drive out evil and welcome in the year’s good luck. In Nara, the event is marked by a huge lantern festival on Feb 3.

Yuki Matsuri Early to mid-Feb. Sapporo’s famous snow festival features giant snow sculptures.

March

Hina Matsuri (Doll Festival) March 3. Families with young girls display beautiful dolls (hina ningyō) representing the emperor, empress and their courtiers dressed in ancient costume. Department stores, hotels and museums often put on special displays at this time.

Cherry-blossom festivals Late March to early May. With the arrival of spring in late March, a pink tide of cherry blossom washes north from Kyūshū, travels up Honshū during the month of April and peters out in Hokkaidō in early May. There are cherry-blossom festivals, and the sake flows at blossom-viewing (hanami) parties.

April

Hana Matsuri April 8. The Buddha’s birthday is celebrated at all temples with parades or quieter celebrations, during which a small statue of Buddha is sprinkled with sweet tea.

Takayama Matsuri April 14–15. Parade of ornate festival floats (yatai), some carrying mechanical marionettes.

Kamakura Matsuri Mid-April. Kamakura’s week-long festival includes traditional dances, costume parades and horseback archery.

May

Kodomo-no-hi (Children’s Day) May 5. The original Boys’ Day now includes all children, as families fly carp banners, symbolizing strength and perseverance, outside their homes. Public holiday.

Aoi Matsuri (Hollyhock Festival) May 15. Costume parade through the streets of Kyoto, with ceremonies to ward off storms and earthquakes.

Kanda Matsuri Mid-May. One of Tokyo’s top three matsuri, taking place in odd-numbered years at Kanda Myōjin, during which people in Heian-period costume escort eighty gilded mikoshi through the streets.

Tōshō-gū Grand Matsuri May 18. Nikkō’s most important festival, featuring a parade of over a thousand costumed participants and horseback archery to commemorate the burial of Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu in 1617. There’s a smaller-scale repeat performance on October 17.

Sanja Matsuri Third weekend in May. Tokyo’s most boisterous festival takes place in Asakusa. Over a hundred mikoshi are jostled through the streets, accompanied by lion dancers, geisha and musicians.

June

Sannō Matsuri Mid-June. In even-numbered years the last of Tokyo’s big three matsuri (after Kanda and Sanja) takes place, focusing on colourful processions of mikoshi through Akasaka.


Dates in Japan

According to the Japanese system of numbering years, which starts afresh with each change of emperor, 2019 was the first year of Reiwa, the official name for the reign of new emperor Naruhito. Upon his death (or abdication;), the number will reset to 1 for the first year of his successor’s reign. This shouldn’t cause travellers too many problems, since the “regular” calendar is more visible, though prepare for some initially confusing dates on train passes, hotel receipts and the like.

It’s also important to note that Japanese dates run year-month-day – going from big to small, just like the time on your digital watch, it actually makes a lot of sense.




Music festivals

Late July and August in Japan is the time for rock and popular music festivals. One of the best is the Earth Celebration on Sado-ga-shima, where the famed Kodō drummers collaborate with guests from the world music scene. If you want to catch up on the latest in Japanese rock and pop then schedule your visit to coincide with the most established event, as far as foreign bands is concerned, Fuji Rock ([image: Image]fujirockfestival.com). This huge three-day event hosts a wide range of top-name acts covering musical genres from dance and electronica to jazz and blues, on multiple stages. It takes place at Naeba Ski Resort in Niigata prefecture, easily accessible from Tokyo via Shinkansen. It’s possible to visit for a day, camp or stay in the hotels that in winter cater to the ski crowd.

Attracting an audience of well over 100,000 and simpler to get to is Summer Sonic ([image: Image]summersonic.com), a two-day event held in Chiba, just across the Edo-gawa from Tokyo. This festival showcases a good mix of both local and overseas bands and has both indoor and outdoor performances.

Rock in Japan ([image: Image]rijfes.jp), focusing on domestic bands, is usually held in August at Hitachi Seaside Park, north of Tokyo in Ibaraki-ken (accessible from Ueno Station).



July

Gion Yamagasa July 1–15. Fukuoka’s main festival culminates in a 5km race, with participants carrying or pulling heavy mikoshi, while spectators douse them with water.

Tanabata Matsuri (Star Festival) July 7. According to legend, the only day in the year when the astral lovers, Vega and Altair, can meet across the Milky Way. Poems and prayers are hung on bamboo poles outside houses.

Gion Matsuri July 17. Kyoto’s month-long festival focuses around a parade of huge floats hung with rich silks and paper lanterns.

Hanabi Taikai Last Sat in July. The most spectacular of Japan’s many summer firework displays takes place in Tokyo, on the Sumida River near Asakusa. Some cities also hold displays in early Aug.

August

Nebuta and Neputa Matsuri Aug 1–7. Aomori and Hirosaki hold competing summer festivals, with parades of illuminated paper-covered figures.

Tanabata Matsuri Aug 6–8. Sendai’s famous Star Festival is held a month after everyone else, so the lovers get another chance.

Obon (Festival of Souls) Aug 13–15, or July 13–15 in some areas. Families gather around the ancestral graves to welcome back the spirits of the dead and honour them with special Bon-Odori dances on the final night.

Awa Odori Aug 12–15. The most famous Bonodori takes place in Tokushima, when up to eighty thousand dancers take to the streets.

September

Yabusame Sept 16. This festival, featuring spectacular displays of horseback archery (yabusame) by riders in samurai armour, takes place at Tsurugaoka Hachimangū shrine in Kamakura.

October

Kunchi Matsuri Oct 7–9. Shinto rites mingle with Chinese- and European-inspired festivities to create Nagasaki’s premier celebration, incorporating dragon dances and floats in the shape of Chinese and Dutch ships.

Kawagoe Grand Matsuri Third Sat & Sun in Oct. One of the liveliest festivals in the Tokyo area, involving some 25 ornate floats and hundreds of costumed revellers.

Jidai Matsuri Oct 22. Kyoto’s famous, if rather sedate, costume parade vies with the more exciting Kurama-no-Himatsuri, a night-time fire festival which takes place in a village near Kyoto.

November

Shichi-go-san Nov 15. Children aged 3, 5 and 7 don traditional garb to visit their local shrine.

December

Ōmisoka Dec 31. Just before midnight on the last day of the year, temple bells ring out 108 times (the number of human frailties according to Buddhist thinking).
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Sports and outdoor activities

In 1964, Tokyo became the first Asian city to host the Olympic Games, and with the 2020 edition (held, of course, in 2021) it achieved the rare honour of hosting the event twice. In 2019 it even became the first country in Asia to host the Rugby World Cup. These events hint at a surprisingly sporty scene in a country that most outsiders might associate more closely with academic performance than with athletic endeavour. Big believers in team spirit, the Japanese embrace many sports with almost religious fervour.

Spectator sports

Baseball, football and even mixed martial arts are all far more popular than home-grown sumo. Martial arts, such as aikido, judo and karate, all traditionally associated with Japan, have a much lower profile than you might expect.

Baseball

Baseball first came to Japan in the 1870s, but it wasn’t until 1934 that the first professional teams were formed. Now Japan is yakyū (baseball) crazy, and if you’re in the country from April to the end of October, during the baseball season, consider watching a professional match. Even if you’re not a fan, the buzzing atmosphere and audience enthusiasm can be infectious – Osaka’s Hanshin Tigers are famed for their boisterous fans (and consistently underperforming team).

In addition to the two professional leagues, Central and Pacific, each with six teams, there’s the equally (if not more) popular All-Japan High School Baseball Championship. You might be able to catch one of the local play-offs before the main tournament, which is held each summer at Kōshien Stadium near Osaka.

In the professional leagues, the teams are sponsored by big businesses, a fact immediately apparent from their names, such as the Yakult Swallows (named after a food company) and Yomiuri Giants (this time a newspaper conglomerate). The victors from the Central and Pacific leagues go on to battle it out for the supreme title in the seven-match Japan Series every autumn.

Tickets for all games are available from the stadia or at advance ticket booths, and usually go on sale on the Friday two weeks prior to a game. For more information on Japan’s pro-baseball leagues, check out the official professional league site ([image: Image]npb.jp).

Football

Generally referred to as soccer in Japan, football was introduced here in 1873 by an Englishman: Lieutenant Commander Douglas of the Royal Navy. However, it wasn’t until Japan’s first professional soccer league, the J-League ([image: Image]jleague.jp), was launched in 1993 that the sport captured the public’s imagination. Following on from the success of the 2002 World Cup, hosted jointly by Japan and Korea, the sport is now a huge crowd puller.

Games are played between February and November, with a break in August. Eighteen clubs play in the top J1 division, and together with teams from lower leagues, they also participate in the Emperor’s Cup; the best go on to play in the Asian Champions League, a contest won in the past by three Japanese teams (Kashima Antlers, Urawa Red Diamonds and Gamba Osaka).

Sumo

There’s something fascinating about Japan’s national sport, sumo, even though the titanic clashes between the enormous, near-naked wrestlers can be blindingly brief. The age-old pomp and ceremony that surrounds sumo – from the design of the dohyō (the ring in which bouts take place) to the wrestler’s slicked-back topknot – give the sport a gravitas completely absent from Western wrestling. The sport’s aura is enhanced by the majestic size of the wrestlers themselves: the average weight is around 140kg, but they can be much larger – Konishiki, one of the sumo stars of the 1990s, for example, weighed a scale-busting 272kg.

At the start of a bout, the two rikishi (wrestlers) wade into the ring, wearing only mawashi aprons, which are essentially giant jockstraps. Salt is tossed to purify the ring, and then the rikishi hunker down and indulge in the time-honoured ritual of psyching each other out with menacing stares. When ready, each rikishi attempts to throw his opponent to the ground or out of the ring using one or more of 82 legitimate techniques. The first to touch the ground with any part of his body other than his feet, or to step out of the dohyō, loses.

Despite their formidable girth, top rikishi enjoy the media status of supermodels, their social calendars being documented obsessively by the media. When not fighting in tournaments, groups of rikishi live and train together at their heya (stables), the youngest wrestlers acting pretty much as the menial slaves of their older, more experienced, colleagues. If you make an advance appointment, it’s possible to visit some heya to observe the early-morning practice sessions; contact the Tokyo tourist information centres for details.

Martial arts

Japan has bequeathed to the world several forms of martial fisticuffs, and many visit to learn or hone one of the forms. If you’d like to do likewise, it’s usually best to start by contacting the relevant federation in your home country; in Tokyo, however, there are a few particularly foreigner-friendly associations.


Sumo: who’s who and what’s what

Accounts of sumo bouts (basho) are related in Japan’s oldest annals, dating back around two thousand years when it was a Shintō rite connected with praying for a good harvest. By the Edo period, sumo had developed into a spectator sport, and really hit its stride in the post-World War II period, when basho started to be televised. The old religious trappings remain, though: the gyōji (referee) wears robes similar to those of a Shintō priest, and above the dohyō hangs a thatched roof like those found at shrines.

Sumo tournaments take place in odd-numbered months, running for fifteen days (see below). The day starts at 9pm with the amateur divisions, before the stadium starts to fill up around 3pm for the professional ranks, which finish just before 6pm. These guys fight once every day; if they win eight or more they go up the rankings, if they lose eight or more they go down, and whoever gets the most wins in the top division wins the trophy. At the very top of the tree is the yokozuna level – a lifelong rank which does not necessarily signify the most recent champion.

Sumo champions

In recent years, champions have been almost exclusively Mongolian in origin. The Japanese veteran Kotoshōgiku's victory in January 2016 came ten long years after the previous win by a Japanese-born wrestler, with Mongolian fighters scooping an incredible 57 of the 59 intervening tournaments (the other two were won by Kotoōshū from Bulgaria, and Estonia’s Baruto). The Mongolian run started in 2002 with the great Asashōryū who, in 2005, became the first wrestler in history to win all six tournaments in a calendar year. By the time he was ushered out of the sport in 2010, he had developed a tremendous rivalry with his closest challenger, fellow-Mongolian Hakuhō. These two great fighters both became yokozuna, as did three more Mongolians a little down the line; Hakuhō retired in 2021, having become the most decorated wrestler in centuries of sumo history.

However, Japanese prospects are better than they have been a while, with numerous local rikishi (wrestlers) winning the title in recent years, and one even making yokozuna (Kisenosato, who retired very soon after his promotion).

The annual sumo tournaments

The must-see annual sumo tournaments are held at the following locations, starting on the second Sunday of the month and lasting for two weeks: Kokugikan in Tokyo (Jan, May & Sept); Osaka Furitsu Taiiku Kaikan in Osaka (March); Aichi-ken Taiiku-kan in Nagoya (July); and the Fukuoka Kokusai Centre, Fukuoka (Nov).

It’s difficult to book the prime ringside seats but often possible to bag reserved seats in the balconies. The cheapest unreserved seats go on sale on the door on the day of the tournament at 9am. To be assured of a ticket, you’ll generally need to be there before 11am.

Full details in English about ticket sales can be found on the sumo association’s website ([image: Image]sumo.or.jp), and it’s also possible to buy online at [image: Image]buysumotickets.com. Also note that NHK televises each basho daily from 3.30pm.



The martial art most closely associated with Japan is judo, a self-defence technique that developed out of the Edo-era fighting schools of Jūjutsu.

Then there’s aikido – half-sport, half-religion, its name translates as “the way of harmonious spirit”, and the code blends elements of judo, karate and kendo into a form of non-body-contact self-defence. It’s one of the newer martial arts, having only been created in Japan in the twentieth century and, as a rule, is performed without weapons. For an enlightening and humorous take on the rigours of aikido training, read Robert Twigger’s Angry White Pyjamas.

Karate has its roots in China and was only introduced into Japan via the southern islands of Okinawa in 1922, before gaining popularity in the mainland. Since then, the sport has developed many different styles, several with governing bodies and federations based in Tokyo.

Lastly, there’s kendo; meaning “the way of the sword”, this is Japanese fencing where players either use a long bamboo weapon, the shinai, or a lethal metal katana blade. This martial art has the longest pedigree in Japan, dating from the Muromachi period (1392–1573); it developed as a sport during the Edo period.

Tokyo, with its many dōjō (practice halls), is the best place in the country in which to view or learn these ancient sports. Tokyo’s Tourist Information Centres have a full list of dōjō that allow visitors to watch practice sessions for free.

Rugby

Rugby has been something of a niche sport in Japan. The national team was famously obliterated 145–17 by New Zealand in the 1995 World Cup (a record defeat), but the game in Japan has since come on in leaps and bounds: Japan even provided the shock of the 2015 tournament – some would say the entire history of rugby – with a last-second win over South Africa. Partly as a result of said improvement, Japan was granted hosting rights for the 2019 World Cup tournament. On the domestic front, teams from around Japan compete in the national Top League, which runs from August to January (check [image: Image]rugby-japan.jp for schedule and venue information).

Outdoor activities

Popular outdoor activities include skiing, hiking and mountain climbing. The Tokyo-based Outdoor Club Japan ([image: Image]outdoorclubjapan.com) provides informal opportunities to explore the countryside in the company of like-minded people. Outdoor Japan ([image: Image]outdoorjapan.com) is also a mine of useful information.

Skiing and snowboarding

Japan is a ski and snowboard paradise; even on the shortest trip to the country it’s easy to arrange a day-trip to the slopes, since many major resorts on Honshū are within a couple of hours’ train ride of Tokyo, Nagoya or Osaka. Serious skiers will want to head to the northern island of Hokkaidō, which has some of the country’s best ski resorts.

Transport to the slopes is fast and efficient; at one resort (Gala Yuzawa in Niigata; [image: Image]gala.co.jp) you can step straight off the Shinkansen onto the ski lifts. Ski maps and signs are often in English, and you’re sure to find some English-speakers and, at the major resorts, gaijin staff, if you run into difficulties.

Top resorts can get very crowded, especially at weekends and during holidays; if you don’t want to ski in rush-hour conditions, plan your trip for midweek. In addition, the runs are, on the whole, much shorter than in Europe and the US. Compensating factors, however, are fast ski lifts, beautiful scenery – especially in the Japan Alps – and the opportunity to soak in onsen hot springs at night.

Recommended for beginners is either Gala Yuzawa or Naeba ([image: Image]princehotels.co.jp/ski/naeba), both reached in under two hours from Tokyo by Shinkansen. Nozawa Onsen also has good beginners’ runs, but its off-the-beaten-track location makes it a better bet for more experienced skiers. Appi Kōgen and Zaō Onsen in northern Honshū and Hakuba in Nagano are considered the Holy Trinity of Japanese ski resorts. Shiga Kōgen is another mammoth resort in Nagano. If you’re after the best powder-snow skiing without the crowds, head north to Hokkaidō, to the world-class resorts of Furano and Niseko. There are also many slopes easily accessible on a day-trip from Sapporo.

All the major travel agents offer ski packages, which are worth considering. Hakuba-based Ski Japan Holidays ([image: Image]japanspecialists.com) and Niseko-based SkiJapan.com ([image: Image]skijapan.com) both have plenty of experience setting up deals for the expat community. Youth hostels near ski areas also often have excellent-value packages, including accommodation, meals and lift passes, and can arrange competitive equipment rental.

Mountaineering and hiking

Until the twentieth century, few Japanese would have considered climbing one of their often sacred mountains for anything other than religious reasons. These days, prime highland beauty spots such as Kamikōchi are very popular with day-hikers and serious mountaineers, so much so that they risk being overrun. In addition, there are scores of national parks and other protected areas, and exploring these and other picturesque parts of the countryside on foot is one of the great pleasures of a trip to Japan. Nevertheless, bear in mind that those areas close to cities can get very busy at weekends and during holidays. If you can, go midweek or out of season when the trails are less crowded.

Hiking trails, especially in the national parks, are well marked. Campsites and mountain huts open during the climbing season, which runs from June to the end of August. 

The efficient train network means that even from sprawling conurbations like Tokyo, you can be in beautiful countryside in just over an hour – top hiking destinations from the capital include the lakes, mountains and rugged coastline of the Fuji-Hakone-Izu National Park to the southwest, and Nikkō to the north. Things get even better around the country, in areas such as Hokkaidō’s Daisetsu-zan National Park, the Japan Alps, the island of Yakushima off Kyūshū, and Aso-san and Ebino Kōgen on Kyūshū itself. The website [image: Image]outdoorjapan.com has useful ideas and information if you plan to go hiking or camping in Japan.


Taking a hot-spring dip

The Japanese islands boast a tremendous abundance of hot springs. While such waters bubble from the ground elsewhere, in Japan this natural bounty has been turned into an art form – there are thousands upon thousands of onsen (温泉) dotted across the country, and you’ll never be too far from one. What may be viewed in the West as rather decadent or esoteric is simply a fact of life here – businessmen bathe between meetings, families drop by at weekends, pensioners pop along for a wash, and guffawing teens rinse off the stress after school. And of course, pink-skinned foreigners use them as a means of heightening their cultural experience – even if they may not, at least initially, be as comfortable as most Japanese in the company of naked strangers.

Taking a traditional Japanese bath, whether in an onsen, a sentō (a bathhouse with regular, rather than hot-spring, water) or a ryokan, is a ritual that’s definitely worth mastering. Everyone uses the same water, and the golden rule is to wash and rinse the soap off thoroughly before stepping into the bath – showers and bowls are provided, as well as soap and shampoo in most cases. Ryokan and the more upmarket public bathhouses provide small towels (bring your own or buy one on the door if using a cheaper sentō), though no one minds full nudity. Baths are typically segregated, so memorize the kanji for female (女), which looks a little like a woman; and male (男), which looks sort of like a chap with a box on his head.

Note that tattoos – which are associated with the yakuza in Japan – are a big issue when it comes to public bathing. Even if you look nothing like a member of the local mafia, you may be asked to cover up the offending image, or even denied access to the baths entirely. If you’re intending to visit any particular bathing establishment, the best course of action is to get your accommodation (or a local tourist office) to call ahead for verification of their tattoo regulations.

Onsen establishments run the full gamut from small-and-cosy to theme-park. Whole books have been written about the various facilities available across Japan, but here are a few recommendations:

Beppu, Kyūshū This Kyūshū town is essentially one massive onsen, with steam billowing from the drains in the manner of a Manhattan-based film noir. There are hundreds of places to bathe here, including olde-worlde Takegawara, but most magical are the “hidden onsen” in the forests overlooking the town.

Jigokudani Monkey Park, Chūbu The home of the famed “snow monkeys”, this onsen has a special rotemburo (outdoor hot-spring bath) in which the local macaque community pop by for a bathe. Human-friendly baths are also available.

Noboribetsu Onsen, Hokkaidō Set among the sulphurous, volcanic landscape of central Hokkaidō, this little resort has a bunch of appealing ryokan at which to take a dip.

Sakurajima, Kyūshū Sakurajima is a highly active volcano, often seen belching trails of ash. There are onsen at the base of said active volcano. Enough said.

Yunomine Onsen, Kansai Dating back over 1800 years, it’s obvious why this onsen has been designated a World Heritage spot.



Rafting, canoeing and kayaking

All the snow that gets dumped on Japan’s mountains in winter eventually melts, swelling the country’s numerous rivers. Although the vast majority of these have been tamed by dams and concrete walls along the riverbanks, there are stretches that provide the ideal conditions for whitewater rafting, canoeing and kayaking. Prime spots for these activities are Minakami in Gunma-ken, Hakuba in Nagano-ken, the Iya Valley and Shimanto-gawa, both in Shikoku, and Niseko in Hokkaidō. A reputable firm to contact to find out more is Canyons ([image: Image]canyons.jp).

Golf

One of Japan’s premier pro-golfing events is the Japan Open Golf Championship ([image: Image]jga.or.jp), held each October. If you fancy a round yourself, you’ll find (somewhat old, but still useful) details on Golf in Japan ([image: Image]golf-in-japan.com); local tourist information centres will always be able to direct you to the nearest course.

Beaches, surfing and diving

Given that Japan is an archipelago, you’d be forgiven for thinking that it would be blessed with some pleasant beaches. The truth is that industrialization has blighted much of the coastline and many of the country’s beaches are covered with litter and/or polluted. The best beaches are those furthest away from the main island of Honshū, which means those on the islands of Okinawa, or the Izu and Ogasawara islands south of Tokyo.

Incredibly, Japan’s market for surf goods is the world’s largest, and when the surfers aren’t hauling their boards off to Hawaii and Australia, they can be found braving the waves at various home locations. Top surfing spots include the southern coasts of Shikoku and Kyūshū. Closer to Tokyo, pros head for the rocky east Kujūkuri coast of the Chiba peninsula, while the beaches around Shōnan, near Kamakura, are fine for perfecting your style and hanging out with the trendiest surfers.

The best places to head for diving are Okinawa and the island of Sado-ga-shima, near Niigata. Those with walrus-like hides may fancy braving ice diving in the frozen far northern reaches of Hokkaidō.

< Back to Basics


Culture and etiquette

Japan is famous for its complex web of social conventions and rules of behaviour. Fortunately, allowances are made for befuddled foreigners, but it will be greatly appreciated – and even draw gasps of astonishment – if you show a grasp of the basic principles. We provide a few tips for eating and drinking etiquette which are sure to come in handy, but the two main danger areas are footwear and bathing, which, if you get them wrong, can cause great offence.

Some general pointers

Japan is a strictly hierarchical society where men generally take precedence, so women shouldn’t expect doors to be held open or seats vacated. Sexual discrimination remains widespread, and foreign women working in Japan can find the predominantly male business culture hard going.

Pushing and shoving on crowded trains or buses is not uncommon. Never respond by getting angry or showing aggression, as this is considered a complete loss of face. By the same token, don’t make your opinions known too forcefully or contradict people outright; it’s more polite to say “maybe” than a direct “no”, so if you get a vague answer to a question don’t push for confirmation unless it’s important.

Note that it’s particularly unwise to criticize any aspect of Japanese society, however small, to a local; in a land where people tend to describe themselves as a “we”, it’s often taken as a personal insult.

Blowing your nose in public is also considered rude – locals keep sniffing until they find somewhere private (this can continue for hours on end, which is great fun if you’re sitting next to a sniffler on a long train ride). An even more common agony for visitors is having to sit on the floor at people’s houses and certain restaurants – excruciatingly uncomfortable for people who aren’t used to it. If you’re wearing trousers, sitting cross-legged is fine; otherwise, tuck your legs to one side.

Meetings and greetings

Some visitors to Japan complain that it’s difficult to meet local people – the Japanese themselves famously have problems meeting each other, as evidenced by regular pay-for-company stories in the international press, and the legion of “snack” bars (where local men essentially pay to have their egos massaged). It’s also true that many Japanese are shy of foreigners, mainly through a fear of being unable to communicate. A few words of Japanese will help enormously, and there are various opportunities for fairly formal contact, such as through the Goodwill Guides. Otherwise, try popping into a local bar, a yakitori joint or suchlike; with everyone crammed in like sardines, and emboldened by alcohol, it’s far easier to strike up a conversation.

Whenever Japanese meet, express thanks or say goodbye, there’s a flurry of bowing – and, between friends, an energetic waving of hands. The precise depth of the bow and the length of time it’s held for depend on the relative status of the two individuals; foreigners aren’t expected to bow, but it’s terribly infectious and you’ll soon find yourself bobbing with the best of them. The usual compromise is a slight nod or a quick half-bow. Japanese more familiar with Western customs might offer you a hand to shake, in which case treat it gently – they won’t be expecting a firm grip.


Japanese names

Japanese names are traditionally written with the family name first, followed by a given name, which is the practice used throughout this book (except where the Western version has become famous, such as Issey Miyake). When dealing with foreigners, however, they may well write their name the other way round. Check if you’re not sure because, when addressing people, it’s normal to use the family name plus -san: for example, Suzuki-san. San is an honorific term applied to others, so you do not use it when introducing yourself or your family. As a foreigner, you can choose whichever of your names you feel comfortable with; you’ll usually have a -san tacked onto the end of your given name. You’ll also often hear -chan or -kun as a form of address; these are diminutives reserved for very good friends, young children and pets. The suffix -sama is the politest form of address.



Japanese people tend to dress smartly, especially in Tokyo. Tourists don’t have to go overboard, but will be better received if they look neat and tidy, while for anyone hoping to do business, a snappy suit (any colour, as long as it’s black) is de rigueur. It’s also important to be punctual for social and business appointments.

Hospitality and gifts

Entertaining, whether it’s business or purely social, usually takes place in bars and restaurants. The host generally orders and, if it’s a Japanese-style meal, will keep passing you different things to try. You’ll also find your glass continually topped up. It’s polite to return the gesture but if you don’t drink, or don’t want any more, leave it full.

It’s a rare honour to be invited to someone’s home in Japan, and if this happens you should always take a gift, which should always be wrapped, using plenty of fancy paper and ribbon if possible. Most shops gift-wrap purchases automatically, and anything swathed in paper from a big department store has extra cachet.

Japanese people love giving gifts (in fact, they are more or less obliged to give souvenirs known as omiyage to friends and colleagues following any holiday), and you should never refuse one if offered, though it’s good manners to protest at their generosity first. Again, it’s polite to give and receive with both hands, and to belittle your humble donation while giving profuse thanks for the gift you receive. It’s the custom not to open gifts in front of the donor, thus avoiding potential embarrassment.

Shoes and slippers

It’s customary to change into slippers when entering a Japanese home or a ryokan, and not uncommon in traditional restaurants, temples and, occasionally, museums and art galleries. 

If you come across a slightly raised floor and a row of slippers, then use them; leave your shoes either on the lower floor (the genkan) or on the shelves (sometimes lockers) provided. Also try not to step on the genkan with bare or stockinged feet. 

Once you’re inside, remove your slippers before stepping onto tatami (the delicate rice-straw flooring), and remember to change into the special toilet slippers kept inside the bathroom when you go to the bathroom.

Toilets

Although you’ll still come across traditional Japanese squat-style toilets (toire or otearai; トイレ／お手洗い), Western sit-down toilets are becoming the norm. Look out for nifty enhancements such as a heated seat and those that flush automatically as you walk away. Another handy device plays the sound of flushing water to cover embarrassing noises.

Hi-tech toilets, with a control panel to one side, are very common. Finding the flush button can be a challenge – they’re often tiny things on wall panels, marked with the kanji for large (大) or small (小), used for number twos and ones respectively.

Most public toilets provide paper (often extremely thin), though not always soap for washing your hands. There are public toilets at most train and subway stations, department stores and city parks, and they’re generally pretty clean.

< Back to Basics


Shopping

Even if you’re not an inveterate shopper, cruising Japan’s gargantuan department stores or rummaging around its vibrant discount outlets is an integral part of local life that shouldn’t be missed. Japan also has some truly enticing souvenirs, from lacquered chopsticks and delicate handmade paper to the latest electronic gadgets.

All prices are fixed, except in flea markets and some discount electrical stores where bargaining is acceptable. Though it’s always worth asking, surprisingly few shops take credit cards and fewer still accept cards issued abroad, so make sure you have plenty of cash.

In general, shop opening hours are from 10am or 11am to 7pm or 8pm. Most shops close one day a week, not always on Sunday, and smaller places tend to shut on public holidays. If you need anything after hours, you’ll find late-opening convenience stores in even the smallest towns, and stores that are open 24 hours in most towns and cities, often near the train station.

Arts and crafts

Many of Japan’s arts and crafts date back thousands of years and have been handed down from generation to generation. Though the best can be phenomenally expensive, there are plenty of items at more manageable prices that make wonderful souvenirs. Most department stores have at least a small crafts section, but it’s far more enjoyable to trawl Japan’s specialist shops. Kyoto is renowned for its traditional crafts, and in Tokyo you’ll find a number of artisans still plying their trade, while most regions have a vibrant local crafts industry turning out products for the tourists.

Some of Japan’s most beautiful traditional products stem from folk crafts (mingei), ranging from elegant, inexpensive bamboo-ware to woodcarvings, toys, masks, kites and a whole host of delightful dolls (ningyō). Peg-shaped kokeshi dolls from northern Honshū are among the most appealing, with their bright colours and sweet, simple faces. Look out, too, for the rotund, round-eyed daruma dolls, made of papier-mâché, and fine clay Hakata-ningyō dolls from northern Kyūshū.

Ceramics

Japan’s most famous craft is its ceramics (tōjiki). Of several distinct regional styles, Imari-ware from Arita in Kyūshū is best known for its colourful, ornate designs, while the iron-brown unglazed Bizen-ware from near Okayama is satisfyingly rustic. Other famous names include Satsuma-yaki (from Kagoshima), Kasama-yaki (from Ibaraki), Kanazawa’s highly elaborate Kutani-yaki and Kyoto’s Kyō-yaki. Any decent department store will stock a full range of styles, or you can visit local showrooms. Traditional tea bowls, sake sets and vases are popular souvenirs.

Lacquerware

Originally devised as a means of making everyday utensils more durable, lacquerware (shikki or urushi) has developed over the centuries into a unique art form. Items such as trays, tables, boxes, chopsticks and bowls are typically covered with reddish-brown or black lacquer and either left plain or decorated with paintings, carvings, sprinkled with eggshell or given a dusting of gold or silver leaf. Though top-quality lacquer can be hugely expensive, you’ll still find very beautiful pieces at reasonable prices. Lacquer needs a humid atmosphere, especially the cheaper pieces which are made on a base of low-quality wood that cracks in dry conditions, though inexpensive plastic bases won’t be affected. Wajima is one of the most famous places for lacquerware in Japan.


Duty-free shopping

Tourists to Japan can make purchases duty-free – that is, without the ten percent consumption tax – in a whole bunch of shops around the country. Participating outlets usually have a Duty Free or Tax Free sticker in the window by the entrance.

To take advantage of the scheme, you’ll need a minimum total spend of ¥5000 at a single store; there’s an upper limit of ¥500,000 on perishable goods such as food, drinks, tobacco, cosmetics and film, which have to be taken out of the country within 30 days, and cannot be used while still inside the country. Your passport will be required on purchase, and it must have an entry stamp from customs; if you manage to enter Japan without one (such as by using the automatic gates at the airport), ask for a stamp from an immigration officer. The shop will attach a copy of the customs document (wariin) to your passport, which will be removed by customs officers when you leave Japan.




Antique and flea markets

The regular outdoor antique and flea markets of Tokyo and Kyoto, usually held at shrines and temples (see individual city accounts for details), are great fun. You need to get there early for the best deals, but you’re likely to find some gorgeous secondhand kimono, satin-smooth lacquerware or rustic pottery, among a good deal of tat. Flea markets are also great for stocking up on inexpensive clothes and household items.



Paper products and woodblock prints

Traditional Japanese paper (washi), made from mulberry or other natural fibres, is fashioned into any number of tempting souvenirs. You can buy purses, boxes, fans, oiled umbrellas, lampshades and toys all made from paper, as well as wonderful stationery.

Original woodblock prints, ukiyo-e, by world-famous artists such as Utamaro, Hokusai and Hiroshige, have long been collectors’ items fetching thousands of pounds. However, you can buy copies of these “pictures of the floating world”, often depicting Mount Fuji, willowy geisha or lusty heroes of the kabuki stage, at tourist shops for more modest sums. Alternatively, note that some art shops specialize in originals, both modern and antique.

Textiles, metalwork and pearls

Japan has a long history of making attractive textiles, particularly the silks used in kimono. Other interesting uses of textiles include noren, a split curtain hanging in the entrance to a restaurant or bar; cotton tenugui (small hand towels), decorated with cute designs; and the furoshiki, a square, versatile wrapping cloth that comes in a variety of sizes.

While the chunky iron kettles from Morioka in northern Honshū are rather unwieldy mementos, the area also produces delicate fūrin, or wind chimes, in a variety of designs. Damascene is also more portable, though a bit fussy for some tastes. This metal inlay-work, with gold and silver threads on black steel, was originally used to fix the family crest on sword hilts and helmets, though nowadays you can buy all sorts of jewellery and trinket boxes decorated with birds, flowers and other intricate designs.

Pearls are undoubtedly Japan’s most famous jewellery item, ever since Mikimoto Kōkichi first succeeded in growing cultured pearls in Toba in 1893. Toba is still the centre of production, though you’ll find specialist shops in all major cities, selling pearls at fairly competitive prices.

Books

Imported foreign-language books are expensive and only available in major cities. However, some locally produced English-language books are cheaper here than they would be at home, if you can find them at all outside Japan. The best bookshops are Kinokuniya, Tower Books (part of Tower Records), Maruzen, Yūrindō and Junkudō, all of which stock imported newspapers and magazines as well as a variable selection of foreign-language books.

Department stores

Japan’s most prestigious department stores are Isetan, Mitsukoshi and Takashimaya, followed by the more workaday Seibu, Tōbu and Matsuzakaya. All of these big names have branches throughout Japan, and sell almost everything, from fashion, crafts and household items to stationery and toys. One floor is usually devoted to restaurants, while bigger stores may also have an art gallery, travel bureau, ticket agent and a currency-exchange desk, as well as English-speaking staff and a duty-free service. Seasonal sales, particularly those at New Year and early July, can offer great bargains.

Electrical and electronic goods

Japan is a well-known producer of high-quality and innovative electrical and electronic goods. New designs are tested on the local market before going into export production, so this is the best place to check out the latest technological advances. The majority of high-tech goods are sold in discount stores, where prices may be up to forty percent cheaper than at a conventional store. Akihabara, in Tokyo, is the country’s foremost area for electronic goods, but in every major city you can buy audio equipment, computers, software and any number of ingenious gadgets at competitive prices.

Before buying anything, compare prices – many shops are open to bargaining – and make sure the items come with the appropriate voltage switch (Japanese power supply is 100V). It’s also important to check that whatever you buy will be compatible with equipment you have at home, if necessary. For English-language instructions, after-sales service and guarantees, stick to export models, which you’ll find mostly in the stores’ duty-free sections, but bear in mind that they may not be any cheaper than you would pay at home.


The comeback of the kimono

In Japan, kimono are still worn by many people on special occasions, such as weddings and festival visits to a shrine. But as the demand for high-class kimono, such as those made by the craftspeople of Kyoto, declines – a result of the falling birth rate and Japan’s ageing population – the one bright spot for the industry is the trend to adapt old kimono to new uses. Increasing numbers of fashion-conscious young women have taken to wearing a kimono like a coat over Western clothes or coordinating it with coloured rather than white tabi (traditional split-toed socks). At the same time, fashion designers are turning to kimono fabrics and styles for contemporary creations.

Buying kimono

Few visitors to Japan fail to be impressed by the beauty and variety of kimono available, and every department store has a corner devoted to ready-made or tailored kimono. Much more affordable secondhand or antique kimono can be found in tourist shops, flea markets or in the kimono sales held by department stores, usually in spring and autumn. Prices can start low, but you’ll pay more for the sumptuous, highly decorated wedding kimono (they make striking wall hangings), as well as the most beautifully patterned obi, the broad, silk sash worn with a kimono. A cheaper, more practical alternative is the light cotton yukata, popular with both sexes as a dressing gown; you’ll find them in all department stores and many speciality stores, along with happi coats – the loose jackets that just cover the upper body. To complete the outfit, you could pick up a pair of zōri, traditional straw sandals, or their wooden counterpart, geta.

Dressing up

If you want to try the full kimono look, you’ll find that many of the big hotels have a studio where you can dress up and have your photo taken, while some guesthouses also offer the opportunity. The most popular place to don kimono is, of course, Kyoto. Men can get in on the act, too, dressing up in what is called “samurai” style, though the male kimono is much less florid in design than the female version, and is usually in muted colours such as black, greys and browns.



Fashion

Top Japanese labels such as Issey Miyake, Yohji Yamamoto, Comme des Garçons and Evisu jeans are worn by fashionistas around the world, but there are also plenty of up-and-coming designers and streetwear labels to discover in Japan. The epicentre of chic is Tokyo’s Omotesandō and the surrounding Aoyama and Harajuku areas. If you want to check out the latest designers and labels, such as Jun Takahashi, Tsumori Chisato and Yanagawa Arashi, then head to the boutiques here and in trendy Daikanyama and Nakameguro, or hit town during Tokyo Fashion Week ([image: Image]jfw.jp), held twice a year. Kyoto also has an interesting fashion scene.

Finding clothes that fit is becoming easier as young Japanese are, on average, substantially bigger-built than their parents, and foreign chains tend to carry larger sizes. Shoes, however, are more of a problem. While stores stock larger sizes nowadays, the range is still pretty limited – your best bet is to try a large department store, or the ubiquitous branches of ABC Mart.

Food and drink

Edible souvenirs include various types of rice crackers (sembei), both sweet and savoury, vacuum-packed bags of pickles (tsukemono), and Japanese sweets (okashi) such as the eye-catching wagashi. Made of sweet, red-bean paste in various colours and designs, wagashi are the traditional accompaniment to the tea ceremony. Tea itself (ocha) comes in a variety of grades, often in attractive canisters, while sake, premium shōchū or Japanese whisky are other great gift options, and often come in interestingly shaped bottles with beautiful labels.

< Back to Basics


Travelling with children

With high standards of health, hygiene and safety, and lots of interesting things to do, Japan is a great place to travel with children. At museums and other sights, school-age kids usually get reduced rates, which may be up to half the adult price. Children under age 6 ride free on trains, subways and buses, while those aged 6 to 11 pay half fare.

It’s a good idea to bring a lightweight, easily collapsible pushchair. You’ll find yourself walking long distances in cities and, while many subway and train stations now have lifts, there are still plenty of stairs.

Finding hotels offering family rooms that fit more than three people is tough: international chain hotels are your best bet. A great alternative is a Japanese-style ryokan or minshuku where you can share a big tatami room. Only at the more upmarket Western-style hotels will you be able to arrange babysitting.

All the products you need – such as nappies and baby food – are easily available in shops and department stores, though not necessarily imported varieties. If you need a particular brand, it would be wise to bring it with you. Although breastfeeding in public is generally accepted, it’s best to be as discreet as possible. Most Japanese women who breastfeed use the private rooms provided in department stores, public buildings and in many shops, or find a quiet corner.


Consumption tax

A consumption tax (shōhizei) of ten percent is levied on virtually all goods and services in Japan, including restaurant meals and accommodation. Tax is supposed to be included in the advertised price, though you’ll come across plenty of shops, hotels, restaurants and bars which haven’t quite got around to it; double-check to be on the safe side.



The hazy situation with regard to smoking in Japanese restaurants (many still allow it), combined with uncommon dishes and Japanese-language menus, will provide parents trying to feed fussy kids with certain challenges. One solution is to ask your hotel to point you in the direction of the nearest “family restaurant” chain, such as Royal Host or Jonathan’s; all have children’s menus including Western and Japanese dishes with pictures of each dish, as well as non-smoking sections.


The best of Japan for kids

Tokyo Whether shopping for the latest teenager fashions or checking out the fabulous Ghibli Museum, kids of all ages will love Japan’s high-octane capital.

Taketomi, Okinawa Hop on a bike, or board a buffalo-drawn carriage, to explore the beautiful star-sand beaches of this tiny, car-free island.

Sumo A visit to the sumo will make children the envy of their school pals.

Snow monkeys, Honshū See the world-famous snow monkeys bathe at the Jigokudani Monkey Park.

Amusement parks Strap yourself into some white-knuckle rides at Universal Studios in Osaka, Tokyo Dome City or Disneyland in Tokyo or Fujikyū Highland in Fuji-Yoshida.

Ryokan Kids will love the ritual of staying overnight in a ryokan.

The Great Outdoors, Hokkaidō Explore spectacular lakes, steaming valleys and active volcanoes. In winter, there’s great skiing and ice festivals.

Bullet trains The thought of travelling at speeds faster than a racing car may well put paid to the “are we there yet?” cliché.

Kyoto Follow the path up the mountain at the Fushimi-Inari shrine, spotting the stone foxes and counting the torii as you go (all 10,000 of them); explore the magnificent castle of Nijō-jō with its squeaky, intruder-repelling “nightingale floors”; or take a day-trip to the monkey park and towering bamboo grove of Arashiyama.

Karaoke While adult crooners tend to use karaoke parlours as a means of getting drunk cheaply, venues are open through the day, and most are private-room affairs – fun places for kids to enjoy belting out their favourite hits.



< Back to Basics


Travel essentials

Accessible travel

Disability has always been something of an uncomfortable topic in Japan, with disabled people generally hidden from public view. In recent years, however, there has been a certain shift in public opinion, particularly in the wake of the bestseller No One’s Perfect by Ototake Hirotada, the upbeat, forthright autobiography of a 23-year-old student born without arms or legs. Hopefully, Tokyo’s hosting of the 2020 Paralympics will have had a lasting effect to push in the right direction.

All train and subway stations now have an extra-wide manned ticket gate and an increasing number have escalators or lifts. Some trains, such as the Narita Express, have spaces for wheelchair users, but you should reserve well in advance. For travelling short distances, taxis are an obvious solution, though they are not adapted to take wheelchairs, and few drivers will offer help getting in or out of the car.

Hotels are required to provide accessible facilities. Your best bet is one of the international chains or modern Western-style business hotels, which are most likely to provide fully adapted rooms, ramps and lifts; check ahead to ensure the facilities meet your requirements. Similarly, most modern shopping complexes, museums and other public buildings are equipped with ramps, wide doors and accessible toilets.

While things are improving, Tokyo is not an easy place to get around for anyone using a wheelchair, or for those who find it difficult to negotiate stairs or walk long distances. Although it’s usually possible to organize assistance at stations, you’ll need a Japanese-speaker to phone ahead and make the arrangements. For further information and help, contact the Japanese Red Cross Society ([image: Image]tok-lanserv.jp). 

Costs

Despite its reputation as being an outrageously expensive country, prices in Japan have dropped, or at least stabilized, in recent years. With a little planning, it is a manageable destination even for those on low budgets.

Holders of the International Student Identity Card (ISIC; [image: Image]isiccard.com) are eligible for discounts on some transport and admission fees, as are children.

As well as checking out our tips on how to make your yen go further, take a look at JNTO’s website ([image: Image]jnto.go.jp) for further ideas on saving money. Welcome Card schemes, for example, operate in some areas of the country, which entitle you to discounts at certain museums, sights, shops, restaurants and transport services. At the time of writing, there were ten Welcome Card schemes in operation, including in the Tōhoku area and the Tokyo museum pass.

Crime and personal safety

Japan boasts one of the lowest crime rates in the world. On the whole, the Japanese are honest and law-abiding, there’s little theft, and drug-related crimes are relatively rare. Nonetheless, it always pays to be careful in crowds, and to keep money and important documents stowed in an inside pocket or money belt, or in your hotel safe.


Earthquake safety procedures

If you do have the misfortune to experience more than a minor rumble, follow the safety procedures listed below:


	Extinguish any fires and turn off electrical appliances.

	Open any doors leading out of the room you’re in, as they often get jammed shut, blocking your exit.

	Stay away from windows because of splintering glass. If you have time, draw the curtains to contain the glass.

	Don’t rush outside (many people are injured by falling masonry), but get under something solid, such as a ground-floor doorway, or a desk.

	If you are outside when the quake hits, head for the nearest park or other open space.

	If the earthquake occurs at night, make sure you’ve got a torch (all hotels, ryokan, etc provide flashlights in the rooms).

	When the tremors have died down, go to the nearest open space, taking your documents and other valuables with you. It’s also a good idea to take a cushion or pillow to protect your head against falling glass.

	Eventually, make your way to the designated neighbourhood emergency centre and get in touch with your embassy.






Saving your yen

No two ways about it – Japan is an expensive place to visit. However, there are plenty of ways in which to make your trip affordable.

Getting there A number of low-cost airlines, both Japanese and international, now fly to Japan, meaning that you can enter or leave the country very cheaply if travelling to and from destinations such as South Korea, China, Taiwan, Malaysia or even Australia.

Getting around Most travellers are savvy enough to organize a Japan Rail Pass before their trip; alternatively, other discount train passes are available, including the crazy-cheap Seishun 18 ticket. Don’t forget other forms of transport, too: taking a bus is often the cheapest way from A to B, and you can pick up some good fares on the budget airlines. Overnight ferries and buses are an economical way of getting around.

Sights Most of the country’s temples and shrines are absolutely free, as is taking in the banks of eye-popping neon in Tokyo’s Shinjuku or Akihabara. Hot-spring bathing can also be very cheap.

Sleeping Japan has a whole bunch of cheap hostels and less-cheap business hotels and minshuku. To really scrape the bottom of the barrel, try sleeping in an internet café.

Eating This is one area in which Japan is actually very affordable by developed-country standards. However, if you want to cut costs even further, you can get super-cheap meals from restaurant chains or standing noodle bars.

Drinking Bars and izakaya are expensive – and that’s before you include the cover charges which can make bar-crawls a very costly proposition. The solution – convenience stores. Public drinking is quite legal in Japan, and many an expat regularly pops down to the 7-Eleven for a “kombini Martini”.



The presence of police boxes (kōban) in every neighbourhood helps to discourage petty crime, and the local police seem to spend the majority of their time dealing with stolen bikes and helping bemused visitors – Japanese and foreigners – find addresses. In theory, you should carry your passport or ID at all times; the police have the right to arrest anyone who fails to do so. In practice they rarely stop foreigners, but if you’re found without ID, you’ll most likely be escorted back to your hotel or apartment to collect it. Anyone found with drugs will be treated less leniently; if you’re lucky, you’ll simply be fined and deported, rather than sent to prison.

The generally low status of women in Japan is reflected in the amount of groping that goes on in crowded commuter trains. If you do have the misfortune to be groped, the best solution is to grab the offending hand, yank it high in the air and embarrass the guy as much as possible. Fortunately, more violent sexual attacks are rare, though harassment, stalking and rape are seriously under-reported. Women should exercise the same caution about being alone with a man as they would anywhere – violent crimes against women are rare, but they do occur.

The Tokyo Metropolitan Police run an English-language hotline (T03 3501 0110; Mon–Fri 8.30am–5.15pm). Another useful option is Tokyo English Language Lifeline (TELL; T03 5774 0992, [image: Image]telljp.com; daily 9am–11pm). Each prefecture also has a Foreign Advisory Service, with a variety of foreign-language speakers who can be contacted as a last resort.

Earthquakes

Japan is home to one-tenth of the world’s active volcanoes; it’s also the site of one-tenth of its major earthquakes (over magnitude 7 on the Richter scale). At least one quake is recorded every day somewhere in the country (see [image: Image]jma.go.jp for details of the most recent), though fortunately the vast majority consist of minor tremors that you probably won’t even notice. One that the whole world noticed occurred off the country’s east coast in March 2011. The fifth most powerful earthquake in recorded history, it unleashed a tsunami of prodigious force; the combined effect killed almost 16,000 people, and caused a meltdown at the nuclear power plant in Fukushima, where the effects will be felt for decades.

Earthquakes are notoriously difficult to predict, and it’s worth taking note of a few basic safety procedures. Aftershocks may go on for a long time, and can topple structures that are already weakened. Do note, however, that since the 1980s buildings have been designed to withstand even the most powerful quakes. Japan is equipped with some of the world’s most sophisticated sensors, and architects employ mind-boggling techniques to try to ensure the country’s high-rises remain upright. Most casualties are caused by fire and traffic accidents, rather than collapsing buildings.

Electricity

The electrical current is 100v, 50Hz AC in Japan east of Mt Fuji, including Tokyo; and 100v, 60Hz AC in western Japan, including Nagoya, Kyoto and Osaka. Japanese plugs have either two flat pins or, less commonly, three pins (two flat and one rounded, earth, pin). If you are coming from North America, Canada, the UK or Europe, the voltage difference should cause no problems with computers, digital cameras, mobile phones and the like, most of which can handle between 100V and 240V. Larger appliances such as hairdryers, curling irons and travel kettles should work, but not quite as efficiently, in which case you may need a converter. And, while Japanese plugs look identical to North American plugs, there are subtle differences, so you may also need an adaptor; you certainly will if coming from the UK or Europe.

Health

Japan has high standards of health and hygiene, and there are no significant diseases worth worrying about. There are no immunizations or health certificates needed to enter the country.

Medical treatment and drugs are of a high quality, but can be expensive – if possible, you should bring any medicines you might need with you, especially prescription drugs. Also bring a copy of your prescription and make sure you know what the generic name of the drug is, rather than its brand name. Some common drugs widely available throughout the US and Europe are generally not available in Japan, and some are actually illegal to bring into the country – prominent prescription drugs on the no-no list are codeine and some ADHD medication, for which you may need advance permission to bring into Japan. The Health Ministry website ([image: Image]mhlw.go.jp) has more specific details on these, and the forms you’ll need to fill in to bring this medication into Japan legally. Also note that the contraceptive pill is only available on prescription.

Although mosquitoes buzz across Japan in the warmer months, malaria is not endemic, so there’s no need to take any tablets. It’s a good idea to pack mosquito repellent, however, and to burn coils in your room at night, or to use a plug-in repellent.

Tap water is safe to drink throughout Japan, but you should avoid drinking directly from streams or rivers. It’s also not a good idea to walk barefoot through flooded paddy fields, due to the danger of water-borne parasites. Food-wise, you should have no fears about eating raw seafood or sea fish, including the notorious fugu (blowfish). However, raw meat and river fish are best avoided.

Emergencies and medical help

In the case of an emergency, the first port of call should be to ask your hotel to phone for a doctor or ambulance. You could also head for, or call, the nearest tourist information office or international centre (in major cities only), which should be able to provide a list of local doctors and hospitals with English-speaking staff. Alternatively, you could call the toll-free 24-hour Japan Helpline ([image: Image]0570 000 911, [image: Image]jhelp.com).

If you need to call an ambulance on your own, dial [image: Image]119 and speak slowly when you’re asked to give an address. Ambulance staff are not trained paramedics, but will take you to the nearest appropriate hospital. Unless you’re dangerously ill when you go to hospital, you’ll have to wait your turn in a clinic before you see a doctor, and you’ll need to be persistent if you want to get full details of your condition: some doctors are notorious for withholding information from patients.


Rough Guides travel insurance

Looking for travel insurance? Rough Guides partners with top providers worldwide to offer you the best coverage. Policies are available to residents of anywhere in the world, with a range of options whether you are looking for single-trip, multi-country or long-stay insurance. There’s coverage for a wide range of adventure sports, 24-hour emergency assistance, high levels of medical and evacuation cover and a stream of travel safety information. Even better, [image: Image]roughguides.com users can take advantage of these policies online 24/7, from anywhere in the world – even if you’re already travelling. To make the most of your travels and ensure a smoother experience, it’s always good to be prepared for when things don’t go according to plan. For more information go to [image: Image]roughguides.com/bookings/insurance.



For minor ailments and advice, you can go to a pharmacy, which you’ll find in most shopping areas. There are also numerous smaller private clinics, where you’ll pay in the region of ¥10,000 to see a doctor. You could also try Asian medical remedies, such as acupuncture (hari) and pressure point massage (shiatsu), though it’s worth trying to get a personal recommendation to find a reputable practitioner.

Insurance

It’s essential to take out a good travel insurance policy, particularly one with comprehensive medical coverage, due to the high cost of hospital treatment in Japan.

Internet

Many visitors soon realize that Japan doesn’t quite live up to its tech-savvy reputation. A fair few local websites (including those of some expensive hotels and restaurants) are laughably bad; with italicized Times New Roman fonts and copious Clipart characters, many seem to have been imported directly from the mid-1990s, though a whole bunch of businesses finally hauled their sites into the modern day during the Covid crisis.

However, things are finally starting to improve, and wi-fi access is becoming more widespread. Some big-city cafés offer it for free (though you often have to register), and it’s par for the course at most accommodation.

Wi-fi has now been rolled out in most convenience stores – you have to register once, then log in each time. At the time of writing, 7-Eleven stores were by far the easiest at which to get online. Subway stations in Tokyo, Kyoto and some other cities are also now wired for wi-fi. Taking a small step back in time, cybercafés can be found across Japan, often as part of a 24-hour computer-game and manga centre.

Laundry

All hotels provide either a laundry service or, at the lower end, coin-operated machines. You’ll also find coin-operated laundries (koin randorii) in nearly all Japanese neighbourhoods, often open long hours. Virtually all Japanese washing machines use cold water.

LGBTQ travellers

LGBTQ travellers should have few concerns about visiting Japan. The country has no laws against homosexual activity and outward discrimination is very rare, including at hotels and ryokan, where two people of the same sex sharing a room will hardly raise an eyebrow.

That said, marriage remains an almost essential step on the career ladder, keeping many gay people in Japan in the closet, often leading double lives and/or being apathetic about concepts of LGBTQ liberation and rights. General codes of behaviour mean that public displays of affection between any couple, gay or straight, are very rare – so don’t expect a warm welcome if you walk down the street hand in hand or kiss in public. In recent times being part of the LGBTQ community has come to be seen as more acceptable – and among young people it’s rarely an issue – but Japan has a long way to go before it can be considered truly LGBTQ-friendly.

Useful online English sources of information on the capital’s gay life include Fridae ([image: Image]fridae.com), Utopia ([image: Image]utopia-asia.com) and the tri-lingual lesbian-focused Tokyo Wrestling ([image: Image]tokyowrestling.com).

Living in Japan

Employment opportunities for foreigners have shrunk since the Japanese economy took a nosedive, though finding employment is far from impossible, especially if you have the right qualifications (a degree is essential) and appropriate visa.

Unless you take part in the working holiday visa programme, foreigners working in Japan must apply for a work visa outside the country, for which the proper sponsorship papers from your prospective employer will be necessary. Work visas do not need to be obtained in your home country, so if you get offered a job, it’s possible to sort out the paperwork in South Korea, for example. A few employers may be willing to hire you before the proper papers are sorted, but you shouldn’t rely on this, and if you arrive without a job make sure you have plenty of funds to live on until you find one. Anyone staying in Japan more than ninety days must also apply for residency status.

Teaching English

The most common job available to foreigners is teaching English. Some of the smaller schools are far from professional operations (and even the big ones get lots of complaints), so before signing any contract it’s a good idea to talk to other teachers and, if possible, attend a class and find out what will be expected of you. If you have a professional teaching qualification, plus experience, or if you also speak another language such as French or Italian, your chances of getting one of the better jobs will be higher.

Another option is to get a place on the government-run Japan Exchange and Teaching Programme (JET; [image: Image]jetprogramme.org), aimed at improving foreign-language teaching in schools and promoting international understanding. The scheme is open to graduates, preferably holding some sort of language-teaching qualification. Benefits include help with accommodation, return air travel to Japan and paid holidays. Applying for the JET programme is a lengthy process for which you need to be well prepared. Application forms for the following year’s quota are available from late September, and the deadline for submission is early December. Interviews are held in January and February, with decisions made in March. After health checks and orientation meetings, JETs head off to their posts in late July on year-long contracts, which can be renewed for up to two more years by mutual consent.

Other jobs

A much more limited job option for gaijin is rewriting or editing English translations of Japanese text for technical documents, manuals, magazines and so on. For such jobs, it’s a great help if you know at least a little Japanese. These days, there are also good opportunities for gaijin with ski instructor or adventure sports experience to work on the ski slopes, particularly in resorts such as Niseko, Furano and Hakuba which target overseas visitors. Other options include modelling, for which it will be an asset to have a professional portfolio of photographs, and bar work and hostessing, with the usual warnings about the dangers inherent in this type of work. Whatever work you’re looking for – or if you’re doing any sort of business in Japan – a smart set of clothes will give you an advantage, as will following other general rules of social etiquette.


Exchange rates

Exchange rates at the time of writing are as follows:

£1 = ¥182

€1 = ¥157

US$1 = ¥143

Can$1 = ¥106

Aus$1 = ¥93

NZ$1 = ¥87

For current exchange rates see [image: Image]xe.com



Employment resources

Daijob [image: Image]daijob.com. Japan’s largest bilingual jobs website – and a great pun to boot (daijobu means “no problem”).

GaijinPot [image: Image]gaijinpot.com. Classifieds focused on English-language teaching.

Japan Association for Working Holiday Makers [image: Image]jawhm.or.jp. Job referrals for people on working holiday visas.

Jobs in Japan [image: Image]jobsinjapan.com. Broad range of classified ads.

WWOOF (Willing Workers on Organic Farms) [image: Image]wwoofjapan.com. Opportunities to work and live on organic farms across Japan, plus a few hotels and resorts.

Studying Japanese language and culture

There are all sorts of opportunities to study Japanese language and culture. In order to get a student or cultural visa, you’ll need various documents from the institution where you plan to study and proof that you have sufficient funds to support yourself, among other things. Full-time courses are expensive, but once you have your visa, you may be allowed to undertake a minimal amount of paid work.

Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT; [image: Image]mext.go.jp) offers various scholarships to foreign students wishing to further their knowledge of Japanese or Japanese studies, undertake an undergraduate degree, or become a research student at a Japanese university. You’ll find further information by contacting your nearest Japanese embassy or consulate.

Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto and other major cities have numerous Japanese language schools offering intensive and part-time courses. Among the most established are Berlitz ([image: Image]berlitz.co.jp), with over thirty schools in central Tokyo; GenkiJACS ([image: Image]genkijacs.com), whose Shinjuku branch is particularly popular with younger European students; and Tokyo Kogakuin Japanese Language School ([image: Image]technos-jpschool.ac.jp). The monthly bilingual magazine Hiragana Times ([image: Image]hiraganatimes.com) and the magazines Metropolis and Tokyo Journal also carry adverts for schools.

Maps

The Japan National Tourist Organization (JNTO) tourist maps cover Tokyo, Kansai, Kyoto and the whole country. These are available for free at JNTO offices abroad and at Tourist Information Centres (TIC) in Japan, and are fine for most purposes. Tourist offices in other areas usually provide local maps, often dual-language. If you need anything more detailed, note that most bookshops sell maps, though you’ll only find English-language maps in the big cities. If you’re hiking, the best maps are those in the Yama-to-kōgen series, published by Shōbunsha but in Japanese only.

Note that maps on signboards in Japan, such as a map of footpaths in a national park, are usually oriented the way you are facing. So, if you’re facing southeast, for example, as you look at the map, the top will be southeast and the bottom northwest.

There are also decent maps online. Google’s are typically excellent, while with a little hunting you’ll be able to find apps offering offline-friendly maps ([image: Image]maps.me is a good one). Perhaps equally useful are maps portraying the subway networks in Tokyo, Osaka and other major cities, since such maps are sometimes not visible anywhere once you’re on the trains themselves.

Money

The Japanese currency is the yen (en in Japanese). Notes are available in denominations of ¥1000, ¥2000, ¥5000 and ¥10,000, while coins come in values of ¥1, ¥5, ¥10, ¥50, ¥100 and ¥500. Apart from the ¥5 piece, a copper-coloured coin with a hole in the centre, all other notes and coins indicate their value in Western numerals.

Though credit and debit cards are far more widely accepted than they were a few years ago, Japan is still very much a cash society. The most useful cards to carry are Visa and American Express, followed closely by MasterCard, then Diners Club; you should be able to use these in hotels, restaurants, shops and travel agencies accustomed to serving foreigners. However, many retailers only accept locally issued cards, or none at all.

ATMs

The simplest way of obtaining cash in Japan is by making an ATM withdrawal. Both the post office and Seven Bank (whose machines are located in 7-Eleven stores) operate ATMs that accept foreign-issued cards. Post office machines accept Visa, PLUS, MasterCard, Maestro, Cirrus and American Express, with instructions provided in English; 7-Eleven ATMs accept all of these, too, and their hours of use are longer (often round the clock). Withdrawal limits will depend on the card issuer and your credit limit – if the machine doesn’t allow you to withdraw money in the first instance, try again with a smaller amount.

You’ll also find post office ATMs not only in post offices, but also in stations, department stores and the like throughout the country – they’re identified with a sticker saying “International ATM Service”. Their ATMs have more restricted hours than the Seven Bank machines, but the ones in major post offices can be accessed at weekends and after the counters have closed, though none are open round the clock.


Public holidays

If one of the holidays listed below falls on a Sunday, then the following Monday is also a holiday.

New Year’s Day Jan 1

Coming of Age Day Second Mon of Jan

National Foundation Day Feb 11

Emperor’s Birthday Feb 23

Spring Equinox March 20/21

Shōwa Day April 29

Constitution Memorial Day May 3

Greenery Day May 4

Children’s Day May 5

Marine Day Third Mon of July

Respect the Aged Day Third Mon of Sept

Autumn Equinox Sept 23/24

Health and Sports Day Second Mon of Oct

Culture Day Nov 3

Labour Thanksgiving Day Nov 23



Changing money

You can change cash at the exchange counters (ryōgae-jo; 両替所) of main post offices and certain banks – the bigger branches of Tokyo-Mitsubishi UFJ ([image: Image]mufg.jp) and SMBC (Sumitomo Mitsubishi Banking Corporation; [image: Image]smbcgroup.com) are your best bet. The post office handles cash in six major currencies, including American, Canadian and Australian dollars, sterling and euros. Hotels are only supposed to change money for guests, but some might be persuaded to help in an emergency. Remember to take your passport along in case it’s needed, and allow plenty of time, since even a simple transaction can take twenty minutes or more. Banks or exchange counters are listed throughout the Guide in destinations where there are no ATMS accepting foreign cards, or where obtaining money is particularly difficult.

Opening hours and public holidays

Business hours are generally Monday to Friday 9am–5pm, though private companies often close much later in the evening and may also open on Saturday mornings. Department stores and bigger shops tend to open around 10am and shut at 7pm or 8pm. Local shops, however, will generally stay open later, while many convenience stores are open 24 hours. Most shops take one day off a week, not necessarily on a Sunday.

The majority of museums close on a Monday, but stay open on Sundays and national holidays (closing the following day instead); last entry is normally thirty minutes before closing. However, during the New Year festival (January 1–3), Golden Week (April 29–May 5) and Obon (the week around August 15), almost everything shuts down. Around these periods, all transport and accommodation is booked out weeks in advance, and all major tourist spots get overrun.

Phones

Everywhere in Japan has an area code, which can be omitted if the call is a local one. Area codes are given for all telephone numbers throughout this Guide. Toll-free numbers begin with either [image: Image]0120 or 0088; in a few cases you may come across codes such as 0570, which are non-geographical and should always be included with the main number wherever you’re calling from. Numbers starting with 080 or 090 are mobile phones.

Mobile phones

Most foreign models will work in Japan – contact your mobile phone service provider before leaving your home country. It’s possible to buy pay-as-you-go SIM cards from the major service providers (or nationwide electronics chains such as Yodobashi Camera and BIC Camera), and of course these days it’s also easy to obtain an eSIM.

Post

Japan’s mail service is highly efficient and fast, with post offices (yūbinkyoku) all over the country, easily identified by their red-and-white signs – a T with a parallel bar across the top, the same symbol that you’ll find on the red letterboxes. All post can be addressed in Western script (rōmaji), provided it’s clearly printed.

In urban post offices there are separate counters, with English signs, for postal and banking services. If you need to send bulkier items or parcels back home, you can get reasonably priced special envelopes and boxes for packaging from any post office. The maximum weight for an overseas parcel is 30kg (less for some destinations). A good compromise between expensive airmail and slow sea mail is Surface Air Lifted (SAL) mail, which takes around three weeks to reach most destinations, and costs somewhere between the two. For English-language information about postal services, including postal fees, see the Post Office website ([image: Image]post.japanpost.jp).

For sending parcels and baggage around Japan, take advantage of the excellent, inexpensive takuhaibin (or takkyūbin, as it’s more commonly known) or courier delivery services, which can be arranged at most convenience stores, hotels and some youth hostels. These services are especially handy if you want to send luggage (usually up to 20kg) on to places where you’ll be staying later in your journey or to the airport to be picked up prior to your departure.

Smoking

Many visitors to Japan are quite taken aback by how much smoke they’re forced to inhale on a daily basis – notoriously conservative at the best of times, the country has, so far, failed to move with developed-nation norms in such regards. Smoking is banned on nearly all public transport (you’ll find smoking rooms on some trains, though, as well as most airports) and in most public buildings, shops and offices; in restaurants, bars, izakaya, cafés and even some hotel lobbies, however, you’re likely to be inhaling smoke. An increasing number of cities are clamping down on smoking in the street, though smokers can light up in designated areas – look for the smoke-swathed huddle around the pavement ashtrays.

Time

The whole of Japan is nine hours ahead of Greenwich Mean Time, so at noon in London it’s 9pm in Tokyo. Japan is fourteen hours ahead of Eastern Standard Time in the US. There is no daylight saving, so during British Summer Time, for example, the difference drops to eight hours.

Tipping

Tipping is not expected in Japan (the exception being upmarket Western restaurants and top hotels, which may add a service charge, typically ten percent). If someone’s been particularly helpful, the best approach is to give a small present, or offer some money discreetly in an envelope.

Tourist information

The Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO; [image: Image]jnto.go.jp) maintains a number of overseas offices (see below). Within Japan, JNTO operates Tourist Information Centres (TIC), all of which have English-speaking staff, in central Tokyo, Tokyo’s Narita and Haneda airports and Kansai International Airport. Though staff will help sort out routes and timetables, they can’t make travel reservations or usually sell tickets to theatres, cinemas and so on; instead, they’ll direct you to the nearest appropriate outlet.


Goodwill Guides

A useful source of English-language information is the Goodwill Guides, groups of volunteer guides, mostly in central and western Japan, who offer their services free – although you’re expected to pay for their transport, entry tickets and any meals you have together. Their language abilities vary, but they do provide a great opportunity to learn more about Japanese culture and to visit local restaurants, shops and so forth with a Japanese-speaker. You’ll find the groups listed on the JNTO website, [image: Image]jnto.go.jp. Otherwise, tourist information offices can usually provide contact details of local groups and may be willing to help with arrangements; try to give at least two days’ notice.



Government-run tourist information offices (観光案内所; kankō annaijo), many with English-speaking staff, can be seen in all major towns and cities and in the prime tourist destinations; you’ll find a full list on the JNTO website. These offices are usually located in or close to the main train station or in the city centre; look out for the signs. In practice, the amount of English information available – whether written or spoken – is a bit hit and miss, but staff should be able to assist with local maps, hotel reservations and simple queries. There are also ordinary local tourist information offices: practically every town has these, though there’s only a slim chance of getting English-language assistance.

< Back to Basics
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PLAZA HARAJUKU

Tokyo

The Imperial Palace and around

Ginza and around

Akihabara and around

Ueno and around

Asakusa and around

Bayside Tokyo

Akasaka and Roppongi

Ebisu, Meguro and the south

Harajuku, Aoyama and Shibuya

Shinjuku and the west

Ikebukuro and the north


Tokyo

With its sushi and sumo, geisha and gardens, neon and noodles, it may seem that Tokyo is in danger of collapsing under the weight of its own stereotypes. Yet ticking off a bunch of travel clichés is rarely this much fun, and as you might expect of the planet’s largest metropolis, there’s also enough nuance here to keep you entertained for a lifetime. Ordered yet bewildering, Japan’s pulsating capital will lead you a merry dance: this is Asia at its weirdest, straightest, prettiest, sleaziest and coolest, all at the same time.

Caught up in an untidy web of overhead cables, plagued by seemingly incessant noise, the concrete and steel conurbation may seem the stereotypical urban nightmare. Yet step back from the frenetic main roads and chances are you’ll find yourself in tranquil backstreets, where dinky wooden houses are fronted by neatly clipped bonsai trees. Wander beyond the hi-tech emporia, and you’ll discover charming fragments of the old city such as temples and shrines wreathed in wisps of smoking incense.

Centuries of organizing itself around the daily demands of millions of inhabitants have made Tokyo something of a model metropolitan environment. Trains run on time and to practically every corner of the city, crime is hardly worth worrying about, and shops and vending machines provide everything you could need (and many things you never thought you did) 24 hours a day.

With so much going on, just walking the streets of this hyperactive city can be an energizing experience. It need not be an expensive one, either. You’ll be pleasantly surprised by how affordable many things are. Cheap-and-cheerful izakaya – bars that serve food – and casual cafés serving noodles and rice dishes are plentiful, the metro is a bargain, and tickets for a sumo tournament or a kabuki play can be bought for the price of a few drinks.

Browsing the shops and marvelling at the passing parade is mesmerizing – the next best thing to having a ringside seat at the hippest of catwalk shows. The city’s great wealth and relative lack of planning restrictions have given architects almost unparalleled freedom to realize their wildest dreams. Likewise, in uber-chic bars, restaurants and clubs you’ll see today what the rest of the world will get tomorrow. You may not figure out exactly what makes Tokyo tick – and you’re sure to get a little confused while trying – but the conclusion is inescapable: Japan’s powerhouse capital is a seductive and addictive experience.

Brief history

The city’s founding date is usually given as 1457, when minor lord Ōta Dōkan built his castle on a bluff overlooking the Sumida-gawa and the bay. However, a far more significant event occurred in 1590, when the feudal lord Tokugawa Ieyasu chose the obscure castle town for his power base. He seized control of the whole of Japan ten years later, reuniting the country’s warring clans and taking the title of shogun – effectively a military dictator. Though the Emperor continued to hold court in Kyoto, Japan’s real centre of power would henceforth lie in Edo, at this point still little more than a small huddle of buildings at the edge of the Hibiya inlet.

The Edo era

By 1640 Edo Castle was the most imposing in all Japan, complete with a five-storey central keep, a double moat and a spiralling network of canals. The daimyō (feudal lords), who were required by the shogun to spend part of each year in Edo, were granted large plots for their estates on the higher ground to the west of the castle, an area that became known as Yamanote. Artisans, merchants and other lower classes were confined to Shitamachi (literally, “low town”), a low-lying, overcrowded region to the east. Though growing less distinct, this division between the “high” and “low” city is still apparent today.


[image: Image]
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SENSO-JI

Highlights

[image: Image] Asakusa Bustling Sensō-ji temple is at the heart of Tokyo’s most colourful and evocative district, packed with craft shops, traditional inns and restaurants.

[image: Image] Roppongi Art Triangle Tokyo’s art scene is the envy of the rest of Asia – for a primer, make a hop between the three major galleries constituting the “Art Triangle”.

[image: Image] Meiji-jingū Escape the urban clamour amid the verdant grounds of the city’s most venerable Shintō shrine.

[image: Image] Harajuku Packed with boutiques, cafés and trendy brunch spots, this youthful area is a breeding ground for the Japanese fashions of tomorrow – and those too strange ever to hit the mainstream.

[image: Image] Shinjuku drinks Tokyo in microcosm, Shinjuku has some highly atmospheric places to drink, from the tiny bars of Golden Gai to the cramped alley of Omoide Yokochō, via blues bars and Western-style pubs.

[image: Image] Ghibli Museum Most visitors will have seen at least one Studio Ghibli anime – get behind the scenes at this creative museum.

[image: Image] Sky restaurants Many of Tokyo’s tallest towers are topped with restaurants: head to Hibiki or the New York Grill for prime views of this famously high-rise city.

HIGHLIGHTS ARE MARKED ON THE MAP



[image: Image]

During two centuries of peace, when Edo grew to be the most populous city in the world, life down in the Shitamachi buzzed with a wealthy merchant class and a vigorous, often bawdy, subculture of geisha and kabuki, of summer days on the Sumida-gawa, moon-viewing parties and picnics under the spring blossom. Inevitably, there was also squalor, poverty and violence, as well as frequent fires; in January 1657, the Fire of the Long Sleeves laid waste to three-quarters of the city’s buildings and killed an estimated 100,000 people. This came just after Japan adopted a policy of national seclusion, which was to last for over 200 years.

The Meiji era

In 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry of the US Navy landed just west of Tokyo with a small fleet of “Black Ships”, demanding that Japan open at least some of its ports to foreigners. A year after the subsequent Meiji Restoration, in 1868, the Emperor took up permanent residence in the city, now renamed Tokyo (Eastern Capital) in recognition of its proper status. As Japan quickly embraced Western technologies, the face of Tokyo gradually changed: the castle lost much of its grounds, canals were filled in or built over, and Shitamachi’s wealthier merchants decamped to more desirable Yamanote. In addition, brick buildings, electric lights, trams, trains and then cars all made their first appearance in Tokyo around this time.

The twentieth century

The city remained disaster-prone: in 1923 the Great Kantō Earthquake devastated half of Tokyo and 100,000 people perished. More trauma was to come during World War II. In just three days of sustained incendiary bombing in March 1945, hundreds of thousands were killed and great swathes of the city burnt down, including Meiji-jingū, Sensō-ji, Edo Castle and most of Shitamachi. From a prewar population of nearly seven million, Tokyo was reduced to around three million people in a state of near-starvation. This time, regeneration was fuelled by an influx of American dollars and food aid under the Allied Occupation, plus a manufacturing boom sparked by the Korean War in 1950.


TOKYO ORIENTATION

Tokyo is even bigger than you might think – technically, it spreads from the mountains in the north and west to a chain of tropical islands some 1300km away in the south. However, as a visitor you’re unlikely to stray beyond its most central municipalities, or wards (ku in Japanese); a useful reference point is the Yamanote line, an overland train loop that encloses the city centre and connects most places of interest to visitors.

At the very centre of Tokyo sits the Imperial Palace, the city’s spiritual heart. East of here, the wider Ginza district forms the heart of downtown Tokyo, functioning as its main shopping and financial centre. Just to the north lies Akihabara, a tech-lover’s paradise and home to most of the city’s famed maid cafés; north again, the parks, museums and zoo in Ueno make for a great day out. East towards the river, spellbinding Asakusa is Tokyo’s most traditional district, with temples and craft shops at every turn. A boat ride down the Sumida-gawa will bring you to Bayside Tokyo, where skyscraper-filled islands rise from the sea. Back inland are the neighbouring disticts of Akasaka and Roppongi, the latter particularly notable for its galleries and nightlife. South of central Tokyo, Ebisu is home to some of the city’s main hipster hangouts; north of here the action takes a turn for the hectic in Harajuku, Aoyama and Shibuya, before going all Blade Runner in Shinjuku, the very epitome of rushed-off-its-feet Tokyo. Lastly, north of the centre is the busy Ikebukuro district, with some diverting nearby sights.



By the time Emperor Hirohito opened the Tokyo Olympic Games in October 1964, Tokyo was truly back on its feet and visitors were wowed by the stunning new Shinkansen trains running west to Osaka. The economy boomed well into the late 1980s, when Tokyo land prices reached dizzying heights, matched by excesses of every conceivable sort.

In 1991, the financial bubble burst. This, along with revelations of political corruption, financial mismanagement and the release of deadly Sarin gas on Tokyo commuter trains by the AUM cult in 1995, led to a more sober Tokyo in the late 1990s.

Tokyo today

In the new millennium, as the economy recovered, so did the city’s vitality. Events such as the 2002 World Cup, growing interest in Japanese pop culture and the thriving food scene have contributed to more curious overseas visitors heading to Tokyo, with some staying on, making the capital feel more cosmopolitan than ever before. District after district has undergone a structural makeover, starting with Roppongi and Shiodome back in 2003. One of the more recent mega-developments is at Oshiage east of the Sumida-gawa, where the Tokyo Skytree is Japan’s tallest structure; another great glut of building followed in the run-up to the 2020 Olympic Games.

The Imperial Palace and around

A vast chunk of central Tokyo is occupied by the Imperial Palace, home to the Emperor and his family. The surrounding public gardens provide a gentle introduction to the city, giving a glimpse of its origins as a castle town. The most attractive of these is Higashi Gyoen, where remnants of the seventeenth-century Edo Castle still stand amid formal gardens, while to its north Kitanomaru-kōen is a more natural park containing the excellent National Museum of Modern Art. Just outside the park’s northern perimeter, the nation’s war dead are remembered at the controversial shrine of Yasukuni-jinja.

East of the palace, Marunouchi has enjoyed a stylish reinvention of late, with the opening of several new shopping and restaurant complexes, and the redevelopment of Tokyo Station and its environs. To the south is Yūrakuchō, which – like Marunouchi – is home to theatres, airline offices, banks and corporate headquarters; and the adjoining district of Hibiya, centred around a Western-style park.

The Imperial Palace

皇居, Kōkyo • Entrance off Uchibori-dōri • Access to grounds by official tour only; apply online and bring your passport • Tues–Sat 10am & 1.30pm • 75min • Free • [image: Image]sankan.kunaicho.go.jp • Sakuradamon or Nijūbashimae Stations

Huge and windswept, the Imperial Plaza forms a protective island in front of the modern Imperial Palace, the site of which is as old as Tokyo itself. Edo Castle was built here by Ōta Dōkan in 1457, and its boundaries fluctuated through the following centuries; at its greatest extent, the castle walls also surrounded what is now Tokyo Station, as well as parts of present-day Marunouchi.

Follow the groups of local tourists straggling across the broad avenues to Nijūbashi, one of the palace’s most photogenic corners, where two bridges span the moat and a jaunty little watchtower perches on its grey stone pedestal beyond. Though this double bridge is a late nineteenth-century embellishment, the tower dates back to the seventeenth century and is one of the castle’s few original structures.

Except for the few occasions on which Nijūbashi can be crossed (January 2 is your best bet), admission to the palace grounds is possible only on pre-arranged official tours, conducted in Japanese but with English-language brochures and audio guides available. The present-day incarnation of the palace is a long, sleek, 1960s structure, built to replace the nineteenth-century Meiji palace building, which burnt down in the 1945 bombing raids.

Higashi Gyoen

東御苑 • East entrance off Uchibori-dōri, north entrance opposite National Museum of Modern Art • Tues–Thurs, Sat & Sun 9am–4pm (closed occasionally for court functions) • Free tokens issued at park entrance; hand back on exit • Ōtemachi or Takebashi Stations

Though there’s little to evoke the former glory of the shogunate’s castle beyond some formidable gates and towering granite walls, Higashi Gyoen (East Garden) is a good place for a stroll. You’ll likely enter via Ōte-mon, the eastern gate to the garden – and formerly to Edo Castle itself. At the southern end of the garden lies its finest remaining watchtower, the three-tiered Fujimi-yagura, built in 1659 to protect the citadel’s southern flank. From here, a path winds gently up, beneath the walls of the main citadel, and then climbs more steeply towards Shiomizaka, the “Tide-Viewing Slope”, from where it was once possible to gaze out over Edo Bay. You emerge on a flat grassy area, empty apart from the stone foundations of Honmaru (the “inner citadel”), with fine views from the top.

[image: Image]


DESCENDANTS OF THE SUN GODDESS

Emperor Naruhito, the 126th incumbent of the Chrysanthemum Throne, traces his ancestry back to 660 BC and Emperor Jimmu, great-great-grandson of the mythological Sun Goddess Amaterasu. Most scholars, however, acknowledge that the first Emperor for whom there is any historical evidence is the fifth-century Emperor Ojin.

Until the twentieth century, Emperors were regarded as living deities whom ordinary folk were forbidden to set eyes on, or even hear. Japan’s defeat in World War II ended all that, with wartime leader Hirohito making a humbling admission that he was not, in fact, a god; today the Emperor is a symbolic figure, a head of state with no governmental power. While he was crown prince, Hirohito’s son Akihito had an American tutor and studied at Tokyo’s elite Gakushūin University, followed by a stint at Oxford University. In 1959 he broke further with tradition by marrying a commoner, Shōda Michiko.

Akihito’s son, Naruhito, followed in his father’s footsteps in 1993 by marrying high-flying, Harvard-educated diplomat Owada Masako. Current Japanese law prohibits a female succession, and as such the couple came under intense media scrutiny when failing to produce a male heir; the crown princess gave birth to a baby girl, Aiko, in 2001, but a constitutional amendment was averted when Naruhito’s younger brother Akishino gave birth to a boy, Hisahito, in 2006.

In August 2016, Akihito gave only his second-ever televised address, mentioning his health problems and advancing age, and hinting at an extremely rare Japanese abdication. This duly came to pass in 2019, when he handed over the Chrysanthemum Throne to Naruhito, thus ushering in the Reiwa period.



Kitanomaru-kōen

北の丸公園 • North entrance off Yasukuni-dōri • 24hr • Free • Kudanshita or Takebashi Stations

Edo Castle’s old northern citadel is now occupied by the park of Kitanomaru-kōen. With its ninety-odd cherry trees, it’s a popular viewing spot come hanami time, while rowing boats can be rented in warmer months on Chidoriga-fuchi, an ancient pond once incorporated into Edo Castle’s moat. These natural pleasures aside, the park is also home to a couple of interesting museums and the Budōkan arena.

National Museum of Modern Art

国立近代美術館, Kokuritsu Kindai Bijutsukan • Tues–Sun 10am–5pm, Fri & Sat 10am–8pm • Charge • [image: Image]momat.go.jp

Located on the southern perimeter of the park is the National Museum of Modern Art. Strewn over three large levels, its excellent permanent collection showcases Japanese art since 1900, as well as a few pieces of work from overseas; the former includes Gyokudo Kawai’s magnificent screen painting Parting Spring and works by Kishida Ryūsei, Fujita Tsuguharu and postwar artists such as Yoshihara Jirō. On the fourth floor you’ll find the earliest works, as well as a resting area with fantastic views over the moat and palace grounds.

Crafts Gallery

工芸館, Kōgeikan • Tues–Sun 10am–5pm • Charge • [image: Image]momat.go.jp

Tucked away on the west side of Kitanomaru-kōen, the Crafts Gallery exhibits a selection of top-quality traditional Japanese craft works, many by modern masters. Erected in 1910 as the headquarters of the Imperial Guards, this neo-Gothic red-brick pile is one of very few Tokyo buildings dating from before the Great Earthquake of 1923 – it looks like the kind of place Harry Potter would have gone to school, had he been Japanese.


THE PROBLEM WITH YASUKUNI

Ever since its foundation as part of a Shintō revival promoting the new Emperor, Yasukuni-jinja has been a place of high controversy. In its early years the shrine became a natural focus for the increasingly aggressive nationalism that ultimately took Japan to war in 1941. Then, in 1978, General Tōjō, prime minister during World War II, and thirteen other “Class A” war criminals were enshrined here, to be honoured along with all the other military dead. Japan’s neighbours, still smarting from their treatment by the Japanese during the war, were outraged.

This has not stopped top politicians from visiting Yasukuni on the anniversary of Japan’s defeat in World War II (August 15). Because Japan’s postwar constitution requires the separation of state and religion, ministers have usually maintained that they attend as private individuals, but in 1985 Nakasone, in typically uncompromising mood, caused uproar when he signed the visitors’ book as “Prime Minister”. Recent PMs have continued to visit Yasukuni – always in an “unofficial” capacity – despite continued protests both at home and abroad.



Yasukuni-jinja

靖国神社 • Entrance off Yasukuni-dōri • Daily: March–Oct 6am–6pm; Nov–Feb 6am–5pm • Free • [image: Image]yasukuni.or.jp • Kudanshita or Ichigaya Stations

A monumental red steel torii, claimed to be Japan’s tallest, marks the entrance to Yasukuni-jinja. This shrine, whose name means “for the repose of the country”, was founded in 1869 to worship supporters of the Emperor killed in the run-up to the Meiji Restoration. Since then it has expanded to include the legions sacrificed in subsequent wars, in total nearly 2.5 million souls, of whom some two million died in the Pacific War alone; the parting words of kamikaze pilots were said to be “see you at Yasukuni”. Every year some eight million Japanese visit this shrine, which controversially includes several war criminals.

Standing at the end of a long avenue lined with cherry and ginkgo trees and accessed through a simple wooden gate, the architecture is classic Shintō styling, solid and unadorned except for two gold imperial chrysanthemums embossed on the main doors.

Yūshūkan

遊就館 • Daily 9am–4.30pm • Charge • [image: Image]03 3261 8326

To the right of the inner shrine you’ll find the Yūshūkan, a military museum established in 1882. The displays are well presented, but the intrigue lies as much in what is left out as in what is included. Events such as the Nanking Massacre (“Incident” in Japanese) and other atrocities by Japanese troops are glossed over, while the Pacific War is presented as a war of liberation, freeing the peoples of Southeast Asia from Western colonialism. The most moving displays are the ranks of faded photographs and the “bride dolls” donated by the families of young soldiers who died before they were married. You exit through a hall full of military hardware, including a replica of the glider used by kamikaze pilots on their suicide missions, its nose elongated to carry a 1200kg bomb, while a spine-chilling, black kaiten (manned torpedo) lours to one side.

Marunouchi

丸の内

Due north of Ginza, the business-focused MARUNOUCHI district has lately been transformed from a dull stretch of offices to a dynamic, tourist-friendly location. A major programme of construction and development – including the restoration of Tokyo Station’s original handsome red-brick structure, has added swish shopping plazas, restaurants and cafés to the area.

Mitsubishi Ichigōkan Museum

三菱一号館美術館 • 2-6-2 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku • Daily 10am–6pm, Fri and final week of each exhibition until 9pm • Charge • [image: Image]mimt.jp • Tokyo or Nijūbashimae Stations

Worth a look for its design as much as its contents, the Mitsubishi Ichigōkan Museum is housed in a meticulous reconstruction of a red-brick office block designed by British architect Josiah Conder; the original was erected on the same site in 1894, only to be demolished in 1968. Exhibitions rotate every four months or so, and almost exclusively focus on nineteenth-century European art, usually of a pretty high calibre.

Intermediatheque

インターメディアテク • 2-3F Kitte Building, 2-7-2 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku • Mon–Thurs & Sun 11am–6pm, Fri & Sat 11am–8pm; closed a few days per month • Free • [image: Image]intermediatheque.jp • Tokyo Station

The double-level Intermediatheque is, without doubt, one of the most intriguing museum spaces in the city, hosting exhibitions that are sharply curated and pieced together with a rare attention to aesthetic detail. The permanent exhibition is a well-presented mishmash of various objects of scientific and cultural heritage accumulated by the University of Tokyo; the animal skeletons are the most eye-catching exhibits, but poke around and you’ll find everything from Central American headwear to objects damaged by the nuclear explosions in Nagasaki. Before you leave the building, check out the garden up on the roof.

Yūrakuchō and Hibiya

有楽町 • 日比谷

South of Marunouchi lies Yūrakuchō, a high-rise district that’s home to yet more giant pieces of urban furniture. Most notable is the arresting Tokyo International Forum, a stunning creation by American architect Rafael Viñoly, which hosts concerts and conventions. Head south from Yūrakuchō and you’ll soon be in the Hibiya district, highlight of which is Tokyo’s first European-style park, Hibiya-kōen (日比谷公園), a refreshing oasis of greenery.

Idemitsu Museum of Arts

出光美術館, Idemitsu Bijutsukan • 9F Teigeki Building, 3-1-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku • Tues–Sun 10am–5pm • Charge • [image: Image]idemitsu-museum.or.jp • Hibiya or Yūrakuchō Stations

Sitting above the Imperial Theatre, the Idemitsu Museum of Arts houses a magnificent collection of mostly Japanese art, though only a tiny proportion is on show at any one time. Its historically important pieces range from early Jōmon (10,000 BC–300 BC) pottery to late seventeenth-century ukiyo-e paintings.

Ginza and around

Although now a couple of decades past its heyday, Ginza’s glut of luxury malls and flagship stores remains the envy of Tokyo; umpteen bars, restaurants and cafés still reverberate with distinct echoes of the “bubble period”, a time in which Tokyo itself was the envy of the rest of the world. Factor in a sprinkling of great museums and galleries, and the sights of the neighbouring districts of Nihombashi and Shiodome, and you’re set for the day.

Ginza

銀座

GINZA, the “place where silver is minted”, took its name after Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu started making coins here in the early 1600s. It was a happy association – one street, Chūō-dōri, grew to become Tokyo’s most stylish shopping thoroughfare. Though some of its shine has faded and cutting-edge fashion has moved elsewhere, Ginza still retains much of its elegance and undoubted snob appeal. Here you’ll find the greatest concentration of exclusive shops and restaurants in the city, the most theatres and cinemas, branches of major department stores and a fair number of art galleries.

[image: Image]

Chūō-dōri is the main shopping street, while Harumi-dōri cuts across the centre from the east. The two roads meet at a famed intersection known as Ginza Yon-chōme crossing, which marks the heart of Ginza: awesome at rush hour, this spot often features in films and documentaries as the epitome of this overcrowded yet totally efficient city.

Kabukiza Theatre

歌舞伎座 • 4-12-15 Ginza, Chūō-ku • Gallery open daily 11am–7pm • Free • [image: Image]kabuki-za.co.jp • Higashi-Ginza Station

The famed Kabukiza Theatre is one of Ginza’s most iconic buildings. First opened in 1889, the theatre has been rebuilt several times, a victim of fires and war damage. The architect behind its most recent incarnation was Kengo Kuma, who reinstated the elaborate facade of the original, which burned down in 1921; backed by a modern 29-storey office block, this is classic “city of contrasts” territory. Catch a play or simply check out the fifth-floor gallery, with its wonderful display of kabuki costumes.

Nihombashi

日本橋

North of Ginza, NIHOMBASHI was once the heart of Edo’s teeming Shitamachi, growing from a cluster of riverside markets in the early seventeenth century to become the city’s chief financial district. The early warehouses and moneylenders subsequently evolved into the banks, brokers and trading companies that line the streets today. Other than the bridge at its heart – Japan’s kilometre zero – the area’s museums are the main reason to visit.

Artizon Museum

アーティゾン美術館 • 1-7-2 Kyōbashi, Chūō-ku • Tues–Sun 10am–6pm, Fri till 8pm • [image: Image]artizon.museum • Tokyo, Kyōbashi or Nihombashi Stations

The Artizon Museum reopened in 2020 following major renovations, and is home to an impressive collection of paintings by Van Gogh, Renoir, Degas, Monet, Manet, Miró, Picasso and other heavyweights, as well as Meiji-era Japanese paintings in Western style – it’s well worth swinging by.


ON THE ART TRAIL IN GINZA

Though a little short on tourist sights, Ginza is the bastion of Tokyo’s commercial galleries – there are enough of them here to keep you busy for a full day.

Ginza Graphic Gallery 7-7-2 Ginza, Chūō-ku [image: Image]dnp.co.jp/gallery/ggg; Ginza Station. Single-room space hosting monthly exhibitions that cover – for the most part – graphic design work from the best of Japan’s creators. Closes for a few days between shows. Mon–Fri 11am–7pm, Sat 11am–6pm.

Maison Hermès 8F 5-4-1 Ginza, Chūō-ku [image: Image]hermes.com/jp; Ginza Station. Possibly the most charming gallery space in all Tokyo, set at the top of the Renzo Piano-designed “bubble-wrap” building that’s home to the high-end fashion behemoth’s Tokyo boutique. Worth a look whatever the exhibit – the gallery usually hosts themed shows of Japanese and international art. Daily 11am–7pm.

Shiseidō Gallery B1F 8-8-3 Ginza, Chūō-ku [image: Image]gallery.shiseido.com; Shimbashi or Ginza Stations. Located in the distinctive red showroom of the eponymous Japanese cosmetics giant, this small basement gallery hosts group and solo shows – some well worth a look, others merely so-so. Tues–Sat 11am–7pm, Sun 11am–6pm.

Tokyo Gallery + BTAP 7F 8-10-5 Ginza, Chūō-ku [image: Image]tokyo-gallery.com; Shimbashi Station. Dating back to 1950, Tokyo Gallery shows cutting-edge work from the Chinese and Korean contemporary art scenes (they have a branch in Beijing). Tues–Fri 11am–7pm, Sat 11am–5pm.



Mitsui Memorial Museum

三井記念美術館, Mitsui Kinen Bijutsukan • 7F Mitsui Main Building, 2-1-1 Nihombashi Muromachi, Chūō-ku • Tues–Sun 10am–5pm • Charge • [image: Image]mitsui-museum.jp • Mitsukoshimae Station

Just north of the main branch of the Mitsukoshi department store is the Mitsui Memorial Museum, where a superb collection spanning three hundred years of Japanese and Asian art is on display. Changing exhibitions follow a seasonal theme, but are usually aimed at the connoisseur.

Shiodome

汐留

South of Ginza is Shiodome, where a clutch of sparkling skyscrapers harbour hotels and restaurants. From Shiodome, it’s an easy walk to the Hama Rikyū Onshi Teien traditional garden or the Tsukiji fish market; you can also pick up the monorail to Odaiba from here.

Hama Rikyū Onshi Teien

浜離宮恩賜庭園 • 1-1 Hamarikyūteien, Chūō-ku • Daily 9am–4.30pm • Charge • Shiodome Station

The beautifully designed traditional garden of Hama Rikyū Onshi Teien once belonged to the shogunate, who hunted ducks here. These days the ducks are protected inside the garden’s nature reserve, and no longer used for target practice. Next to the entrance is a sprawling, 300-year-old pine tree and a manicured lawn dotted with sculpted, stunted trees. There are three ponds, the largest spanned by a trellis-covered bridge that leads to a floating teahouse, Nakajima-no-Chaya; in early spring lilac wisteria hangs in fluffy bunches from trellises around the central pond. From the Tokyo Bay side of the garden, there’s a view across to the Rainbow Bridge, and you can see the floodgate which regulates how much sea water flows in and out of the ponds with the tides.

By far the nicest way of approaching the gardens is to take a ferry from Asakusa, down the Sumida-gawa; often the entry price is included with the ticket.

Akihabara and around

秋葉原

Up the tracks from the Ginza area, a blaze of adverts and a cacophony of competing audio systems announce AKIHABARA. Akiba, as it’s popularly known, is renowned as Tokyo’s foremost discount shopping area for electrical and electronic goods of all kinds; but it’s also a hotspot for fans of anime and manga and is famed as the spawning ground for the decidedly surreal “maid cafés”. Though Akiba’s buzzing, neon-lit streets are almost entirely dedicated to technological wizardry and pop culture, there are sights to the west, including the lively Shintō shrine of Kanda Myōjin, and an austere monument to Confucius at Yushima Seidō. Across the Sumida-gawa to the east lies sumo central, Ryōgoku.

3331 Arts Chiyoda

３３３１アーツ千代田 • 6-11-14 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku • Wed–Mon noon–7pm • Usually free • [image: Image]3331.jp • Suehirochō Station

Down a side street a little north of Suehirochō Station is the landscaped entrance to the 3331 Arts Chiyoda complex. Based inside a renovated school, the centre hosts close to twenty galleries, where you’ll find a revolving mix of exhibitions, interactive installations and workshops.

[image: Image]

Kanda Myōjin

神田明神 • 2-16-2 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku • Daily 9am–4pm • Free • Ochanomizu and Marunouchi Stations

A vermilion gate marks the entrance to Kanda Myōjin, one of the city’s oldest shrines and host to one of its top three festivals, the Kanda Matsuri. Founded in 730 AD, the shrine originally stood in front of Edo Castle, where it was dedicated to the gods of farming and fishing (Daikoku and Ebisu). Later, the tenth-century rebel Taira no Masakado – who was beheaded after declaring himself Emperor – was also enshrined here. When Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu was strengthening the castle’s fortifications in 1616, he took the opportunity to move the shrine, but mollified Masakado’s supporters by declaring him a guardian deity of the city. Poke around to the west of the main shrine, and you’ll find Imasa, a charming and almost otherworldly café.

Yushima Seidō

湯島聖堂 • 1-4-25 Yushima, Bunkyō-ku • Daily: May–Oct 9.30am–5pm; Nov–April 9.30am–4pm • Free • Ochanomizu Station

A copse of woodlandcopse of woodland hides Yushima Seidō, which was founded in 1632 as an academy for the study of the ancient classics. Today, the quiet compound contains an eighteenth-century wooden gate and, at the top of broad steps, the imposing, black-lacquered Taisen-den, or “Hall of Accomplishments”, where a shrine to Confucius is located; look up to see panther-like guardians poised on the roof tiles.


TAKING THE PULSE OF AKIHABARA

There are few other Tokyo districts in which so many travellers actually avoid the sights: instead, contemporary culture is Akihabara’s main, or even exclusive, drawcard. Here are a few ways in which to enjoy the more modern delights of Akiba.

Anime Part of a city-wide chain, Mandarake is a good bet for figurines, films, anime-related clothing, and basically everything in between.

Capsule toys Small as it may be, Gachapon Hall (ガチャポン会館; 3-15-5 Sotokanda; daily 11am–8pm) is stuffed with over 500 coin-operated capsule toy machines; it’s hard to say whether it’s adults or children that constitute the bulk of customers.

Electronics Akihabara’s electronic stores are descendants of a postwar black market in radios and radio parts that took place beneath the train tracks around Akihabara Station. You can recapture some of the atmosphere in the Tōkyō Radio Depāto (東京ラジオデパート; 1-10-11 Sotokanda; daily 11am–7pm) – four floors stuffed with plugs, wires, boards and tools for making or repairing audiovisual equipment.

Games If you want to see “crazy” Japan, Taito Station (タイトー自慢; 4-2-2 Sotokanda; daily 10am–midnight) is a pretty good place to start. Around the complex you’ll see Tokyoites – and not just the young ones – perfecting their moves on dance machines, thrashing the hell out of computerized drum kits, playing all sorts of screen-whacking games, and using grabbing cranes to pluck teddies for their dates.

Maid cafés The whole area is riddled with maid cafés, which come in many different guises, from cosplay and sailor to kimono and many more. You’ll see a bunch of cafés clamouring for custom on the road outside Super Potato (see below); two safe bets are Mai-lish and Maidreamin – the latter is on the second floor of the Zeniya Building, which boasts seven full levels of maid cafés, and nothing else.

Sex toys The Pop Life Department M’s (大人のデパート エムズ; 1-15-13 Sotokanda; daily 10am–11pm) is essentially a department store full of sex toys and equipment, and soft-core pornography – seven whole floors of the stuff.

Video games Head on up to the fifth floor of Super Potato (スーパーポテト; 1-11-2 Sotokanda; daily 11am–8pm), which has a whole bunch of old-school arcade games including Bomberman, Mario (the NES version) and several iterations of Street Fighter II. If that sounds a little Nintendo-focused, try Club Sega (クラブセガ; 1-11-1 Sotokanda; daily 10am–11.30pm), which has two floors of arcade games and one of interactive music machines atop its six levels.



Ryōgoku

両国

The RYŌGOKU area has just two sights – and one of those is only in action for six weeks of the year. For a fortnight each January, May and September, major sumo tournaments fill the National Sumo Stadium with a pageant of thigh-slapping, foot-stamping and arcane ritual. But even if your visit doesn’t coincide with a tournament, it’s still worth heading to Ryōguku to see the fantastic Edo-Tokyo Museum, or to take a stroll down the banks of the Sumida-gawa.

Edo-Tokyo Museum

江戸東京博物館, Edo-Tōkyō Hakubutsukan • 1-4-1 Yokoami, Sumida-ku • [image: Image]edo-tokyo-museum.or.jp • Ryōgoku Station

You’ll need plenty of stamina for the extensive Edo-Tokyo Museum, housed in a colossal building behind the Sumo Stadium; at the time of writing it was closed for major renovations, and expected to reopen in 2025.

Ueno and around

上野

Most people visit UENO for its park, Ueno Kōen, which is home to a host of good museums, including the prestigious Tokyo National Museum, plus a few relics from Kan’ei-ji, a vast temple complex that once occupied this hilltop. But Ueno also has proletarian, Shitamachi roots, and much of its eastern district has a rough-and-ready feel, which is best experienced in the market area of Ameyokochō. The west side of central Ueno, just southeast of Tokyo University, is home to the appealing Kyū Iwasaki-tei Gardens.

Ueno Kōen

上野公園 • Various entrances; information desk by east gate • Ueno Station

Although it’s far from being the city’s most attractive park, Ueno Kōen is where all Tokyo seems to flock during spring’s cherry blossom season. Outside this brief period, however, the park only gets busy at weekends, and during the week it can be a pleasant place for a stroll, particularly around Shinobazu Pond.

Shitamachi Museum

下町風俗資料館, Shitamachi Fūzoku Shiryōkan • 2-1 Ueno Kōen, Taitō-ku • [image: Image]taitocity.net/taito/shitamachi • Ueno or Ueno-Hirokōji Stations

At the southern end of the park, the Shitamachi Museum occupies a partly traditional-style building beside Shinobazu Pond. The museum opened in 1980 to preserve something of the working-class Shitamachi of old, while it was still within living memory; at the time of publication it was undergoing major renovations, and expected to reopen in 2025.

Shinobazu Pond

不忍池, Shinobazu-no Ike • Free • Ueno Station

Glorious Shinobazu Pond, once an inlet of Tokyo Bay, is now a wildlife protection area hosting a permanent colony of wild black cormorants as well as temporary populations of migrating waterfowl. A causeway leads out across its reeds and lotus beds to a small, leafy island occupied by an octagonal-roofed temple, Benten-dō, dedicated to the goddess of good fortune, water and music (among other things); inside, the ceiling sports a snarling dragon. Boats can be hired to take out on the pond.
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