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Welcome to Hokkaido
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The beautiful flower fields of Furano in central Hokkaido

Welcome to Hokkaido, Japan’s northern island, just waiting to be discovered by the masses. It’s a quieter, more spacious and most importantly cheaper place to visit than the rest of Japan, and is full of unspoiled mountains to hike, hot springs to relax in and plenty of local delicacies to enjoy. From historical cities such as Hakodate, to huge ski resorts such as Niseko, to the beautiful flower fields of Furano, Hokkaido really stands out from the rest of Japan. With this guide, you’ll find out how to really enjoy it on a reasonable budget.

Compared to the rest of Japan, especially Tokyo and Kyoto, visitors can find some unbelievable prices in Hokkaido. While hostel rooms are often around $30 in Tokyo, don’t be surprised to be paying half that in rural Hokkaido. The island still has cheap convenience stores, supermarkets and chain restaurants, it’s just that when traveling around you may be a little further away from them than if you were in the big cities down south. Guesthouse owners and locals also appreciate more that visitors from abroad have made the effort to come up to the north too, so don’t be surprised to get a random free tour from a local!

The geography and less developed transportation infrastructure can make traveling here challenging at times. This book has been designed so you can see the top sights, as well as experience off-the-beaten-track spots, and all in an affordable and stress-free way.


A little bit of history 



Up until the 15th century, Hokkaido was mainly populated by the aboriginal Ainu people, who had their own unique culture, language and traditions, some of which can still be seen today. It’s highly recommended to visit towns such as Abashiri to see the Ainu culture in person and to see what makes Hokkaido unique from the rest of Japan. There has also been a surprising amount of western influences over the years, such as the westerners who founded Hokkaido University in Sapporo. Hokkaido did change a lot as mainlanders came over nearly 1000 years ago and forced their customs on the Ainu, with much of Hokkaido’s traditions lost or faded, but there is now a concerted effort to protect and display these for tourists and locals alike.



How to save on your holiday with this book 



Things to do 


With this book you’ll be shown plenty of options for free things to do, as well as information on available discounts or places to try free samples. Try to do the cheaper or free activities first, then if you feel you need to do more, try the more expensive things in the area. For example, you may find after doing a free walk somewhere that taking that expensive ropeway up another mountain for a hike isn’t worth it.


Sample itineraries and discount passes 


While Hokkaido has a smaller number of tourist spots to choose from than the rest of Japan, planning a trip can be difficult because of the infrequent bus or train routes. If you are a bit stuck, use the sample itineraries in this book to help you out.


Budget food 


Hokkaido does have budget restaurant chains in the big cities, but you are just as likely to enter a cheap family-owned joint here. These are included on the maps, as well as in the Budget Food sections, as they can be tricky to find if you’re not a local. Don’t forget to consider buying food from supermarkets or convenience stores, especially if in a tourist town populated mainly with expensive restaurants.

Most of the budget restaurants have water jugs to refill your bottle. The 100-yen shops (around $1) are also listed, as you can buy almost anything, from microwavable curry to essential travel items. Japanese pharmacies and drugstores often have even cheaper prices for drinks and snacks as well. Tap water is drinkable.


How to use the maps 


For hard to navigate towns, maps are provided to help you get around, with handy icons to show you exactly where all the cheap shops, restaurants and more are located. Landmark buildings and major hotels have also been included to aid in navigating around. A plus is that most of these landmarks have toilets if needed, plus many have free water fountains, which can be used to refill your water bottle and save on the cost of drinks. You can also save on transportation by using the recommended walking routes.

Map Legend
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Free wifi locations 



There is free wifi in many tourist spots and at most tourist information centers in Hokkaido, but there may be slim pickings elsewhere. If you feel you will definitely need the internet at all times, get yourself a data SIM card at the airport or a large electronics store (such as Yodobashi Camera in Sapporo), with prices starting at around 4000 yen a week.



Map of Hokkaido 
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Hokkaido Top Five Spots 



1) Otaru


Beautiful canal town not far from Sapporo. Great any time of the year, it’s a lovely place to take a stroll, trying out the odd local snacks along the way and taking in the fresh coastal air.  


2) Hakodate


This large port city has Japan’s most famous fish market, one of the country’s best night views and a fascinating history. There are also plenty of festivals to enjoy here.


3) Furano


The flower capital of Japan, tourists flock here from all over the world to see the famous multi-colored lavender fields. They love the stuff here, offering lavender ice cream, cosmetics and anything else that can be enriched with the stuff!


4) Toyako Onsen


Many years ago the volcano erupted near Lake Toya, leaving much of the area as a ghost town. You can explore this eerie spot, as well as take a cruise or bike around the peaceful lake.


5) Noboribetsu Onsen


A very atmospheric hot spring town. There are a bunch of free activities to do here, from hiking to foot baths, plus one of the few hot springs where you can drink a beer while bathing!


When to go to Hokkaido 



Hokkaido’s mild summer and awesome snow are big draws. Just remember to check that places you want to visit are open and transportation is in operation when you want to visit, as things can open on a seasonal basis here. Be sure to check jwa.or.jp/english for this year’s timings for cherry blossoms and autumn leaves.


Spring (March to May)


A great time to visit, as tourist spots start to open again for warmer weather, though it should be noted that Hokkaido can still be very chilly in early spring. Due to this colder climate, cherry blossoms bloom a little later and there can still be snow during March, especially in the north.


Summer (June to August)

Get away from the humidity that attacks the rest of Japan in Hokkaido’s mild summer climate. The snow should all be gone by now, so there are plenty of free or cheap outdoor activities on offer such as hiking, plus you’ll be able to get away from the large crowds in Tokyo or Osaka.

Fall/Autumn (September to November)

The autumn colors are out, so it’s an even better time to come out for a hike or city walk. The top spots for autumn leaves viewing will also be much quieter than in Tokyo. It can start to get cold in the evenings, so be sure to bring a good coat.

Winter (December to February)

Countless amazing winter festivals, winter sports such as snowboarding and skiing, boat rides through a sea of ice; winter in Hokkaido is pretty mind-blowing. It’s also super cold, so bring lots of warm clothing and confirm the safety of roads at your hostel/hotel before driving.

Peak seasons to avoid


Try to avoid Golden Week (April 29th to May 5th), Obon holidays (around August 13th to 16th) and around the New Year holidays, when prices can go up a little. Unless you are coming for the festival, avoid Sapporo during the extremely busy Sapporo Snow Festival.



Free festivals in Hokkaido 


January


Around January 25th to mid-March Sounkyo Hot Springs Ice Festival: A little ice kingdom is created in this hot spring town every year, with brightly lit up igloos, a 100 meter ice tunnel, an ‘ice shrine’, fireworks and attractions for the children to enjoy.


February


Early to mid-February Sapporo Snow Festival: One of Japan’s biggest festivals, featuring some super huge snow and ice sculptures, as well as fun winter activities and games. Book accommodation as early as you can. See the Sapporo chapter for more information.



Early to mid-February Asahikawa Winter Festival: While certainly not as grand as the Sapporo Snow Festival, there are still some amazing sculptures and a cool fireworks display. Come here if you can’t find a cheap room for the Sapporo festival.



Starts second week of February (10 days) Otaru Snow Light Path Festival: Also worthwhile visiting in mid-February, this festival sees snowy Otaru’s famous canal lit up at night with thousands of small candles in mini glass floats.


March


Early March Kalulus Onsen Winter Festival, Noboribetsu: Winter fun and games at Sanraiba Ski Hill, plus some hearty winter food to warm you up.


April


The cherry blossom season starts in late April. See the cherry blossoms guide in this book.


May


Early May to early June Shibazakura Festival, Takinoue: Acres of park and hillside filled with pink and white moss phloxes, it’s a truly beautiful sight and very photogenic. Takinoue is to the east of New Chitose Airport and on the way to Obihiro station.


June


Around June 14th-16th Hokkaido Shrine Festival, Sapporo: Enjoy lots of cheap festival food and see some traditional ceremonies at Sapporo’s main shrine. The final day sees thousands parade in colorful Heian period costumes, alongside the shrine’s floats and portable shrines.


July


First weekend Yakumo Andon Fireworks: Celebrating children and youth, this lively festival is another one of Hokkaido’s biggies. Big floats, Japanese dancing and cheap festival food, it’s got it all. Yakumo is one hour north of Onuma by car, or north on the train (90 mins, 2350 yen).



Around July 20th-August 15th Sapporo Odori Beer Garden: A huge beer garden takes over Odori Park, with thousands of people enjoying local and international beers.



Last weekend of July Furano Bellybutton Festival (Hokkai Heso Matsuri): It’s time for something a little bit different with this one. Over 5000 people come to dance and turn their bellybuttons into faces, with funny costumes, make-up and other props.



Fourth Friday and Saturday Shiretoko Shari Neputa, Shari: 15 illuminated ‘Neputa’ floats, some up to eight meters high, are paraded in the center of Shari town.


August


Mid-August Kachimai Fireworks Festival, Obihiro: The biggest fireworks festival in Hokkaido, with 20,000 plus shooting their way into the sky. Takes place at Tokachigawa Park, a short bus or car ride from Obihiro station.



Late August Yotaka Andon Festival, Numata: See this small city come to life, with a huge Japanese float parade and some awesome Taiko drum performances. Located outside Ishikari-Numata station, near Asahikawa (50 mins from Asahikawa station, 930 yen).


September


Mid to late September Sapporo Autumn Festival: The 2 km-long Odori Park in central Sapporo is taken over by massive food courts, serving food that makes the city so famous, such as butter miso ramen. There is also food from across the world, as well as lots and lots of beer!


October


Mid-late October Akanko Marimo Festival, Lake Akan: A marimo is a sphere-shaped alga unique to Lake Akan and a designated natural treasure. See the ancient rituals of the native Ainu people, including traditional dances and torch marches around the marimo.


November


Late Nov to late Dec Sapporo White Illumination: Odori Park gets beautifully lit up for winter.


December


December 1st-25th Hakodate Christmas Fantasy: A traditional Christmas celebration, with a large Christmas tree on the waterfront, fireworks and classic Christmas decorations.



Cherry blossom viewing (花見) 



As Hokkaido is a sparsely populated prefecture, it can be a rather peaceful way to enjoy the cherry blossoms. Many people head out into the mountains or drive down scenic roads to enjoy Hokkaido during this season. Due to the colder climate, Hokkaido has its cherry blossom season a little later than other prefectures. The first bloom is usually late April, with full bloom in early May. Check the latest forecasts at jwa.or.jp/english before you go.



Top 5 spots for cherry blossoms 



1) Fort Goryokaku (Hakodate)


A very popular destination any time of the year, get more bang for your buck by visiting in the spring. Features more than 1000 cherry blossom trees, which have rare pale flowers.


2) Hakodate Park


This free park is another good spot to visit. Visitors can also enjoy a beer and cheap food from local food stalls while relaxing under the pink trees. Also popular is coming at night, when the trees are lit up.


3) Noboribetsu Onsen Flower Tunnel


Located on the road up to this famous hot spring, the ‘Flower Tunnel’ starts from the Noboribetsu Higashi Interchange. The stunning cherry blossoms continue for more than eight kilometers. On a clear blue sky day, you’ll probably get the best pictures of your trip.


4) Odori Park (Sapporo)


This centrally located park is super easy to get to. While it can get far more crowded than others in Hokkaido, the countless cheap beers and Japanese foods on offer definitely make up for it. Later, if you need even more cherry blossom action when in Sapporo, also be sure to check out Maruyama Park and Moerenuma Park.


5) Asahiyama Park (Asahikawa)


Another free park, this one should have lots of space to sit down and chill out in. Asahiyama Park has more than 3000 cherry blossom trees, many of which are lit up at night.


Tax-free shopping 


Japan has a sales tax of 10%, but those with a tourist visa are eligible for tax-free shopping. Almost every shop in areas frequented by tourists will offer tax-free shopping in Hokkaido.
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