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Welcome to Japan
Japan is a destination to delight the senses. In spring 

cherry blossoms bloom all over the country. In 

summer the land pulses with festivals. In autumn 

landscapes are highlighted by red and yellow foliage. 

And in winter powder snow blankets the mountains. 

Apart from the spectacular landscapes, the 

blend of traditional and modern, an advanced 

transportation system, tantalising cuisine, and the 

omotenashi (warm Japanese hospitality), one of the 

great joys of visiting Japan is meeting the people 

and discovering the spirit of Japan: where everyday 

moments create extraordinary experiences.

This year is the Australia-Japan Tourism Exchange 

Year, and a range of promotions and events will 

take place in various regions throughout Japan and 

Australia. Please take this chance to recommend 

Japan to your clients and also visit yourself.

Hiroshi Kuwamoto, Executive Director, 
Japan National Tourism Organization, Sydney Offi ce
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JAPAN

MappingMapping
it out
tokyo
The Japanese capital, located to the east of the 
central island of Honshu, is one of the world’s 
truly great metropolises. The city is the seat of 
Japanese parliament and home to the imperial 
Palace, the abode of the emperor and his family.

Tokyo is a major global centre of culture and 
commerce. High-rise districts like Ginza and 
shibuya will astound visitors with their bright 
lights, dazzling architecture and retail outlets.

Despite its massive population, Tokyo is an 
extremely accessible city with highly effi cient 
subway and rail systems. Air access is via Haneda 
airport within Tokyo and narita airport, some 
60km outside the city. And for those who like 
their fi ne dining, the city has more Michelin 
stars than any other.

Japan’s major 
cities are highly 
developed 
centres of 
commerce 
and culture. 
Richie Kenzie 
fi lls you in on 
what each 
has to offer 

Kyoto
 Japan’s imperial capital for 11 centuries (until 
Tokyo took the mantle in 1869), Kyoto is a key 
cultural centre. The city of 1.5 million residents is 
located in a valley and is surrounded by mountains.

Kyoto is a key religious centre in Japan, with 
over 2000 sites of devotion, with roughly 80% 
Buddhist sites and 20% shinto shrines. The 
modern cultural drawcard though is undoubtedly 
the busy Gion district. Here maiko (apprentice 
geisha) and geiko (fully fl edged geisha) can be seen 
on the streets by the fortunate few as they make 
their way between engagements.

osaka
Located at the mouth of the Yodo River on Osaka 
Bay in southern Honshu, this city is one of Japan’s 

Top right: 
Japan’s vast rail 
network makes 
getting around 
a breeze for 
tourists
Photo: Elliott Hind

right: Ground 
zero at the 
Hiroshima 
Peace Park
Photo: Shutterstock

image © Google 2013 Landsat Data Sio, noAA, U.S. navy, nGA, GEbCo

Hokkaido

Kyoto

Tokyo

Hiroshima
Osaka
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JAPAN

THE FACTS
Japan: Extraordinary 
in the Everyday

Takuhaibin or Takkyubin 
(delivery service) is convenient for 
sending luggage and other goods 
door-to-door nationwide, 
usually for next day delivery.

 
Konbini, or convenience 
stores can be found across 
Japan and most are oPeN 24/7. 
They are cheap and stock almost 
everything you can think of.

 
Japan’s people are so

hoNeST,
even lost wallets 

with cash
are likely to turn up intact.

 
Robot RestauRants,

ninJa restaurants,
fishing restaurants,
cat cafes,
rAbbiT CAFeS...
Japan offers many quirky themed 
restaurants and cafes.

 
100 yeN shops offer 
everything under the sun for 
around $1.20 Australian.

 
visas are not required 
for Australian travellers and the 
time difference is a 
mere oNe hour.

 
Japan is one of the  

safest countries  
in AsiA.

 
Thanks to the climate guests can 
ski in the north and 
scuba dive in the south 
all in one tRip.

largest and most significant. it is a centre of 
commerce for the country, but it also has its share of 
cultural attractions and its airport is a major tourist 
gateway. Like Tokyo, Osaka is a shopping mecca 
with Den Den Town and the Umeda district packed 
with retail outlets and shopping malls. And for those 
who like a good castle, Osaka’s must rate as one of 
the world’s finest. A stunning five storey structure, 
it was built in the late 16th century, but destroyed in 
1868. Happily, it was faithfully rebuilt in 1931.

Hiroshima
Forever linked with the terrible legacy of the atomic 
bomb, this city near the western extremity of the 
island of Honshu is a busy regional capital today. in 
the post war era, Hiroshima has become known as 
a City of Peace and the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Park is one of the city’s key tourist attractions. 
Hiroshima is home to many history and art museums 
and its castle dates from the 1590s but was rebuilt in 
1958 after its destruction by the atomic bomb.

Hokkaido
Japan’s northernmost island is a place of great 
beauty, as well as a skiing destination par excellence. 
The island’s capital and largest city is sapporo, 
probably best known as the host city of the 1972 
Winter Olympics and for the eponymous beer 
that is brewed there. The city also hosts the annual 
sapporo snow Festival every February. it draws up to 
two million visitors and is renowned for its massive 
snow and ice statues. From sapporo it’s only a short 
hop to niseko and other famed ski centres (for 
more on skiing check out pages 18 and 19). 

image © Google 2013 Landsat Data Sio, noAA, U.S. navy, nGA, GEbCo
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JAPAN WHOLESALER LIST
COMPANY NAME WEBSITE

Abercrombie & Kent 
Australia

www.abercrombiekent.com.au

All Japan Tours www.alljapantours.com.au

Asia Discovery Tours www.asiadiscoverytours.com.au

AWL Pitt Australia (Japan 
Package)

www.japanpackage.com.au

Bunnik Tours www.bunniktours.com.au

Globus www.globus.com.au

Cox and Kings Australia www.coxandkings.com.au

CTS Tours www.chinatravel.com.au

Destination Management 
– Toursgallery

www.toursgallery.com

G Adventures www.gadventures.com

G.E.T Educational Tours www.getours.com.au

Experience Japan www.experiencejapan.com.au

Interasia Tours www.interasia.com.au

Intrepid Travel www.intrepidtravel.com

Japan Holidays www.japanholidays.com.au

Japan Package Tours www.japanpackagetours.com.au

JTB Australia www.jtbtravel.com.au

Kintetsu International 
Express (Oceania)

www.kintetsu.com.au

Mandarin World Tours www.mwtravel.com.au

McLachlan Experiences www.experiences.com.au

Peregrine Adventures www.peregrineadventures.com

Sachi Tours / 
Nippon Travel Agency

www.sachitours.com.au

Saizen Tours www.saizen.com.au

Scenic Tours www.scenictours.com.au

Shoji Australia www.shojiaustralia.com.au

Trafalgar www.trafalgar.com

Trans Orbit (Japan 
Specialist Travel)

www.tourjapan.com.au

Travel Indochina www.travelindochina.com.au

Travel Japan by H.I.S. www.traveljapan.com.au

Wendy Wu Tours www.wendywutours.com.au

World Expeditions www.worldexpeditions.com.au

JAPAN SKI SPECIALISTS

Asia Escape Holidays www.asiaescapeholidays.com

Deep Powder Tours Ski 
Holidays

www.deeppowdertours.com

Liquid Snow Tours www.ski-resorts-japan.com

Mogul Ski World www.mogulski.com.au

Mysnow Holidays www.mysnow.com.au

Niseko Ski Tours www.nisekoski.com.au

SkiJapan.com www.skijapan.com

Skimax www.skimax.com.au

Ski Travel Company www.skitravelcompany.com.au

Snowscene www.snowscene.com.au

Travelplan Ski www.travelplan.com.au

MT FUJI SHINES 
In June this year Mt Fuji, Japan’s undisputed international 
icon, gained a World Heritage listing as a Cultural Site. 
The magnifi cently symmetrical mountain has captivated the 
Japanese for centuries and inspired countless works of art 
and poetry, justifying its inclusion as a cultural rather than 
a natural World Heritage site. 

He’s possibly the world’s 

most cheerful 85 year old. 

And he hasn’t aged a bit. 

Yes, Mickey Mouse is still 

entertaining and putting 

smiles on over 14 million faces 

at Tokyo Disneyland every 

year. The theme park has just 

enjoyed a milestone of its own, 

celebrating 30 years on April 15. 

The park has accordingly 

ushered in a Year of 

Happiness to celebrate, 

with a host of parades and 

fi rework demonstrations 

just a few of the highlights 

that await guests.

30!
TOKYO 
DISNEY
TURNS

Elliott Hind
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AUSTRALIA & JAPAN 
TOURISM EXCHANGE
In a big move for bilateral tourism 

relations, Japan National Tourism 

Office and Tourism Australia have 

designated the period from January 1 

to December 31, 2013 as the Australia-

Japan Tourism Exchange Year 2013. The 

year-long partnership aims to promote 

cultural exchanges that will benefit both 

countries mutually. 

Throughout 2013, active tourism 

exchange promotions will be carried out 

including hosting a range of events in 

both countries, with the aim of facilitating 

the exchange of approximately 650,000 

people, including the standard number of 

travellers between the countries annually. 

For those wanting to get a feel for the full gamut of Japanese experiences,  
Discover the Spirit of Japan is the perfect website to visit. With over 160 
videos presented in a spectacular collage – with subtitles available in English, 
Korean and Chinese – the site showcases all the beauty and splendour of 
Japan. To see for yourself, check out www.visitjapan.jp/en/

Discover the Spirit of Japan

Shutterstock

TS0913_07.pdf Page 7 30/08/13, 4:25:14 PM AEST



JAPAN

08   SEPTEMBER 2013 • TRAVEL WEEKLY SUPPLEMENT

A LAND 
FOR ALL 
SEASONS

JAPAN’S FOUR SEASONS 
ARE DISTINCT AND 
SPECTACULAR WITH EACH 
OFFERING SOMETHING 
UNIQUE FOR VISITORS. 
RICHIE KENZIE TAKES A 
LOOK AT THE HIGHLIGHTS

Spring
Japan comes alive in an explosion of 
colour in spring and nothing defi nes 
this period more than the country’s fl oral 
emblem, sakura, or the cherry blossom. 
From March through to May the islands 
bloom and hanami – the centuries-old 
Japanese pastime of picnicking and fl ower 
appreciation – is enjoyed by the populace. 
Every major city has gathering spots to sit 
and admire the fl owers, all you need to do 
is pick your favourite.

Summer
The hot and humid season in Japan runs 
from June to August and is a time of fi rework 
displays and festivals. Evenings are a 
popular time for social gatherings as the 
people enjoy the warm weather; dining, 
drinking and mingling in outdoor settings. 
The Gion Festival in Kyoto runs the length 
of July and the middle of the month also 
sees the Yokohama International Fireworks 
display. August features the spectacular 
Tokyo Bay Grand Fireworks Festival.
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Autumn
If cherry blossom season in spring is a 
natural high water mark in Japan, then the 
season of decaying brown, red and yellow 
autumn leaves ranks a close second. From 
September to November people from all 
over the country congregate at parks and 
natural sites to catch a glimpse of autumnal 
splendour. Visitors will delight in capturing 
ethereal pictures as they stroll outdoors 
while leaves fl oat serenely to the ground.

Winter
Winter in Japan, from December to February, 
is the country’s ski season. Head to the 
northern parts of Honshu or the northernmost 
island of Hokkaido for the kind of ski 
conditions that Australia’s climate simply 
can’t replicate. Ski culture is well developed 
in Japan and the options are extensive 
(see pages 18 and 19 for the low down). 
Hokkaido’s Sapporo Snow Festival in early 
February deserves a mention though, as 
hundreds of ice and snow sculptures imbue 
the town with a touch of winter magic.
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Turning Japanese

Japan is a cultural 
powerhouse, with its 
traditions respected and 
guarded in equal measure  
by an industrious people. 
richie Kenzie immersed  
himself in the waters of 
Japanese hospitality and  
felt its unique warmth
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Turning Japanese

As we hurtle down Asakusa dori I have 
the sinking feeling that we have 
overshot my hotel. Despite a vague 
confidence that the cab driver has 

understood my directions, the streetscape is 
looking depressingly unfamiliar. Eventually the 
driver pulls over, consults a fellow cab driver, 
performs a swift u-turn and within five minutes 
we are at my hotel. The fare has risen to 4000 
yen ($45), but the driver is adamant, 2000 yen 
is all he’ll accept. Acknowledging mutual (if not 
total) culpability for my predicament, I insist I pay 
the full fare. But my money is waved away with 
a cheerful smile, despite the fact it is now past 2am. 

Japan is a succession of these experiences. If the 
same incident had occurred in Australia, or plenty 
of other countries, I suspect my inability to convey 
directions in the native tongue would have seen 
me paying the best part of a king’s ransom as a 
taxi fare. But honour invariably trumps avarice in 
Japan; in fact, I’ve never been to a country where 
I’ve felt less likely to be ripped off.

The culture shock is certainly appreciable 
though. The adherence to tradition and the 
relatively modest intrusion of Western influences 
mean that first time guests are likely to feel like 
fish out of water. English is also not widely spoken, 
unlike in other proximate Asian destinations, 
which have historical links or a market that has 
pandered to Western tastes more substantially.

But feeling out of place is one of the great joys 
of visiting Japan. Furthermore, this dislocation is 
limited to cultural experiences. Poverty and relative 
disadvantage, while existent, is not something you 
are confronted with. Japan is also an extraordinarily 
clean and orderly place; a by product of the civic 
pride inherent in the citizenry.

Tokyo is modern Japan’s cultural nexus. It’s the 
world’s largest metropolis, with the Greater Tokyo 
Area home to over 30 million people. Despite 
this, it’s rare you feel the overwhelming crush of 
humanity. Certainly, major rail arteries are like 
beehives at peak hour – Shinjuku Station is the 
world’s busiest with 3.46 million daily commuters. 
But thanks to the economical design the country 
is famous for congestion isn’t a huge issue. The 
roads provide a fine example; the brilliant subway 

and extensive Japan Rail network mean the streets 
remain remarkably unclogged.

Tokyo is also the heart and soul of consumerist 
Japan, world renowned as a retail mecca and a 
place where just about any product or device 
can be turned up. A friend living in Tokyo shows 
me round for my first full day. We pass through 
Harajuku’s famed shopping avenues on a sunny 
Sunday afternoon while all around us are great 
swathes of young people, flitting in and out of 
shops, laughing, haggling and purchasing all 
manner of things.

But to holiday like a native Japanese is to really 
immerse yourself in the country’s culture. The 
quiet little ryokans in the hills around Hakone, 
about a 90 minute train ride from Tokyo, provide 
as restful a place as you could conceive. The ryokan 
is a traditional Japanese inn, dating from the Edo 
period (1603-1868). Today they are often found 
in regional areas and are very popular with city 
dwellers who crave some peace in more bucolic 
surrounds. The rooms are small by Australian 
standards and the architecture is minimalist, with 
native woods leading the design. Straw tatami mats 
cover the floor, while sliding doors constructed of 
light fabrics complete the humble aesthetic. Shoes 
are removed at the door when walking inside. 

When I return to my room post dinner on my 
first evening in Hakone the onsen beckons me. 
Onsen traditionally refer to hot springs, scattered 
liberally across Japan’s volcanically active interior. 
But today the term has come to refer to a variety 
of baths. There’s the public variety, where the only 
standing convention is that you wash first and then 
bathe naked – slightly confronting for Westerners 
used to more apparel, although the Japanese see 
the act of communal nude bathing as a way of 
breaking down social barriers. 

The ryokan I stay at also has an onsen tub on a 
secluded outdoor balcony. It’s a surprisingly hot 
bath, but after emerging your muscles feel imbued 
with a new elasticity. Sleeping on a ground level 
futon atop a tatami mat feels like slumbering on a 
cloud after the invigorating bath. In the morning 
at breakfast, ryokan guests literally float through 
the doors of the dining room, looking perfectly 
serene in their yukata (casual summer kimonos).

Main: Massive 
crowds flock 
to the retail 
paradise of 
Harajuku in Tokyo 
Photo: Elliott Hind

Above: 
Tatami mats 
and sliding 
doors are 
features of 
Japanese 
ryokans 
Photo: Shutterstock

Above right: 
The delicate 
ritual that is the 
Japanese tea 
ceremony 
Photo: Richie Kenzie
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Venturing further afield after the break in 
Hakone, I discover that Kyoto provides a wonderful 
glimpse into the Japan of old. The imperial capital 
for over one thousand years, it is the ideal place to 
gain an understanding of the country’s traditions. 

The summer heat is stifling out in the open, 
but the beauty of Kiyomizu-dera, Kyoto’s foremost 
Buddhist Temple, is just reward for exertions 
as my guide Ms Toyota and I crest the steep hill 
leading to its entrance. A World Heritage listed site 
dating from the 8th century, it houses relics that 
draw Japanese from far and wide to pray before. A 
nearby spring, the Otowa waterfall, has three streams 
of water, which if consumed have wish fulfilling 
properties, so it’s said. A long queue of people seem 
to be willing to test the theory, as young and old line 
up to sup from the mythical waters.

A short time later I am outside Kodai-ji Temple, a 
quiet location at the foot of the Higashiyama Ryozen 
Mountains. After a stroll through the gardens 
we retreat to the cool interior and commence a 
meditation session. Shoes are removed and then 
I am shown the correct pose – sitting crosslegged 
with hands clasped, one foot tucked into an 
opposing thigh. I’m told it will be more comfortable 
this way, but I am dubious as numbness sets in 
promptly. Incense is lit and a small gong is struck. 
The proposed 10 minutes drags to 15 and when 
another strike of the gong signals the end my relief 
is immense. The pins and needles in my left leg are 
more like spikes and nails. The instructing monk 
tells me apprentice monks meditate for up to five 
hours a day, a figure that makes me gasp.

Next door a tea ceremony awaits. As the brew 
is expertly prepared I sit stock still, not wanting to 
make a hash of the etiquette. When the ceramic 
cup is placed before me I stare at the frothy, 
mossy concoction then hastily pick it up to the 
horror of my guide. It turns out there are a series 
of appreciate gestures to be made and intricate 
hand movements to be performed. Once shown, 
I apparently excel myself, but I suspect my guide is 
simply being encouraging after my faux pas. 

Not to worry though, it’s traditions such as these 
and my unfamiliarity with them than make Japan 
such an absorbing place to visit. 

Above: Japan’s 
shinkansen 
(bullet train) 
network travels 
between major 
cities at speeds 
of over 300km 
per hour 
Photos: Elliott Hind

Centre: The 
Kiyomizu-dera 
Temple with the 
city of Kyoto as 
a backdrop 
Photo: Richie Kenzie

Bottom:  
The gardens 
and memorial 
hall at Kyoto’s 
Kodai-ji Temple 
Photo: Richie Kenzie
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KUMANO 
  Japan's resting place of the Gods

Wakayama Prefecture, Japan

Local Specialty Agent:
KUMANO TRAVEL

http://www.kumano-travel.com/
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TERRIFIC TOURING ROUTES
Japan is an 
easy country to 
travel around 
at your own 
discretion, but 
there are some 
ideal ways to see 
it depending on 
your time frame. 
Richie kenzie 
checks out the 
best touring 
routes and what 
they have to offer

ThE GOldEN ROUTE: This 
classic route takes in all of 
Japan’s major centres and 
a cavalcade of natural and 
cultural highlights in the central 
island of Honshu. Commencing 
in Tokyo in central Honshu, it 
travels southwest via nagoya to 
Kyoto, then nara, Osaka and 
Hiroshima. it’s the perfect option 
for first time travellers to Japan 
who want a comprehensive look 
at the country’s most significant 
cities and their highlights.
RECOMMENdEd TOURING 
TIME: 10 to 14 days.

ThE SECONd GOldEN ROUTE: These are separate options; a northern and a 
southern route. The northern route takes in some lesser known locations in the central 
north of Honshu, notably the historic town of Takayama, the World Heritage listed 
village of Shirakawago and the beautiful town of Kanazawa. The southern route takes 
in the Shima peninsula in central Honshu, the Kumana Kodo ancient pilgrimage routes 
and Koyasan, headquarters of Shingon esoteric Buddhism. 
RECOMMENdEd TOURING TIME: northern: three to four days. Southern: five to six days.

ThE ThREE-STAR ROUTE: 
This is the option for those 
who want to discover some 
of Japan’s finest cuisine. 
Sharing some similarities with 
the northern golden route, it 
covers the areas of Takayama, 
Shirakawago, gokayama 
and Kanazawa in central 
Honshu. All four of the areas 
visited have achieved three 
stars in the Michelin green 
guide, meaning this will be 
a delectable experience from 
start to finish.
RECOMMENdEd TOURING 
TIME: Five to six days.
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T
he alleyways are narrow but brightly lit. 

Ubiquitous red lanterns illuminate the 

small restaurants lining the pedestrian 

ways and every one is packed to capacity. 

The air is full of noise; the sizzle of grills, the 

raucous chatter of mildly inebriated diners and 

the lecherous catcalls of larger than life yakitori 

chefs. These gentleman, sweating over smoking 

hotplates, are part entertainer, part chef and 

part tout. Several test their charisma on our 

predominantly female group as we pass. There’s a 

hint of sleaze here but it’s mostly charming. We are 

walking through Omoide Yokocho – literally Memory 

Lane, although more colourfully known as Piss 

Alley – in Tokyo’s inimitable Shinjuku district.

Along these vivid thoroughfares my fi ve senses 

compete for mastery, but a clear winner emerges. 

The aroma of frying chicken and leek skewers 

on the night air is having an unsocial effect on 

me. Each full restaurant we pass – usually a tiny, 

cramped establishment with a row of no more 

than 10 diners – makes me increasingly eager 

to hoist someone out of their seat to get at the 

succulent piles of meat. It has, after all, been a 

very busy summer’s day and the temperature is 

still around 30 degrees with the humidity hovering 

near three fi gures. 

Eventually our prayers are answered. A family 

departs and presently plates of grilled offerings 

are placed before us. The food turns out to 

be worth the wait. My only queasy moment is 

coaxing down a ball of intestine, which my most 

adventurous colleague has ordered. The soft 

texture alarmed my thoroughly Western palette, 

almost as much as the knowledge that I was 

eating part of a creature’s digestive tract. A few 

quick swigs of beer puts me right though and 

discovering that a yakitori feast (with beverage) 

has only set me back about 1700 yen ($19) 

makes me forget all about the intestine.

Dining right throughout Japan is reassuringly 

cheap, in fact. And being very much a fi rst world 

country, the incidence of illness from eating poorly 

prepared food is extremely low. So while dining 

in a place known as Piss Alley would be alimentary 

suicide in certain other Asian destinations, in 

Japan it’s a safe bet. The food is also unerringly 

fresh and, by and large, very healthy. Staples such 
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as rice, wheat, egg and a general fondness for 

fi sh (contrasting with the Western predilection 

for meat) are no doubt just one reason why the 

average Japanese individual looks remarkably 

svelte and enjoys the world’s longest life expectancy.

For an Australian the hardest meal to negotiate 

is likely to be breakfast, but as visitors will quickly 

discover, a more traditional Japanese breakfast 

sets you up marvellously well for the day. 

Tokyo is replete with small dining 

establishments, which cater for the working 

classes and time poor business executives alike. 

A common element is the vending machine by 

the entrance. Here you pick your meal from the 

pictures on the front of the machine, insert your 

yen and present the chef with your ticket. As 

with many things in Japan, it’s a more effi cient 

way of undertaking a rudimentary task. 

Shortly after I expend 300 yen ($4) on 

my second morning in Tokyo I am given a 

compartmentalised tray of food. Included are a 

bowl of rice, a lightly fried egg, a bowl of miso 

soup, some fl at sheets of seaweed and a packet 

containing natto. Unlike anything a Western 

breakfaster is likely to have encountered, natto is a 

sticky, brackish soybean mix. The beans themselves 

are fermented with a grass bacterium, bacillus 
subtilis, which gives the food its unique colour and 

a distinctly pungent smell. 

The egg, rice and miso all serve their purpose 

for me, providing plenty of starch, protein and 

energy, but the natto is rather more challenging 

– something of an acquired taste. Customarily 

the diner mixes a series of condiments into the 

sticky soybeans and eats it with rice. Once mixed 

the beans adhere together in a cluster of sap and 

as you eat, hundreds of tiny adhesive tendrils 

hang from your chopsticks, mouth and chin. It’s 

a fi rm favourite among Japanese, but one which 

I struggle to enjoy. But then, I didn’t appreciate 

Vegemite enough to eat it until my mid 20s either.

Later in the day we are privileged enough 

to receive a lesson in the creation of another 

Japanese classic. Soba noodles are a restaurant 

specialty and their creation is considered an 

artform. The noodles, made predominantly of 

buckwheat fl our (soba translates as buckwheat) 

and a small quantity of wheat fl our, are not only 

Main: Tokyo’s 
world famous 
Tsukiji fi sh 
markets at dawn
Photo: Elliott Hind

Left: Piss Alley 
in the bustling 
Shinjuku district 
is the place for 
a yakitori feast
Photo: Shutterstock

Right: Rice is 
Japan’s staple 
and it comes in 
a wide range 
of varieties
Photo: Richie Kenzie
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tasty, but very healthy as well. Their preparation, 

however, is a tricky matter for the uninitiated. 

Our noodle making school is located on the 

second fl oor of a nondescript building on Tokyo’s 

northern outskirts, but there are other locations 

in the capital where visitors can try their hand.

Our noodle making sensei, who speaks English 

ashamedly – despite his excellent command of 

the language – takes us through the process, 

explaining the steps in a deliberate, patient tone. 

The combination of the buckwheat fl our with the 

wheat fl our and water is a surprisingly intricate 

procedure of many steps. Next comes a series 

of rolling manoeuvres which, although made to 

look effortless by the sensei, utterly confound me. 

Eventually the fellow journalist who I am paired 

with spares my blushes and rolls the dough in a 

distinctly more expert fashion.

Finally we are left with a oblong piece of dough, 

distinctly ragged in appearance compared to the 

one our sensei produced in less than half the time. 

From here we take turns applying half millimetre 

slices to the dough using a handheld cutting 

device. My fi rst attempts produce abnormally large 

spaghetti strands. Secondary attempts, to my great 

pleasure and surprise, produce something that 

appears much more like the genuine article. 

Finally, our creations are taken off and 

swiftly cooked, before we hungrily dispose of 

them. The noodles are eaten traditionally, on a 

zaru (bamboo tray) and served with a tsuyu (a 

dipping broth of mirin, soy and dashi stock).

However, if a slightly less healthy lunch 

beckons you, then you ought to seek out monja, 

the best Japanese food you’ve never heard of. 

Short for monjayaki, this dish is a close relative 

of the better known okonomiyaki, or savoury 

Japanese pancake. But monja differs subtly, 

beginning life as a liquid mixture served in a 

bowl, with fi rmer ingredients such as chopped 

vegetables, meat or fi sh on top. A chef then 

dumps the entire bowl onto a hotplate, adds an 

impressive series of spices and condiments then 

mixes them together into a quasi-solid batter. It 

looks for all the world like someone has been 

sick on the hotplate, but the smell relates an 

entirely more palatable tale.

The curiosity continues with the eating – each 

diner is given a tiny spatula which they then use to 

peel small portions of semi cooked food from the 

hotplate. The crispier, slightly overcooked pieces 

are the connoisseur’s choice, we are told. Several 

of my party are so taken, there is talk of opening a 

monja chain in Australia. The Tsukishima district 

of Tokyo is the supposed birthplace of monja, and 

remains among the best places to fi nd it.

My fi nal evening in Tokyo sees me in 

upmarket Ginza, amid the bright lights and 

skyscrapers, out with friends at Shin Hinomoto, 

or Andy’s izakaya. The izakaya is a fi ne Japanese 

tradition, a casual drinking establishment that 

serves an array of hearty food. And Andy’s, 

run by an expat Briton, is no exception. First 

class sashimi sourced straight from Tsukiji fi sh 

markets is astoundingly good here, but the truth 

is that Tokyo is full of wonderful izakaya options. 

The hardest part is picking just one. 

TSUKIJI FISH 
MARKETS

No trip to Tokyo is complete 
without a visit to these incredible 

seafood markets, the world’s 
largest. The renowned tuna 

auction commences at around 
530am every day, but such is its 
popularity now, that tourists need 
to start queuing up around 3am 
to secure one of the 150 spots 

to watch. And while frenetic, this 
is nothing like a boisterous cattle 

auction; here participants bid with 
subtle hand signals, inscrutable 
to all but the expert practitioner. 
The market proper opens around 

9am and a sushi breakfast 
before wandering through is an 
absolute must. If there’s fresher, 

more delectable sushi anywhere, 
I‘d like to know where it’s found. 
Over 400 different varieties of 
seafood can be spotted when 

walking through the narrow aisles, 
but a good tip is to watch where 
you are going. Busy jobsbodies 
tear through the markets on motor 

scooters and blithe tourists are likely 
to be honked at or even collected. 
Close shaves aside though, this is 
an experience not to be missed.

Above: Visitors 
to Tokyo can 
learn the precise 
art of soba 
noodle making
Photo: Richie Kenzie

Left: The city of 
Tokyo is a neon 
wonderland 
after dark
Photo: Elliott Hind

Bottom: The 
Tsukiji fi sh 
markets are 
always a hive 
of activity
Photo: Elliott Hind
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With world class 
snowfall, magnifi cent 
resorts and relative 
proximity in its 
favour, Japan 
provides a very 
compelling offer for 
Australian skiers. 
Richie Kenzie looks 
at established, up 
and coming and 
offbeat options for 
skiers looking for 
their next icy fi x

A
ustralia is home to a growing legion of 

skiers and snowboarders. But as is widely 

acknowledged, our ski fi elds are modest 

by world standards. Japan however 

has no such issues with both the central island of 

Honshu and the northernmost island of Hokkaido 

boasting world class ski fi elds. Here’s a look at three 

very different ways to ski Japan.

THE ESTABLISHED: Hokkaido
WHY GO THERE? Simple. Japan’s northern island 

is home to the country’s most renowned ski fi elds. 

It is also very popular with Australians after tales 

of legendary powder reached our shores courtesy 

of returning skiers and boarders. Flying into the 

regional capital of Sapporo gives easy access to all 

the major ski resorts and most locations have a lively 

nightlife and lots of apres ski options too.

WHERE ARE THE BEST PLACES TO GO? Niseko, 

Furano and Rusutsu are the picks. Niseko, in the 

southwest is probably best known to Australians 

and is composed of six main ski areas around Mt 

Yotei, Hokkaido’s answer to Mt Fuji. It has a host 

of accommodation options that will keep visitors 

satisfi ed. Nearby Rusutsu, a small alpine village 

offers similar high quality skiing and boarding, but 

in quieter surrounds. Furano is located in the centre 

of the island and the Furano Ski Resort is one of the 

island’s best known and most extensive – and one 

Australians are embracing in a big way. 

THE UP AND COMING: 
Nagano and Niigata, Honshu
WHY GO THERE? For those who don’t want to 

stray far from major urban centres like Tokyo or 

Kyoto for their ski fi x, both Nagano and Niigata 

offer proximate locations, being located in the 

central north of the island of Honshu. Nagano, for 

instance, is only about one hour and 40 minutes 

from Tokyo on the super fast shinkansen while 

Niigata is only around two hours away. The winter 

conditions in this region are splendid – Nagano 

hosted the 1998 Winter Olympics – what better 

endorsement do you need?
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WHERE ARE THE BEST PLACES TO GO? Shiga 

Kogen, about an hour from Nagano, is a prime 

skiing and hiking spot in the Nagano prefecture 

that was designated as a UNESCO World 

Heritage reserve back in 1980. The area has over 

100 properties with accommodation ranging 

from Japanese to Western style. The area is 

majestically beautiful and there are also several 

natural onsen (hot springs), the perfect way 

to ease those weary muscles after a day on the 

slopes. Myoko Kogen, also an hour from Nagano 

city, in the Niigita area, is another great option. 

It’s one of the largest and longest established of 

Japan’s ski regions and boasts one of the longest 

ski runs in the country at 8.5km and the steepest 

at a dizzying 38 degree decline.

THE OFFBEAT: 
Tohoku region, Honshu
WHY GO THERE? Because it’s different. This 

large region in the northern part of the island 

of Honshu is not only easily accessible (around 

Japan
Snow place

one hour by shinkansen to the nearest ski fi elds) 

but also largely unknown to Western ski bunnies. 

While ski season in Niseko is now heavily 

populated by Australians, this part of the country 

is still gaining traction. For a more authentic 

Japanese experience in admittedly wonderful 

conditions, this is the place to come.

WHERE ARE THE BEST PLACES TO GO? For 

a few really unique options, try Hakkoda, 

Alts Bandai or Inawashiro. Hakkoda, in the 

Aomori prefecture, offers a series of mountains 

to ski and powder snow that makes expert 

snowboarders go weak at the knees. Alts Bandai 

ski resort is in the Fukushima prefecture, but 

don’t worry, despite the bad press it’s perfectly 

safe to visit. Here there are 29 separate runs that 

await and the slopes are particularly popular 

with snowboarders. Lastly, Inawashiro, also in 

Fukushima district, is a small town with big 

skiing potential. There plenty of ski runs here and 

ample accommodation with the runs well suited to 

beginners and intermediate quality skiers. 

like

Top: Just a few 
of the sights that 
will greet skiers 
in Japan
Photos: Elliott Hind 

and Shutterstock

Main: A 
panorama of 
the Niseko 
snowfi elds and 
Mt Yotei
Photo: Elliott Hind
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