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l'en Days 1In Japan
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Gardens and baths, neon and glass

From the moment we landed to the
moment we left Japan, my eyes were
opened wide to the wonder of it

all. Over the course of the next ten
days in the country, a million differ-
ent things - magical and beautiful
temples, circled by stark winter gar-
dens; vast cities in perpetual motion;
snow-capped mountains emerging
from deep crystal lakes and swathed
in the sulphurous steam that bubbles
up from primal volcanic activity below
- formed sentences in my head that
spoke of another world: Tokyo is like
the future in all its literary forms,’ or
‘Japan is like a dream of history, made
of dark wood and surrounded by
gardens.’ Japan came as something of
a surprise to me.

In ten days we travelled to Tokyo

and Kyoto, spent a couple of days in
Hakone and took a day trip to Nara,
Japan’s first permanent capital. We
would see the sky-scorching towers
and a naturescape of high mountains,
deep lakes and thick forests, and
learn some of how they can co-exist.
We were on a budget - the last thing
we wanted to be in Japan - and yet
experienced all that we had hoped to,
and much more besides.
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We landed at Narita airport, about an hour outside To-
kyo proper. We got the train into town and to another
world. If China’s sprawling cities represent post-
industrial development built on history, then Tokyo is
whatever comes after that. It is all steel, glass and neon
at its centre, with an exoskeleton of transportation -
trains and subways and elevated roads and walkways

- running in between. Advertising is everywhere as the
leviathan corporations - Sony, Hitachi, and Panasonic -
vie with each other to be the most visible (and visceral)
retinal distraction. Especially at night, Tokyo looks like a
dark story waiting to be told.

But it doesn't feel hostile. Of all the truly global cities

| have spent time in - London, New York, Paris, Hong
Kong - the millions of Tokyoites move the most serenely
through its bustling highways and its labyrinthine
transport network. They wait for traffic lights, allowing
fear free pedestrian passage across its wide boulevards,
and form queues through gates at subway stations:

no need for pushing and shoving here. It is a centre of
commerce, and yet many activities are available free of
charge. We stayed in a cheap guesthouse ten minutes
walk from Takadanobaba station, itself not more than
10 minutes from Shinjuku station, the world’s busiest
with some 3.6 million people passing over its myriad
platforms daily, and the very centre of Tokyo.

In Takadanobaba , buildings are low slung and ar-
ranged on either side of narrow, winding and undulat-
ing lanes. In all my dreaming of Tokyo, never had |
imagined that Tokyo could ever feel village-y. But, in
places like Takadanbaba and Asakusa, where we joined
the denizens of this old ‘pleasure district’ in the scald-
ing hot water of communal sentd baths, it does: tiny
places to grab noodles - by far the cheapest way to eat
in Japan - offer free tea to anyone that eats there, and
even smaller shops sell locally produced pickles and
fish fresh from Tsukiji fish market, the biggest | have
ever seen: another face of Tokyo revealed.

Still in Asakusa, around another lost corner, the Senso-
Ji Temple and the bustling market that has grown up
around it appeared. Just another centuries old temple
hidden in the metropolis. You get used to that kind of
thing in Japan.
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From Tokyo we took the train to Hakone, a mountain-
ous region famed for its onsen (communal baths filled
by the hot spring water that flows up from Japan’s
vitriolic seismic foundations). We stayed in a tradi-
tional ryokan, all low tables, futons on tatami mats and
simple yukata robes to wear, and an amazing kaiseki
meal consisting of multiple courses of meticulously
prepared Japanese food.

Hakone is beautiful. Low hills are lined with thick pine
forest parting only for small, pretty towns and the
winding roads that connect them. There are lesser
peaks, a glacial lake and myriad modes of transport to
explore them in. We took trains and buses, but also a
funicular, boat and 30 minute cable car that provide
stunning views of the landscape beneath. There are
galleries of local art, museums and Buddhist shrines
and temples; manmade structures in harmonious
counterbalance to the natural beauty all around. And
drifting through it all, sulphurous steam, rising up
from the earth’s core along fracture lines in earth’s
crust. All of it serves as your entry into the Japanese
Alps with Mount Fuji at its core. She, Mount Fuji, really
is a stunner. It is hard to describe her, such is her maj-
esty as she rises, snow peaked and perfectly round,
from the brownish green of the foothills below.

Next to Kyoto and Nara, ancient cities both, and fine
examples of how Japan must once have been. Be-
tween them they host a staggering 25 UNESCO world
heritage sites, each more jaw dropping than the last.
Some, like the Nijo-Jo castle, are wonders of invention
over mistrust; it's ‘nightengale floors’ squeak when
walked over to warn of unwanted visitors, and there
are numerous hidden chambers where bodyguards
to the new dynasty could keep watch. Others, such

as Sanjusangen, show off 800-year old artistry: its
thousand Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of Mercy)
stand guard over the 28 guardians of Buddhism, their
expressions unreadable as if they are surveying you as
you stare, in awe, at them. In Nara, the tame deer-filled
park surrounding Kofuku-JI opens up to reveal a five
storey pagoda in dark wood and surrounded by im-
maculately kept gardens, typical of gardens through-
out Japan: In Spring, the blossoms are world famous,
whilst the summer brings firework blooms of colour;
in autumn, the maple leaves fade into the winter
abyss in death throes of red and orange. All of this is
planned, and walking the paths of a Japanese garden
is to see man’s mastery over nature in all its splendour
and vitality.

By the end of day one, we had already started out to
do list for our next trip. It is a wonderland of the old
and new, of nature and technology and unbelievable
food. Can Japan be done on the cheap? No, not really.
But it is more affordable than we first thought. If you
make concessions, like taking the bus instead of the
bullet train, or staying in Japanese style guest houses
rather than western style hotels, savings can be made
(like our two sleepless nights on the bus between
Tokyo and Kyoto). Japan is another world, one | want
to spend more time in.
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Thoughts for Food
BAX

It is impossible to talk about Japan
without mentioning its cuisine.
Whilst during the day, we lived on _
noodles - Raman, Udon and Soba - in
the evenings we ran wild, taking our taste
buds in some incredible directions. In Kyoto we ate the
best Sashimi | have ever had, more than 20 types of fish,
shell fish, eel and roe served with ear clearing wasabi and
sweet, citrusy Ponzu. In Nara, we ate Shabu Shabu (beef
and vegetables, self cooked in vats of bubbling broth be-
fore being dipped in sesame and other sauces), and cheap
(but really very good) Tempura in Tokyo. All of which was
washed down with warmed sake (a winter staple) or glasses
of excellent Japanese beer. All of it was heavenly, and all

of it blew the budget. In Japan, if you want to know where
your money has gone, it is down your throat.
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How to Get There
mMesx

® We found all our accommodation in Japan through
www.airbnb.com, a site designed to help travellers
find cheap beds in the cities they visit. Airbnb has
listings for all of Japan's major cities, as well as cities in
more than 150 countries worldwide including China.

® Our ryokan was sourced through www.japaneseguest-
houses.com, which lists properties throughout Japan.

® In Tokyo and Kyoto, we travelled on their extensive
train networks but intercity , we took busses booked
through http://willerexpress.com. The fares were less
than half the equivalent train fare, but the journey
obviously took much more time.
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