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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Mount Fuji in autumn






WELCOME TO Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Time


CHOOSING YOUR SIDE TRIPS AND DAY TRIPS


BEST OF Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima


THE ART OF THE JAPANESE GARDEN


TASTING YOUR WAY THROUGH TOKYO, KYOTO & HIROSHIMA


Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima Off the Beaten Path


HANAMI AND KŌYŌ IN TOKYO, KYOTO & HIROSHIMA


Fragrant smoke wafts from a food stall under the train tracks beyond Ginza’s glitz, where Tokyo office workers unwind over skewers of grilled chicken and beer. In Kyoto, monks rise before the first rays of sunlight spread across a temple’s grounds, starting their day reading sutras before an elaborate altar. Meanwhile, in the shadow of Hiroshima’s Atomic Bomb Dome, schoolchildren ring a bronze bell and pray for world peace, their hopes carried aloft with the resonant hum.


Few places offer as wide a range of experiences in such a compact swath of terrain as Japan’s cultural and geographic heart, stretching roughly from Tokyo to Hiroshima. Here, you’ll discover high-octane cities, medieval towns, shimmering seascapes, and mouthwatering cuisine, from greasy to refined. You’ll also see cutting-edge technology and colorful pop culture balanced by ancient tradition and boundless spiritual depth—the very best of Japan.


Beyond the most popular stops—Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, Nara, Hiroshima—the region contains Hakone’s hot springs, Mount Fuji’s snowcapped cone, Uji’s tea fields, Himeji’s soaring white castle, Okayama’s picture-perfect garden, Kurashiki’s romantic canal district, and a constellation of islands strewn across the sparkling Inland Sea, from the funky Art Islands to hallowed Miyajima.


Wherever you go, a journey to Japan is most of all a chance to experience the omotenashi (hospitality) of the people. Despite a challenging modern history, the Japanese have continuously reinvented themselves, yet retained their soul. Whether you crave a culinary quest, a cultural deep-dive, a romantic getaway, a spiritual escape, or an adventure with friends, Japan’s core has something for everyone. So, go, and savor the essence of this remarkable country, unlike any other.
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Dōtombori arcade, Osaka






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Getting the best view of Mount Fuji, whether from afar or on the trek to the summit.
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2 Taking a deep dive into nightlife in Shinjuku, Tokyo’s most eclectic nightlife zone.
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3 Strolling Kyoto’s Philosopher’s Path or the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove at off-peak hours, finding the city’s quiet side.
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4 Indulging in regional culinary specialties, from Kyoto’s haute kaiseki ryōri to Hiroshima’s okonomiyaki.
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5 Cycling the Inland Sea, traveling over the impressive bridges and shimmering islands of the Shimanami Kaidō, the sea route connecting Western Honshu and Shikoku.
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6 Reckoning with the ghosts of history at Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park.
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7 Getting acquainted with Japanese whiskies at a connoisseur’s bar in Tokyo or on a distillery tour at Suntory Yamazaki Distillery.
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8 Staying the night in a ryokan to experience the country’s exceptional service tradition.
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9 Visiting Nara’s imposing Tōdai-ji temple and marveling at the towering bronze Buddha housed within.








[image: image]



10 Finding the best fried food in Dōtombori, Osaka’s lively neon-lit street food center.






Planning Your Time



WHERE TO GO


Tokyo


The high-octane capital should be top priority for any first visit to the country. Tokyo is quintessential modern Japan, a pop-cultural and economic juggernaut, and base of the national government. The dynamic city is a feast for the senses, with world-class food, nightlife, and shopping. It’s also the most networked transport hub in Japan, with two international airports and extensive rail links to the rest of the country.


Between Tokyo and Kyoto


The dynamic swath of land between Tokyo and Kyoto is packed with attractive destinations, best visited either when traveling between the two cities, or as side trips from the capital if you don’t have time to make it to Kyoto. South of Tokyo is Japan’s second-largest city, cosmopolitan Yokohama, with a buzzing nightlife scene, and the ancient seaside feudal capital of Kamakura, with rich Buddhist heritage. West of there, Hakone is a good pick for an onsen (hot spring) experience, with Japan’s most famous peak, Mount Fuji, looming nearby.




[image: image]


view of Tokyo Tower





Kyoto


Alongside the modern capital of Tokyo, the ancient capital of Kyoto should be top priority for any first journey to Japan. This is the best place to explore traditional culture, try a tea ceremony, shrine- and temple-hop, eat kaiseki ryōri (haute Japanese cuisine), stay in a high-end ryokan, and gaze at various styles of gardens, from landscape to raked gravel. Step away from the top sights to discover a slower, more local side of the city, beyond the tourist throngs.


Kansai


A great complement to Kyoto, the Kansai region is home to Osaka, a fun place to eat, drink, and carouse with legendarily friendly locals. Nearby, the small town of Nara, home to the famed Great Buddha of Tōdai-ji, is where you can see traditional Japan, minus Kyoto’s crowds. The attractive port city of Kobe is known for its high-end beef and jazz, while Himeji has Japan’s best castle.


Between Kansai and Hiroshima


Moving west from Kansai along the sun-drenched southern (San’yō) coast of Honshu, along the gorgeous Inland Sea (Seto Naikai), you’ll come to the old castle town of Okayama, which boasts one of Japan’s top gardens, Kōraku-en. Nearby, historic Kurashiki is split by a romantic canal that was an important artery for the rice trade. Farther west, the salty fishing town of Onomichi sits beneath a mountain dotted by temples. It is also the starting point for the Shimanami Kaidō, or Inland Sea Route, a series of bridges linking Honshu to Shikoku via six islands that can be crossed by bicycle. Elsewhere in the Inland Sea, the Art Islands of Naoshima, Teshima, and Inujima give an inspiring glimpse of creative rejuvenation in action.
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Hiroshima and Miyajima


Farther west along the urbanized southern coast of Honshu is the vibrant, modern incarnation of Hiroshima, as well as the famed “floating” torii shrine gate of Miyajima’s Itsukushima-jinja. East of Hiroshima, the town of Saijō has a clutch of sake breweries that are a great place to get better acquainted with the drink. West of Hiroshima, the sleepy town of Iwakuni is home to Kintaikyō, a massive arched wooden bridge that abuts an area that was once a samurai quarter.



KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



When to Go


Most of Japan has four distinct seasons, interspersed by a few rainy periods, though the country’s diverse geography means the climate varies. Spring (roughly late Mar. through mid-June) and autumn (Oct. through early Dec.) are the most pleasant times of year to visit the country on the whole. That said, it’s a year-round destination, with each season offering its own draw.


Spring


Spring begins to creep northward to central Japan early to mid-March. Spring tends to be cool (8-24°C/46-75°F in Tokyo)—gradually warming through April and May—with patches of rain. Cherry blossoms start to bloom in late March in Tokyo. Overall, it’s a great time to visit.


Most of Japan is wet throughout June, when the hit-and-miss tsuyu (rainy season) takes hold. Overcast skies with patches of rain and the occasional all-day shower are the norm during this period, though there are plenty of sunny days in between, too.


Summer


From July through September, things can be downright stifling, with furnace-like temperatures (23-31°C/73-88°F in Tokyo) and high humidity throughout much of the country. While less amenable than spring, the months of July and August can be a fun time to visit the country due to a plethora of vibrant festivals held throughout this sweltering period. Among the best are Kyoto’s Gion Matsuri (most of July, culminating July 17) and Osaka’s Tenjin Matsuri. If you’re visiting the country during any of these bashes, book accommodations well in advance (three months or more, to be safe).


Autumn


In September and early October, it’s possible for typhoons to whip through the country, with torrential rain and even devastating floods on occasion. These extreme cases aside, it’s perfectly safe to travel during this time of year. Just be sure to keep an eye on the weather forecast if you’ll be in the country then.


Autumn proper starts from around early October and lasts through the first half of December for much of the country (10-22°C/50-72°F in Tokyo). This is one of the most pleasant times to visit Japan. As temperatures drop, blazing foliage ripples through the country, with November being the high point. Rates for accommodations do spike around this time in scenic places, so book ahead if you plan to head into nature around this time.


Winter


Winter sets in from mid-December through mid-March (2-12°C/36-54°F in Tokyo). The Pacific side of Japan is cold, dry, and crisp, with clear skies and little snow.


Hanami and Other Busy Times


High season in Japan includes hanami (cherry blossom viewing) season (roughly late Mar. through early Apr.), the Golden Week holidays (Apr. 29-May 5), Obon (roughly Aug. 10-17), and the height of the kōyō (autumn foliage) craze in November. To avoid crowds, it’s best not to visit the country during these periods, as trains, highways, and hotels will overflow with domestic travelers from around the time the cherry blossoms start to bloom, around late March in Tokyo.


Slower Months


Less hectic months include June, the dead of summer (July, Aug. besides Ōbon, and Sept.), October, and December. January through March is low season for most of the country. Deals can be had during any of these off months, especially if you plan several months ahead.


Things generally remain in operation throughout the year, the one exception being the New Year holidays (Dec. 29-Jan. 3), when everything but convenience stores, some chain restaurants, and most accommodations (at elevated rates) close. While experiencing Japan’s New Year traditions is one point in favor of visiting over the New Year holidays, it’s probably best to come at another time.


Passports and Visas


To enter Japan, you’ll need a passport valid for the duration of your trip from the date of your arrival in the country. Although you may not be asked to show it, you’re legally obligated to have an onward ticket for either a flight or ferry out of Japan, for a return trip or a future leg of the journey elsewhere. So have something in hand just in case.


If you’re coming from the United States, Canada, the UK, most European countries, Australia, or New Zealand, you’ll be granted a 90-day single-entry visa on arrival. South African citizens will need to apply for a 90-day tourist visa at their closest embassy or consulate. For passport holders from the UK, Ireland, and a number of other European countries, it’s possible to extend your visa for another 90 days. This requires a trip to the closest immigration bureau and paying a ¥4,000 fee. For a list of the 68 nations that are not required to apply for a visa before arriving in Japan, visit www.mofa.go.jp/j_info/visit/visa/short/novisa.html.


What to Take


One of the beautiful things about Japan is its well-stocked convenience stores. These one-stop shops, selling anything from toiletries and undershirts to bento-box meals and portable phone chargers, umbrellas, cosmetics, and more, are ubiquitous throughout urbanized Japan, making it easy to pick up anything you’ve forgotten to pack.


Nonetheless, there are a few items you’d be wise to bring. For one: shoes that are easy to take on and off (slip-ons work best). You’ll find yourself likely taking off your shoes much more than you’re used to—in someone’s home, in a temple, etc. Also pack any medications and accompanying prescriptions you may need. Be sure to check Japan’s strict laws on medication before traveling with medicine. The U.S. Embassy provides helpful information on their website about this matter: https://jp.usembassy.gov/u-s-citizen-services/doctors/importing-medication [URL inactive].




Choosing Your Side Trips and Day Trips


The cities of Tokyo, Kyoto, and Hiroshima are a classic itinerary for any first-time visitor to Japan, and should be worked into any trip to the country if at all possible. The following chart should help you decide which of the day trips and side trips make the most sense for you to visit.




















	If you like…

	Go to…

	Getting There

	How Long to Visit










	Cosmopolitan port cities, jazz, craft beer

	Yokohama

	Best reached from Tokyo by train (30 minutes).

	Stay for a half-day of exploration from Tokyo, or a full day with dinner.






	Zen temples, hiking, seaside views

	Kamakura

	Best reached from Tokyo by train (1 hour).

	Come on a day trip from Tokyo or a half-day when combined with dinner in Yokohama.






	Hot-spring spas, luxury accommodations

	Hakone

	Best reached from Tokyo by train (1.5 hours).

	Take a day trip from Tokyo or, better yet, an overnight stop between Tokyo and Kyoto.






	Hiking, breathtaking views

	Mount Fuji

	Best reached from Tokyo by train (2-2.5 hours) and then bus (depending on far up Mount Fuji you want to go).

	Suited for a day trip from Tokyo, or an overnight hike if you want to hike to the top.






	Photography, cable cars, scenic boat rides

	Fuji Five Lakes

	Best reached from Tokyo by train (2-2.5 hours).

	Best as a day trip from Tokyo, or an overnight stop if you have the time.






	Architecture, sculpture, lush parks

	Nara

	Best reached from Kyoto by train (1 hour) or Osaka by train (1 hour).

	Take a day trip from Kyoto or Osaka, or stay overnight.






	Street food, neon-lit nightlife

	Osaka

	Best reached from Kyoto by train (30 minutes).

	Best as a full- or half-day trip from Kyoto or as an overnight between Kyoto and Hiroshima.






	Historic neighborhoods, refined food, jazz

	Kobe

	Best reached from Kyoto by train (1 hour) or Osaka by train (30 minutes).

	Suited for a half-day trip from Kyoto or Osaka, including one mealtime that includes the city’s delectable beef.






	
Well-preserved castles

	Himeji

	Best reached from Kyoto by train (1 hour), Osaka by train (30 minutes-1 hour), or Kobe by train (15-40 minutes).

	Take a half-day trip from Kyoto or Osaka, or en route between Kyoto and Hiroshima. Pairs well with a stop (and meal) in Kobe.






	Beautiful gardens

	Okayama

	Best reached from Kyoto by train (1 hour) or Hiroshima by train (40 minutes).

	Come for a half-day trip from Hiroshima or to/from Kyoto. Pairs well with a stop in Kurashiki.






	Canal towns, historic architecture

	Kurashiki

	Best reached from Hiroshima by train (1 hour 10 minutes, with transfers).

	Best as a half-day trip from Hiroshima or when traveling between Kyoto and Hiroshima. Pairs well with a visit to Okayama.






	Cutting-edge art and design, sunsets, relaxation

	The Art Islands

	Best reached from Kyoto by train and ferry via Uno Port (3 hours 10 minutes) or Hiroshima by train and ferry via Uno Port (3 hours).

	Suited for an overnight stop when traveling between Kyoto and Hiroshima. Pairs well with stop(s) in Okayama and Kurashiki.






	Temples, walking trails

	Onomichi

	Best reached from Hiroshima by train (1.5 hours).

	Stop for a half-day when traveling between Kyoto and Hiroshima, or as an overnight stop when paired with the Shimanami Kaidō.






	Cycling, scenic views

	The Shimanami Kaidō

	The Shimanami Kaidō begins at Onomichi (best reached from Hiroshima by train, 1.5 hours), accessed by ferry and bicycle.

	Suited for an overnight stop between Kyoto and Hiroshima. Stay either in Onomichi on the mainland or perhaps in Setoda on Ikuchi-jima.






	Idyllic islands, famous shrines

	Miyajima

	Best reached from Hiroshima by train and ferry (30 minutes).

	Take a day trip from Hiroshima or an overnight stay.






	Historic bridges, scenic rivers, old townscapes

	Iwakuni

	Best reached from Hiroshima by train (50 minutes).

	Suited for a half-day or day trip from Hiroshima. Pairs well with a half-day trip to Miyajima.












The electrical outlets in Japan are the same shape as those in the United States, so travelers with devices from the UK or Europe may need a plug adapter. The voltage is 100V; many modern electronics are dual voltage, so a converter may not be necessary, but check your devices to be sure.


It also pays to be aware of Japan’s love of gift-giving. This is especially important if you plan to meet anyone who may invite you to their home. It need not be expensive. Some kind of a sweet snack or beverage that can be shared, a recording of interesting music, or some kind of decorative item would all do. A little gift goes a long way in Japan.


Planning Ahead


There are a few things that need to be in order before you leave for Japan. First things first, if you plan to get a Japan Rail Pass (www.japanrailpass.net), you must purchase it before traveling to Japan. You cannot buy a JR Pass once you are in Japan.


If you’re planning to travel to some of the more remote parts of Japan and want to rent a car, make sure you’ve already gotten your international driver’s license (IDP, aka international driving permit). To learn more about the process of obtaining an IDP, visit https://internationaldrivingpermit.org [URL inactive], which provides country-by-country information on the process of applying. It doesn’t hurt to book your rental car before your trip to avoid hassle later.


It also pays to make reservations for some meals, attractions, or events, such as a sumo tournament or sporadically held Noh theater performance, a few months in advance. Some popular attractions, such as Tokyo’s Ghibli Museum and Kyoto’s “moss temple” Saihō-ji, only allow a set number of visitors per day; you’ll need to book your place at these attractions up to a few months in advance as well. If you’re determined to snag a seat at a world-class sushi counter, kaiseki ryōri restaurant, or any other truly world-famous restaurants, some of the wait times are shocking. Aim to book seats months in advance.


Finally, if you happen to be visiting anywhere during a festival or one of the high seasons, try to book everything—accommodation, rental car, even shinkansen (bullet train) tickets—as far in advance as you can (think three, or even six months ahead).


Transportation


Getting There


The vast majority of travelers will arrive in Japan via one of four main airports: Tokyo’s Narita Airport or Haneda Airport, Osaka’s Kansai International Airport, or Nagoya’s Chubu Centrair International Airport. It’s also possible to enter the country by sea, with hydrofoils and ferries shuttling daily between Busan, South Korea, and Fukuoka. Ferries also make the trip between Shanghai and both Osaka and Kobe.


Getting Around


Once you’re on the ground, transportation options are profuse, from trains and planes to buses, ferries, and rental cars.


TRAIN


Japan’s most efficient mode of transport is its extensive railway network. You’ll be able to get where you’re going aboard a train—whether of the local, rapid, or shinkansen (bullet train) variety—in the vast majority of cases. Traveling short distances within a city or town is also often best done by train, whether aboveground or subway.


BUS


Buses are another option for traveling both long distances and just within town. Although less comfortable than trains, buses are sometimes the only means of reaching some far-flung destinations. They are also generally cheaper than trains, making them a good option if you’re on a serious budget and don’t mind the journey taking a bit more time.


TAXI


Taxis are abundant. That said, fares are expensive. They are best used for only short distances within a town or city when there’s no cheaper means of getting around, when you’re in a rush, or if you have money to burn.


CAR


A rental car will be invaluable if you’re venturing well off the beaten path. Trains still run through some parts of these regions, but their frequency and reach can sometimes be frustratingly limited. Driving is on the left, like in the UK. If you plan to drive, you must get an international driving permit (IDP) before arriving. Visit https://internationaldrivingpermit.org [URL inactive] for country-by-country information on the process of applying.
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BEST OF Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima


This itinerary is great for a first visit to Japan. Tokyo and Kyoto inevitably form the backbone of any introduction to the country, both its ancient and hyper-modern sides. Also included is the historically significant Hiroshima and endlessly charming Osaka.


In between these cities you’ll visit Hakone, where you’ll experience the pleasures of an onsen (hot spring) escape; Nara, where the famed park Nara-kōen houses the temple of Tōdai-ji and Japan’s largest bronze Buddha statue; Kobe, a cosmopolitan port city with a reputation for world-class beef and jazz; Miyajima, a sacred island famed for its seaside shrine Itsukushishima-Jinja.


Besides your flight, it’s wise to book any popular hotel a few months or more in advance. In Hakone and Kyoto, in-demand ryokan can be booked out upward of half a year in advance, doubly so during peak seasons (late-Mar.-early Apr. and Nov.-early Dec.). Also, book any tours or exclusive restaurants (i.e. kaiseki in Kyoto, popular restaurants in Tokyo) a month or more ahead to be safe.


Tokyo


Day 1


After arriving at either Narita or Haneda airport the night before, sleep off jetlag at your hotel; Tokyo’s western districts of Shinjuku or Shibuya, or the upscale area around Tokyo Station, are good bases. The next morning, start at Meiji Jingū, Tokyo’s most impressive shrine. Proceed down the thoroughfare of Omotesandō and its high-end shops to Aoyama, where you’ll find the Nezu Museum’s collection of premodern Asian art. Make your way to Shibuya, the beating heart of Japanese youth culture and home to the world’s busiest intersection, and ascend to Shibuya Sky nearby for striking views of the concrete jungle below. Have dinner and drinks at a lively izakaya in trendy Ebisu, and then go for cocktails or to one of the city’s many excellent DJ bars nearby.


Day 2


Start the day by exploring the slower, old-school neighborhoods on the east side of town. Begin with a trip to the colorful Buddhist temple Sensō-ji in Asaskusa, then head west to Ueno, famed for its massive park and the Tokyo National Museum, which houses the world’s largest collection of Japanese art. Proceed to nearby Akihabara, the best spot to get to know otaku culture, a catch-all for things geek. End the day in Shinjuku, eating dinner in the smoky alleyway of hole-in-the-wall restaurants that is Omoide Yokochō, followed by a bar crawl through Golden Gai’s warren of drinking dens.


Hakone


Day 3


In the morning, strike out for the onsen (hot spring) resort area of Hakone, about 1.5 hours south of Tokyo by train. Arriving by mid- or late-morning, check into a ryokan. Spend the afternoon exploring some of Hakone’s larger public bathing complexes, or its abundant natural beauty. After enjoying dinner at your accommodation, soothe yourself in an onsen pool. This is what Hakone is really about.


Day 4


Spend the morning relaxing in your ryokan, availing yourself of the bath. In the afternoon, venture out for a few hours to explore the area, starting with Hakone Open-Air Museum. It’s easy to spend a few hours exploring this striking mix of sculptures amid beautiful natural surroundings. Next, ride the Hakone Ropeway to Ōwakudani. If the weather is clear, you’ll catch a glimpse of Mount Fuji in the distance as you float above the volcanic landscape shrouded in sulfuric mist. Return to your ryokan and get a good night’s sleep ahead of your first big train journey in the morning.


Kyoto


Day 5


After you’ve fully steeped yourself in hot water, leave Hakone for Kyoto. Arriving by early afternoon, check into your room—Gion or downtown make convenient bases—grab a bite to eat, and spend the remainder of your daylight hours exploring the Gion area, core stomping grounds of the city’s geisha. In the evening, splurge on a once-in-a-lifetime dinner at a kaiseki ryōri restaurant, followed by cocktails at one of Kyoto’s bars, clustered around downtown. Finish the night with a stroll down the dreamy lantern-lit alleyway of Ponto-chō and along the Kamo River, which is lined with walking paths.


Day 6


Go deeper on your second day to discover a quieter pocket of town. Head first to the western district of Arashiyama, most famous for its ethereal bamboo grove. Next, make your way across town to the quieter Northern Higashiyama neighborhood, where you’ll find a number of important temples, from the grand Nanzen-ji to Ginkaku-ji, the “silver” companion to golden Kinkaku-ji, linked by the contemplation-inducing Philosopher’s Path. Finish your exploration in the southern part of Higashiyama at the hillside temple of Kiyomizu-dera, with sweeping views over the city. Have dinner at one of downtown’s many lively restaurants.


Day 7


On your last morning in Kyoto, make your way to the southeast of town’s Fushimi Inari-Taisha, a magical mountainside shrine known for its tunnel of red torii shrine gates. Spend an hour or two exploring the shrine’s grounds, ascending part of the way up the mountain through its tunnel of red. Have lunch either in the Fushimi area or stop at Kyoto Station’s food court, then hop on a shinkansen bound for Hiroshima (1 hour 10 minutes-1.5 hours). Arriving in the early to midafternoon, check into your hotel and spend the rest of the afternoon in Peace Memorial Park, taking in all of its museums and memorials, for a sobering lesson on one of the darkest moments in Japan’s history. For dinner, try the city’s signature spin on okonomiyaki, a delicious savory pancake.


Day 8


In the morning, set out for the island of Miyajima, roughly an hour away by train and ferry. First visit its famous shrine, Itsukushima-jinja, and its iconic “floating” torii gate. Next, visit the enthralling temple of Daishō-in, and then have lunch in town. After you’ve fueled up, make your way to the Miyajima Ropeway and ride to within a 30-minute hike of the top of Mount Misen. Take in the numerous temples, monuments, and stunning views of the seascape from this holy peak. Backtrack to Hiroshima, rest and refresh at your accommodation, have dinner downtown—try some oysters—and swing by a few of the area’s friendly watering holes.


Osaka


Day 9


After breakfast, leave Hiroshima by midmorning aboard a bullet train to Osaka, where you’ll stay for the night. Make a stop en route at Himeji, 55 minutes from Hiroshima, home to Japan’s best-preserved castle. After touring the imposing white fortress, have lunch in Himeji and then continue east to Osaka (about 1 hour). Arriving in Osaka in the early afternoon, leave your bags at your accommodation, then spend the evening soaking up Osaka’s brash nighttime vibe in its Dōtombori canal-side district on the Minami (south) side of town. This is the time to indulge in the city’s long list of deep-fried and battered goodies like okonomiyaki (distinct from Hiroshima’s style), takoyaki, kushikatsu, and more. If you’ve got energy, there is no shortage of great bars.


Day 10


To return home, you can either catch an open-jaw return flight out of Kansai International Airport, located about an hour south of central Osaka, or make your way back to Tokyo on the shinkansen if your flight leaves from there. If prices are similar, flying home via KIX is a great way to reduce the odds of travel complications at the end of your trip.




The Art of the Japanese Garden


Evolving over more than a millennium, Japanese gardens have a distinct way of mimicking nature in miniaturized, idealized form. Their elements are diverse—moss, trees, shrubs, stones, lanterns, water—and are often symbolic: Raked sand embodies waves, ponds become vast lakes, moss-encrusted boulders evoke mountains in mythic landscapes from Chinese lore or Buddhist scripture.


GARDEN TYPES


Changing with the times, gardens in Japan have ranged from places of spiritual contemplation to aristocratic playgrounds. The earliest examples were the pebble-strewn promenades seen around Shinto shrines. As Chinese culture began to exert its pull in the 6th century, garden design followed the lead of the Middle Kingdom, with large ponds, stone bridges high enough for boats to pass underneath, and gravel areas for parties.


• The latter part of the Heian period (794-1185) saw the emergence of Pure Land Gardens, named after the eponymous school of Buddhism. These lofty creations were modeled after the paradise that followers were said to reach after a lifetime of devotion.


• With the ascent of Zen Buddhism and the warrior class during the Kamakura period (1185-1333), up through the Muromachi period (1333-1568), spare, pragmatic kare-sansui (dry landscape) gardens proliferated. The focus of these gardens is on gravel and sand raked into symmetrical patterns, punctuated by carefully placed large shards of stone. These stark spaces are maintained by contemplative monks.


• The next leap for garden design came in the Azuchi-Momoyama period (1573-1603), with the emergence of the classic tea garden. These spaces evolved alongside the development of the tea ceremony and sit beside rustic tea houses flanked by stone lanterns and surrounded by trees and shrubs.


• Tea gardens were largely subsumed into the next trend: shūyū (stroll gardens), elaborate Edo period (1603-1867) creations that are what you likely see in your mind’s eye when you envision a Japanese garden. Paths lead through a fastidiously created landscape, often set beside castles and nobles’ estates, with ponds teeming with koi, stone bridges, bamboo groves, tea houses, and open-air pavilions.


To dig deeper, good books include Zen Gardens and Temples of Kyoto by John Dougill and John Einarsen; Japanese Gardens: Tranquility, Simplicity, Harmony by Geeta Mehta, Kimie Tada, and Noboru Murata; and The Art of the Japanese Garden by David and Michiko Young.


JAPAN’S BEST GARDENS


The list of great Japanese gardens is long. Here are a few of the best in Tokyo, Kyoto, and beyond.


Kōraku-en


Located in Okayama, Kōraku-en is one of the top gardens in all of Japan. This expansive green space, laced with walking paths and streams, all wrapped around a central pond, is a stellar example of a stroll garden. Since its creation in 1700, it has charmed visiting nobility in feudal times to modern-day tourists. There are groves of maple, cherry, plum, and apricot trees, bursts of flowers in spring and summer, and plenty of open-air pavilions to sit and take it all in.


Tokyo


In Tokyo, fine examples of gardens include centrally located Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien, a striking contrast to the skyscrapers surrounding it; classical Koishikawa Kōrakuen, which features plum blossoms in February and irises in June; the serene garden behind the Nezu Museum; and perhaps the capital’s most famous example, Shinjuku Gyōen, with a few different gardens within.


Kyoto


In Kyoto, the brilliant imperial grounds of Katsura Rikyū are a rather formal affair; an application is required to visit. My top pick is the tranquil garden encompassing Ōkōchi Sansō, just beyond Arashiyama’s bamboo grove. You’ll also find fine examples of dry landscape gardens on the grounds of Ginkaku-ji, Daitoku-ji, Tōfuku-ji, and Ryōan-ji.


Elsewhere


Beyond Tokyo and Kyoto, other good examples in this book are Nara’s Isui-en, with Tōdai-ji temple looming in the background, and Hiroshima’s Shukkei-en, where shrunken valleys, mountains, and forest are represented by the careful landscaping.







TOP EXPERIENCE


Tasting Your Way Through Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima


Japan is one of the world’s truly great food destinations. The list that follows introduces some of the most iconic dishes you’ll encounter as you taste your way through Japan’s core.


You can feast on all of the dishes below and more in just about any major Japanese city, but each city has its specialties. Tokyo is known for its top-notch, and expensive, sushi specialists; another local creation is monjayaki (liquid batter cooked with savory ingredients on a griddle). But really, it’s got everything, and is justifiably touted as a foodie paradise. Kyoto is known for traditional dishes like soba noodles; kaiseki ryōri, which was born from the tea ceremony; and wagashi traditional sweets, paired with matcha (green tea). Mixing things up, Osaka (aka “Japan’s kitchen”) is delightfully unrefined, with battered and deep-fried takoyaki and kushikatsu, and savory pancake okonomiyaki atop the city’s food pyramid. Hiroshima and Miyajima enjoy the Inland Sea’s bounty in the form of excellent oysters. Hiroshima also has its own noodle-stuffed spin on okonomiyaki.


Must-Try Dishes


Sushi


• Nigiri: Popularly known simply as sushi (literally “sour tasting”), nigiri is a thin slice of raw fish (aka sashimi) atop a mound of vinegared rice. It’s said to have originated in the late Edo period when street hawker Yohei Hanaya began to sell the simple dish to impatient customers waiting for the older form of sushi, known as oshi-zushi (“pressed sushi”). Sushi is ubiquitous across Japan today, but Tokyo has the largest concentration of world-class sushi chefs.


Noodles


• Ramen: This popular dish consists of wheat noodles, topped with sheets of nori (seaweed), chunks of pork, bamboo shoots, green onions, and more, served in broth flavored with miso, pork bones, fish, soy sauce, or some other infusion. Tokyo’s Asakusa neighborhood, Kyoto, and Onomichi each have their own spin on the dish.


• Soba: Buckwheat noodles served in various ways—in hot soup, cold with dipping sauce, as yaki-soba (“grilled soba”)—with various fixings. This dish is seen throughout Japan, though some of Kyoto’s soba restaurants are noted for elevating the dish to its highest culinary expression.


• Udon: Thick, wheat-flour noodles served in similar ways to soba—in hot soup, cold with dipping sauce, even in savory curry broth. This noodle dish is also ubiquitous throughout the country, although Kyoto is a good place to try it.


Grilled and Fried Food


• Yakitori: Chicken and vegetables on skewers, cooked over an open flame or charcoal grill. Pork and even beef are also served at some yakitori (literally “grilled chicken”) joints, which range from chic and pricey to cheap eats under the train tracks, like Tokyo’s culinary alleys.


• Yakiniku: DIY BBQ of beef, pork, lamb (aka “Genghis Khan”), and sundry vegetables on a griddle or gridiron, over an open flame or heated charcoal. It’s commonly associated with Korean cooking and is often served in Korean communities nationwide, although not limited to them.


• Tonkatsu: Breaded, deep-fried pork cutlet, often served with a bowl of rice, miso soup, pickled vegetables, shredded cabbage, and a sweet-savory sauce. This crowd-pleaser originated in Tokyo, where some of the best restaurants serving it are found, but it’s popular across Japan.


• Karage: Breaded and fried chicken, Japanese-style. A staple at izakaya (gastropubs) nationwide.


• Tempura: Seafood, vegetables, and more, battered and deep-fried. Originally introduced by the Portuguese during the 16th century, this dish ranges from cheap to eye-poppingly pricey. Find the best tempura at one of the posh eateries in Tokyo and Kyoto, where chefs are masters of the art, but brace yourself for the check.


• Takoyaki: These greasy balls of wheat flour-based batter stuffed with hunks of grilled octopus, green onion, and pickled ginger are cooked inside a special spherical pan. Best eaten in the backstreets of Osaka’s Namba district while swilling pints of beer.


• Kushikatsu: Another dish with roots in Osaka, kushikatsu consists of breaded and deep-fried vegetables and meat (katsu) served on skewers (kushi). The price ranges from bottom-yen to pricey.


• Wagyu: Literally “Japanese beef,” wagyu is marbled to a degree you’ve likely not seen elsewhere. When quality and preparation come together right, it literally melts in your mouth. There are a handful of regions in Japan famous for their beef, but Kobe is king.


• Oysters: The oysters plucked from the waters off the coasts of Hiroshima and Miyajima are known for their size, juiciness, and tenderness. Restaurants in both prepare fresh oysters any number of ways: grilled, breaded and deep-fried, pickled, steamed.


Hot Pot


• Nabe: Nabe (“pot”) cooking includes classic dishes like shabu-shabu, or meat, seafood, and vegetables cooked in boiling water with flavorsome stock and dipping sauces; and sukiyaki, or thinly sliced beef and vegetables cooked in a sweet mix of soy sauce, sugar, and mirin (sweet rice wine). Nabe dishes are most popular during winter due to their warming effects.


• Oden: Meat, fish cakes, daikon, konyaku (gelatin derived from Asian yam starch), and more are simmered together in a broth of soy sauce, kelp, and bonito flakes. Another popular dish during the colder months, oden is commonly served with alcohol at izakaya and sometimes seen in metal vats near the checkout counters at convenience stores.


Curry


• Japanese curry: Made with a roux of spices, flour, and butter, making it stew-like, and milder than the curry styles of India or Southeast Asia, Japanese curry is packed with meat and vegetables, and served over rice. Another spin on the dish is soup curry, which is exactly what it sounds like: soup-like curry, which often packs a spicy punch, served with rice on the side. Although soup curry was born on the northern main island of Hokkaido, it can be found throughout Japan, just like its over-rice cousin.


Vegetables


• Shōjin ryōri: Simple, healthy vegetarian fare prepared for Buddhist monks. The best place to eat this authentically is at a temple in Kyoto.


Savory Pancakes


• Monjayaki: This Tokyo original is a pancake packed with ingredients like cabbage, meat, seafood, green onions, cheese, and more. Its base is a simple pan-fried batter made from dashi (stock), flour, and water. Goes down best with beer.


• Okonomiyaki: This savory pancake packed with vegetables, meat, seafood, cheese, kimchi, and more is an Osaka favorite. Hiroshima also has its own take on this dish, adding noodles to the mix.


Sweets


• Wagashi: Japanese get their sweets fix with very subtle ingredients like mochi (rice cake) filled with mildly sweet azuki (red bean) paste, or cold arrowroot noodles. The best way to try wagashi is by pairing it with a bitter cup of matcha (green tea) at a tea house in Kyoto.


Banquets


• Kaiseki ryōri: This refined multicourse banquet grew out of the tea ceremony. Ingredients are highly seasonal, preparation methods are masterful, presentation is stunning, and prices match the effort. Given its tea ceremony ties, this culinary tradition is deeply rooted in Kyoto, although high-end ryokan across the country are likely to serve it.


Where to Eat


• Shokudō canteens: These casual, cafeteria-style restaurants serve home-cooked teishoku (“set”) meals. Think inexpensive dishes like udon, soba, ramen, or ginger-pork, often served with rice, miso soup, pickled vegetables, or a side salad. They’re found across Japan and are a solid option if you’re traveling on a budget.


• Izakaya: Essentially a gastropub, at an izakaya the focus is on booze and pairing food with it as much as the food itself. Menus tend to be highly diverse, from salads and French fries to yakitori and other eclectic nibbles. These are highly social, and dishes are often shared, tapas-style.


• Yatai: Food stalls seen at matsuri (festivals) and other outdoor settings. Meals are cheap and hearty—think: ramen, oden, and meat and vegetables on sticks. Seating is often around a makeshift counter and perhaps sheltered by a tent.


• Yokochō: These culinary alleyways seen across Japan have telltale identifying traits: red lanterns and cooking smoke wafting from numerous tightly packed shops lining both sides. Food leans casual—yakitori, oden—but there’s a range, with some higher-end establishments serving wine, pasta, and more, often sharing space with grittier neighbors. All major cities have yokochō. My personal favorite nationwide is found in Osaka’s Tenma district.


• Kissaten: Old-school cafés with an antique vibe that take their coffee and bites seriously. A good place to experience a bit of nostalgia with a light meal such as pasta or a sandwich, or a classic dessert with a caffeine hit. Kissaten are found nationwide.


• Ryōtei and Kappō: Both terms denote high-end establishments. Ryōtei tend to have private dining rooms, tatami-mat floors, and, if you really splash out the funds, geisha (optional). Think: haute, seasonal, multicourse kaiseki ryōri in Tokyo or Kyoto. (Kaiseki is often served at high-end ryokan, too.) Kappō restaurants, born in Osaka, essentially serve kaiseki-lite to guests seated around a counter that faces an open kitchen.
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Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima Off the Beaten Path


This itinerary passes through Tokyo, Kyoto, and Hiroshima’s most popular neighborhoods, but balances touristy stops with off-the-beaten-path spots. It’s good for those who’ve already visited Japan and don’t mind skipping some “must-sees,” and can also be mixed with the itinerary above.


Other stops include Yokohama, Tokyo’s cosmopolitan, portside southern neighbor; Uji, a town south of Kyoto known for tea production; and Kurashiki, a former merchants’ town with a romantic canal.


Many stops on this route are less likely to be crowded. That said, book accommodations well in advance (half a year or more) if you plan to visit during peak seasons, notably during hanami (cherry blossom viewing) in spring (late-Mar.-early Apr.) or during kōyō (autumn leaves) in autumn (Nov.-early Dec.). If you have an exclusive meal in mind, it doesn’t hurt to book that in advance, too.


Tokyo


Day 1


Arriving in Narita or Haneda the night prior, base yourself in Ueno or Asakusa for a more local side of Tokyo. Start your day in Asakusa, the old-school neighborhood beside the Sumida River in the northeast of town that is centered on Tokyo’s most popular temple, Sensō-ji. After negotiating the bustling temple grounds and surrounding streets, be sure to meander over to the kitchenware mecca of Kappabashi-dōri. Head next to the core of the historic neighborhood of Yanaka, presided over by an army of cats, and stop at any local temples, shrines, or galleries that may catch your interest. After fueling up at a local coffee shop, walk southeast another 15 minutes through leafy Ueno-kōen to Ueno Station. Take the subway to Tokyo City View in the entertainment district of Roppongi for striking views of the concrete jungle below. If the current exhibition interests you, also visit the Mori Art Museum, just below Tokyo City View. From Roppongi, take the Hibiya line to Ebisu, then transfer one stop on the way to Daikanyama, the embodiment of modern Tokyo style. While away the rest of the afternoon perusing the area’s tight lanes, lined by fashionable shops. Once you’ve worked up an appetite, walk westward and downhill about 10 minutes to the well-heeled neighborhood of Ebisu for dinner. Finish the evening over cocktails or whisky at one of the stylish bars nearby in Nakameguro.


Day 2


Begin the day by transporting yourself to Japan’s pop cultural wormhole, Nakano Broadway, west of downtown. After surveying the array of shops selling anime, manga, video games, and more, take the train 10 minutes west to Kichijōji. Eat lunch in the area, then amble south of Kichijōji Station, through forested Inokashira-kōen, and make your way to Ghibli Museum. After losing yourself in the imagination of anime director Hayao Miyazaki, stroll northward, back through the park, and grab a coffee to drink on the go. Take your time and relax in this suburban escape, centered on a large pond teeming with swan boats. Gradually return to the area around Kichijōji Station and take the train directly to either Shimokitazawa or Kōenji for dinner and an evening stroll in either of these bohemian zones. After dinner, simply wandering through the streets in any of these three areas will yield colorful surprises.



Day 3



Today, head to Yokohama, roughly 30 minutes by train south of Tokyo, in the morning. First stop: Minato Mirai. To get a sense of the city, ride the elevator to the observation deck atop Landmark Tower. Next, visit the nearby Cupnoodles Museum, designing your own spin on this prepackaged culinary phenomenon and having a sealed take-home specimen for later consumption. Ramen container in hand, walk south to the seaside park Yamashita-kōen and stop at moored World War II-era ship, the NYK Hikawa Maru. Next, head to Chinatown for lunch. Fueled up, walk south and uphill to the Yamate district, which sprawls across a bluff overlooking downtown and the harbor. Stop for a coffee and dessert at Enokitei Honten as you explore the area, peppered with handsome 19th-century Western-style homes. For dinner, try Araiya. If you’ve got the stamina, do a bar crawl through the adjacent neighborhoods of Kannai, Bashamichi, and Noge. Return to Tokyo by the last train.


Kyoto


Day 4


After an early breakfast, travel to Kyoto, arriving by late morning. Start your day early in the northwest of town at Ryōan-ji, aiming to arrive right when the gates open to beat the crowds. After gazing for a time at Ryōan-ji’s classic rock garden, walk 20 minutes east to Kinkaku-ji, the unfortunately crowded, though beautiful, “Golden Pavilion.” From there, continue another 20 minutes on foot east to mercifully less-crowded Daitoku-ji. After exploring its beautiful gardens, have a vegetarian monk’s shōjin ryōri lunch at the temple’s restaurant. Next, head west to the district of Arashiyama. Begin your tour of the area at its undeniably atmospheric (and crowded) bamboo grove. After that, don’t miss the secluded Ōkōchi-Sansō villa, just beyond the grove. To go far beyond where most tourists stop, continue into Arashiyama’s backside, where a succession of quiet temples await, all within 20 minutes’ walk of the villa: Jōjakkō-ji, Nison-in, Giō-ji, and Adashino Nenbutsu-ji. Have dinner downtown to see the city’s more modern side.


Day 5


Begin this full day by exploring an offbeat corner of Higashiyama on the east side of town, to the hill known as Yoshidayama. Walk up the hill, stopping at the two atmospheric temples of Konkai-Kōmyō-ji and Shinnyo-dō, followed by Yoshida-jinja shrine. From the peak of the hill, continue walking northwest to Demachiyanagi Station, roughly 15 minutes away. From there, ride the Keihan main line to Chūshojima Station. Here, transfer to the Keihan Uji line which runs to Uji, where you can enjoy a tea-tasting session or even a tea-related workshop, and stop by the sweeping temple complex of Byōdō-in if you’ve got time and energy. Return to Kyoto in the early evening for dinner.


Day 6


Take a side trip to Nara, a laid-back complement to Kyoto with deep ties to the spread of Buddhism in Japan. After arriving at either JR Nara Station or Kintetsu-Nara Station by the mid- to late morning, make your way to the lovely garden of Isui-en. Proceed next to Nara-kōen, the local park that is famously populated by semidomesticated deer. Go to Tōdai-ji, the world’s largest wooden structure, and gawp at the immense bronze Buddha statue that looms within. Next, proceed east, uphill, to Tōdai-ji’s subtemples Nigatsu-dō and Sangatsu-dō, where you’ll have sweeping views over Nara. Have lunch in the park, then press deeper into the forest at Kasuga Taisha. Wander throughout the shrine’s perimeter and walk along the trail lined with stone lanterns that continues into the surrounding forest. After giving yourself time to soak in the charged ambience, walk west through the heart of Nara-kōen, on into the atmospheric old part of town, Naramachi. Stroll through the refined streets and have dinner at one of the area’s alluring izakaya. You can either spend the night in one of Nara’s classic inns or return to Kyoto.
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Nigatsu-dō subtemple at Tōdai-ji, Nara







Hanami and Kōyō in Tokyo, Kyoto & Hiroshima


In spring, the coming of the sakura (cherry blossoms) marks the transition from winter into spring. It is a glorious time to be in the country, underscoring just how much the seasons figure into the nation’s psyche. People flock to parks and riversides around the country, sitting under the pink boughs in an annual rite known as hanami (flower viewing). In autumn, a more subdued, though equally Japanese pastime known as kōyō takes place when the leaves of maples, gingkos, and more blanket the country in an earth-tone palette of red, orange, yellow, tan, and brown.


HOW TO SEE CHERRY BLOSSOMS AND AUTUMN FOLIAGE


Hanami tends to sweep through the region covered in this book around the last week of March and the first week of April. Peak kōyō runs mid-November-early December. If you’d love to see the autumn leaves, consider early December, when the rush begins to dwindle.


Being in Japan during either season is magical, but be forewarned: These are peak travel times. To ensure you’re not left with slim pickings for accommodations, or paying maximum yen, plan any travel during these times early. Think 9-12 months in advance. Keep in mind that weekdays will be less hectic than weekends. Also, it often gets chilly during both seasons in the evening, so wear layers.


BEST SPOTS


Tokyo


Some of the best spots to enjoy hanami in Tokyo include lovely but thronged Ueno-kōen, Yoyogi-kōen, and my personal favorite, Inokashira-kōen. More moderately crowded options include Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien and Chidorigafuchi.


For kōyō, visit Shinjuku Gyōen and Koishikawa Kōrakuen. Tokyo is mercifully quieter during this time than Kyoto, justly famous for its fall season.


Kyoto


Kyoto is inundated with travelers during hanami season. You may want to consider avoiding the city at this time if you don’t want to deal with crowds; nonetheless, the allure is undeniable. Foremost, Maruyama-kōen, the banks of the Kamo River, and the Philosopher’s Path are lovely. Heian-jingū and the grounds of Kyoto Imperial Palace are a bit less crowded.


Kyoto’s best kōyō spots range from uber-crowded (Kinkaku-ji, Kiyomizu-dera, Fushimi Inari-Taisha) to moderately popular (Nanzen-ji, Eikan-dō, Hōnen-in, Ginkaku-ji, Tōfuku-ji) to some lesser-known gems (Sennyū-ji, Shinnyo-dō).


Beyond Tokyo and Kyoto


Beyond Tokyo and Kyoto, other great hanami spots in the region include the north shore of Lake Kawaguchi; in Kansai, the grounds of Osaka-jō, Nara-kōen, and the grounds of Himeji-jō; Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park, Shukkei-en, and the park surrounding Hiroshima Castle.


Prime autumn spots that fall within the scope of this book include Nara-kōen (go early in the morning and walk far into the park’s backside to get away from the worst of the crowds); Onomichi (Kōsan-ji and the Temple Walk); Hiroshima’s Mitaki-dera (expect crowds, but it’s stunning); and the entire island of Miyajima. Outside Tokyo, Lake Kawaguchi is lovely in mid-November, as is Hakone—best seen from an onsen with a view.






Between Kansai and Hiroshima



Day 7


Depart Kyoto early in the morning, bound for Naoshima, a picturesque island in Japan’s gorgeous Inland Sea that has developed a reputation for its eclectic modern art museums, sculptures dotting the landscape, and laid-back villages. You’ll make the journey via shinkansen, local train, and ferry, approximately 2 hours altogether. Before you make your way to the ferry, though, stop in the city of Okayama, home to what is widely known as one of Japan’s Three Great Gardens, Kōraku-en. Spend a few hours in the garden and have lunch in the area, then make your way to the island of Naoshima. Settle in at your accommodation and rest for the evening. Enjoy a bit of tranquility tonight ahead of an ambitious day to come.


Day 8


Today, rent an electrically assisted rental bike and set out to pedal your way across the island, starting with the Chichū Art Museum, built directly into the earth, and the museum-cum-hotel Benesse House. Have lunch at one of the island’s many charming cafés, and then spend your afternoon exploring the Art House Project (empty houses transformed into works of art in the old village of Honmura). Don’t miss the fiery-orange sunset along this southern stretch of coastline.
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Benesse House, Naoshima





Day 9


Early the next morning, return by ferry to the mainland and proceed to nearby Kurashiki. Explore its canal district for a few hours and have lunch there. Once you’ve fueled up, travel west to the nostalgic port town of Onomichi, just over an hour away by train. Once in Onomichi, leave your luggage in a locker at the station, then make your way to the port, ride the ferry 40 minutes to the island of Ikuchi-jima, and rent a bicycle to pedal the massive Tatara Bridge to the neighboring island of Ōmi-shima. You’ll spend your last evening enjoying the views from your accommodation near Sunset Beach.


Day 10


As your trip comes to a close, make your way to either Kansai International Airport, south of Osaka, or one of Tokyo’s international hubs, Haneda or Narita, with Kansai International being the most convenient of the lot. Whichever you choose, take the shinkansen, followed by the correct local train, to reach your port of departure.





Tokyo    東京
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Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Shibuya Crossing: Simply crossing the world’s busiest pedestrian intersection will leave you gobsmacked by Tokyo’s formidable pulse (click here).


S Meiji Jingū: Surrounded by forest, this majestic Shinto shrine provides an oasis of calm just beyond the fashionable throngs of Harajuku (click here).
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S Tokyo National Museum: If you only have time for one museum in your Tokyo itinerary, make it this one—it holds the world’s largest collection of Japanese art (click here).


S Sensō-ji: Tokyo’s most famous temple houses a golden image of the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy (click here).


S Ghibli Museum: This fantastical museum dedicated to Japan’s most beloved anime studio, Studio Ghibli, sits within Inokashira-kōen, one of Tokyo’s most appealing parks (click here).


S Shopping in Harajuku: Ground zero for Japan’s colorful youth fashion scene, this neighborhood is full of hip boutiques clustered around the busy thoroughfare of Omotesandō and tucked down a dense tangle of pedestrian-friendly backstreets (click here).


S Eating in a culinary alley: Take a seat beside locals at a hole-in-the-wall eatery in one of Tokyo’s numerous yokochō (culinary alleys) for a meal and an experience you won’t forget (click here).


S Nightlife in Shinjuku: Tokyo’s most eclectic nightlife zone reveals the city at its most neon-drenched and intimate with pub crawls through the tumbledown bars of Golden Gai (click here).





Tokyo is more than a city. Japan’s sprawling capital bursts at the seams with a population of 37 million to form the largest metro area on the planet. The dizzying metropolis organically congeals around a cluster of hubs the size of cities themselves, giving Tokyo a labyrinthine quality. With the neon nightscapes of Shinjuku and Shibuya evoking Blade Runner in the west, the ancient temples and wooden houses of Ueno and Asakusa in the east, and palpable energy coursing throughout, Tokyo packs a strong sensory punch.


The city’s dynamism is inextricably linked to its history of continuous reinvention. Long before its ascent on the world stage, Tokyo was a small fishing hamlet known as Edo, located on the banks of the Sumida River. Its clout began to grow when Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, chose to base his government in Edo Castle in 1603. By the mid-18th century, Edo’s population swelled to 1 million, making it the world’s largest city at the time (as it is today).
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The city was renamed Tokyo (Eastern Capital) in 1868, when the official capital migrated from Kyoto and the Tokugawa shogunate’s rule came to an end. It was this pivotal year when political power returned to the emperor via the Meiji Restoration, and Japan opened up to the world beyond after enforcing a policy of self-isolation for more than 250 years.


The capital’s culinary offerings are truly world-class, from mom-and-pop ramen shops to lavish sushi spreads. It’s the best place in Japan to watch traditional kabuki and Noh theater performances, as well as sumo. The city oozes style, with high-end outposts as well as Harajuku’s quirky collection of youth-oriented labels. Tokyo is also home to one of the world’s most singular pop culture industries, most visible in the gadget paradise of Akihabara’s “Electric Town.” Moreover, Tokyo simply works. Compared with other major cities, it’s positively spick-and-span. Well-stocked vending machines and convenience stores are reassuringly never more than a few blocks away. And trains full of dapper commuters rarely miss a beat.


But wander away from any busy station and you’ll soon discover a dense network of communities with fiercely maintained traditions, where denizens shop at the neighborhood store and rowdy homegrown festivals mark the passing of time, revealing the city at its most hospitable. Embrace the warm welcome, and enjoy getting lost.


ORIENTATION


Although Tokyo is commonly thought of as a city, it is in fact one of Japan’s 47 prefectures. It’s divided into 23 special wards, which function as cities themselves. More than 9 million people live in the 23 special wards, and 13 million reside within the prefecture. The greater metropolitan area is home to a whopping 37.8 million, making it the most populous metro area on the planet.


Wrapping your mind around this massive slice of humanity is daunting, but it’s helpful to think of Tokyo not in terms of officially drawn lines but rather as a vast collection of neighborhoods that have grown around a matrix of railway stations. Thankfully, the excellent train and subway system can get you within a short walk of just about anywhere in the city. Key among the railway lines are the roughly ovular Yamanote line, which wraps around the city, and the Chūō line, which pierces through the center of the city, running east to west. Most travelers stick to major hubs dotting the Yamanote line or inside this loop, with occasional forays west to some of the city’s more free-spirited haunts.


While you wouldn’t guess it on the street, Tokyo is a watery realm. All told, upward of 100 rivers and canals flow beneath this concrete jungle, while a handful of broad waterways remain visible, drawing neighborhood boundaries and serving as conduits for pleasure barges and boats bearing goods. The Sumida River drifts southward through the heart of Asakusa, passing Ryogoku, Ginza, and Shimbashi to the west, and Odaiba to the east, and merging with Tokyo Bay. The Kanda River spills into the Sumida River just east of Akihabara, after running eastward through the heart of the city from its origin in the central pond of Inokashira-kōen in the western suburb of Kichijōji.


Wherever you are in the city, finding someone fluent in English can be tough. Thankfully, Tokyo residents and police on duty in the city’s multitude of koban (police boxes) are legendary for going out of their way to help overseas visitors.




Best Restaurants


S Sushi Yoshitake: For the quintessential sushi experience, reserve a seat at the counter and watch Chef Masahiro Yoshitake prepare the delectable creations of his omakase (chef’s choice) menu right before you (click here).


S Tofuya Ukai: Indulge in a multicourse kaiseki feast, made with tofu and seasonal ingredients, while lounging in a private tatami-mat room in a relocated sake brewery that sits beside a Japanese garden (click here).


S Butagumi: For the city’s best tonkatsu (deep-fried breaded pork cutlet), head to this revered restaurant in swanky Azabu (click here).


S Shirubee: The open kitchen churns out classics and innovative fare to a boisterous clientele, making dinner here an essential izakaya (Japanese pub) experience (click here).


S Ponipirica: This eclectic shop in Tokyo’s soup curry mecca, Shimokitazawa, is the perfect entry point to this savory, meat-and-vegetables-packed dish (click here).


S Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience: Open your eyes to the wonders of tea (click here).


REGIONAL SPECIALTIES


While Tokyo offers everything under the sun, the city is where sushi originated as nigiri (sashimi, or raw fish, placed on a bed of rice). Another specialty born in the capital is monjayaki, a savory pancake containing hunks of meat, seafood, and vegetables.





Ginza and Marunouchi


Starting near Tokyo Station, on the eastern side of the Yamanote line, Tokyo’s seat of power is Marunouchi and the sprawling green area around the Imperial Palace, set in what’s known as the Chiyoda district, which has marked the geographic heart of the city since the Edo period. South of Tokyo Station is Ginza, its broad avenues lined with luxury fashion boutiques, department stores, and upmarket cafés, restaurants, and bars. It’s also home to Kabuki-za, where most of the city’s kabuki plays are staged.


Tokyo Bay Area


Southeast of the central areas of Ginza and Marunouchi, Tokyo Bay was best known as the home of the Tsukiji Fish Market until it closed in 2018. But there’s still much to discover here: Across the bay from Tsukiji is Odaiba, a human-made island with a number of interesting museums and a seaside park, Odaiba Kaihin-kōen, that offers some of the best nighttime views of the city.


Roppongi and Around


West of the Tokyo Bay area, within the southern edge of the Yamanote line, a number of cosmopolitan hubs sustain a large share of Tokyo’s expat community. Roppongi is at the center of this zone, offering a mix of posh eateries, world-class art museums, and one of the city’s highest concentrations of nightlife, some of it seedy. Nearby, Azabu is packed with fine-dining establishments and exclusive shops. These neighborhoods fall under the umbrella of the Minato ward, considered one of the capital’s priciest areas to call home.


Ebisu and Around


At the southwestern corner of the Yamanote line is upmarket Ebisu, which forms a low-key, sophisticated triangle with neighboring districts Daikanyama and Nakameguro, chock-full of hip fashion boutiques and excellent options for drinking and dining. There are also a handful of worthwhile museums in the area, including the Tokyo Photographic Art Museum, Tokyo’s largest photography exhibition space.




Best Accommodations


S Mandarin Oriental: Swanky elegance and sweeping views are abundant in this high-rise luxury gem, well located in the heart of the action in Nihonbashi, a brief stroll from the Imperial Palace and Marunouchi’s buzz (click here).


S Aman: Massive yet understated rooms reminiscent of a ryokan (traditional inn), each with a yuzu-infused stone bathtub and outstanding views of the city at night, offer a high-end respite from the city (click here).


S Trunk (Hotel) Yoyogi Park: This newcomer to Tokyo’s boutique hotel scene sits in a prime location beside leafy Yoyogi-Kōen and boasts amazing service and spectacular views (click here).


S Hanare: A wonderful ryokan in the heart of the charming Yanaka neighborhood includes staff full of helpful suggestions, eager to help you explore the city (click here).


S Asakusa Kokono Club Hotel: In the heart of Asakusa, this hip boutique hotel is ideally situated for sightseeing in the historic part of town and has a stylish café-bar (click here).





Shibuya and Around


Continuing clockwise on the Yamanote line from Ebisu, Shibuya is one of the best places to experience Tokyo at full tilt. Stepping into the fray at Shibuya Crossing is one of the most intensely urban experiences to be had on earth. The bulk of the action is found in the congested streets of Center Gai (the neighborhood’s cultural hub) and in the alleys leading away from Shibuya Station, up the hill known as Dogenzaka. Just a few stops to the west on the Keio-Inokashira line, more offbeat Shimokitazawa—think street art and vintage boutiques—is directly accessible from Shibuya Station.


Harajuku and Aoyama


Just north of Shibuya, Harajuku is hallowed ground, both as the location of Meiji Jingū, perhaps the city’s grandest shrine, and for youth trends and streetwear. Neighboring Aoyama is a fashion mecca as well, catering to a much more sophisticated and well-heeled class. Architecture buffs will appreciate the hodgepodge of iconic buildings dotting the wide, leafy avenue of Omotesandō—the Champs-Elysées of Tokyo—which runs through the heart of both neighborhoods. Besides fashion, both areas are home to a number of museums featuring everything from woodblock prints to Buddhist statuary.


Shinjuku and Around


Though Tokyo’s historical and geographic heart may lie in the neighborhoods surrounding the Imperial Palace, in many ways its modern heartbeat is the western hub of Shinjuku, once a sleepy suburb. The sheer energy of Shinjuku Station, the world’s busiest railway terminal, is tremendous. Now that the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has passed, you’d hardly know there was a pandemic at all as you pass through the West or East exits, among the most frantic. You’ll find a number of the city’s nightlife districts here, including Omoide Yokochō (Memory Lane), a smoky, raucous pair of lanes tightly packed with small bars and restaurants; Kabukichō, Tokyo’s largest nightlife zone and home to Golden Gai, an iconic collection of tumbledown bars; and lively gay quarter Shinjuku Ni-chōme. To the south is Shinjuku Gyōen, one of the city’s most picturesque parks.


Akihabara and Ueno


On the east side of the Yamanote line’s loop, north of Tokyo Station, is the geeked-out zone of Akihabara, devoted almost entirely to supplying the gadgets for all manner of quirky hobbies, along with idol group performances, cosplay, anime, manga, and more. One stop north is Ueno, a historical and cultural hot spot. The expansive grounds of Ueno-kōen—Tokyo’s largest park—are home to major museums, from natural history to modern art, with the excellent Tokyo National Museum topping the list.


Asakusa and Ryogoku


North of Ueno, accessible from most of the city only via the Ginza and Toei Asakusa subway lines, Asakusa is Tokyo at its old-school best. Like most of the city, much of the area was razed during World War II, but the narrow, zigzagging streets, temples, aged wooden houses, and shops evoke an earlier time. Across the Sumida River, the neighborhood of Ryogoku is the nation’s foremost center for the ancient sport of sumo.


Western Tokyo


There are a few notable areas in Western Tokyo, easily reached from Shinjuku Station along the Chūō line. First is Nakano, an otaku (geek culture) haven, and farther west, Kichijōji is home to luxuriant Inokashira-kōen and the whimsical Ghibli Museum. Between Nakano and Kichijōji on the Chūō line, Kōenji is one of Tokyo’s prime countercultural hot spots.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


You can get a good introduction to Tokyo in as little as two or three days; this is enough time to see the highlights, and to sample the vast culinary, nightlife, and shopping options. With an additional day or two, you can go a bit off the beaten path and explore the more local side of the city.


Plan to stay in either Shibuya or Shinjuku in the west if you want access to the more clamorous, modern side of the city; in the east, the more historic Asakusa and Ueno are good bases if you like a slower pace. Meanwhile, Ginza and Marunouchi have a glut of luxury hotels. The bulk of the city’s sights and activities are concentrated in these neighborhoods, with some in trendy residential pockets to the south and west.


In Tokyo opening times vary greatly, and many shops, museums, and even restaurants are closed on certain days each week. Some popular sights like Tokyo Skytree fill up fast, so it pays to arrive at or just before opening time to beat the rush, or show up from late-afternoon on, after crowds have dispersed.


Weather in the Tokyo area varies significantly by season. Spring and autumn are the most pleasant times of year, with mild temperatures in the range of 7-19°C (45-66°F) and the arrival of gorgeous cherry blossoms in late March-early April, or beautiful foliage when leaves change color in autumn. Summer is humid and can be sweltering (roughly 20-35°C/68-95°F or higher), punctuated by intermittent typhoons in August, September, and sometimes even early October, but it’s also a fun time to visit to attend traditional festivals and large music events. Winter is cold (average temperatures around 5°C/41°F), but snow is rare; mostly blue skies are the norm. As it’s off-season, prices for flights and rooms tend to drop.


Advance Reservations


Attractions like the Ghibli Museum, as well as many popular restaurants, require bookings weeks or even a month or more in advance. Consult the official website of any given attraction beforehand. Pre-planning is key. Check the website of any given sight or attraction to confirm whether you need to reserve a spot beforehand.
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Itinerary Ideas



TOKYO ON DAY ONE


Spend the day getting to know the hip, modern, young side of Tokyo, focusing on the areas of Harajuku and its central thoroughfare Omotesandō, Aoyama, Shibuya, and Ebisu. You’ll discover Tokyo’s top shrine, see cutting-edge architecture, and visit a sleek museum before merging with the masses at the world’s busiest pedestrian crossing. You’ll also eat great meals, and sip tea and creative cocktails. All the neighborhoods you’ll visit are clustered around the southwestern side of town, which makes them easy to travel between. Most neighborhoods are a 20-minute walk apart, though you can opt to take the train instead (usually just one stop). You’ll start the day at Harajuku Station.


1 Explore the grounds and inner sanctum of Tokyo’s grandest shrine, Meiji Jingū.


2 After exiting through the shrine’s towering torii gate, wander the famous shopping street Omotesandō. Stop for an early lunch of tonkatsu (breaded pork cutlet) at Maisen, set in a chicly renovated bathhouse.


3 Get to know the ancient tradition of Japanese tea at the tearoom Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience.


4 Continue to the eastern end of Omotesandō where you’ll come to the Nezu Museum. Explore the collection of East Asian art and religious artifacts in the museum itself, then meander through its beautiful garden.


5 Walk southwest (about 20 minutes) to Shibuya Station, where you’ll behold the maelstrom of Shibuya Crossing. While you’re there, spend some time walking the pedestrian-only Center Gai area. If you’re keen to see the city from above, the open-air, 360-degree viewing platform atop Shibuya Sky is nearby.


6 Hop on the Yamanote line at Shibuya Station to the stylish neighborhood of Ebisu. Have dinner in rowdy and boisterous Ebisu Yokochō, a covered alleyway of no-frills eateries serving grilled meats and vegetables on sticks and in stews, and plenty of booze to wash it all down.


7 If you’ve got the energy, go for drinks at Bar Tram, a dimly lit bar with a speakeasy vibe known for its absinthe-based cocktails.


TOKYO ON DAY TWO


On Day 2, look back on Tokyo’s history, starting with a visit to an ancient temple in Asakusa and ending in Shinjuku, where nostalgic postwar buildings are juxtaposed with towers draped with neon signs. This itinerary gives a taste of Tokyo’s dichotomous cultural heritage, from the oldest and best collection of classical Japanese art, the Tokyo National Museum in Ueno, to the quirky pop-cultural mecca of up-to-the-minute Akihabara.


1 Start your day at the famed boisterous temple of Sensō-ji in Asakusa, in the older eastern side of town.


2 Hop on the Ginza subway line at Asakusa Station and make your way to Ueno Station and Tokyo National Museum, the world’s largest collection of Japanese art.


3 Cross Ueno-kōen, Tokyo’s largest park, to Hantei for a lunch of kushiage (battered and deep-fried meat and vegetables on sticks) in a charming Meiji period home.


4 Spend the next few hours getting lost in Akihabara’s warren of quirky pop culture. A good starting point is Mandarake, a one-stop shop for geeks that sells everything from anime and manga to vintage figurines and cosplay attire.


5 Taking the Hibiya line from Akihabara, make your way to Roppongi. Head to Tokyo City View and Sky Deck in the Roppongi Hills complex for stellar views of the city at dusk. If you have time, just underneath Tokyo City View is the Mori Art Museum, one more worthwhile stop for the day.


6 From Roppongi Station, hop on the Ōedo line and make your way to Shinjuku as dinnertime approaches. Eat and drink at one of the many hole-in-the-wall options in Omoide Yokochō, one of Tokyo’s most atmospheric yokochō (culinary alleyways).


7 If you’re still going strong, follow this up with a bar crawl through Golden Gai. Visitors throng to this former black market to drink their way through a warren of 200 tumbledown bars—each with its own decor, ethos, and regular characters.


TOKYO LIKE A LOCAL


The agenda in this third itinerary is focused on a few local haunts just west of downtown, namely Kichijōji and Shimokitazawa. Kichijōji is home to Inokashira-kōen, a lovely park with a central pond, and the Ghibli Museum, linked to the beloved anime film studio helmed by Oscar-winning director Hayao Miyazaki. Head next to hipster-favorite Shimokitazawa, and wend through the scrambled streets lined with hip boutiques, cafés, and record shops. Make dinner reservations a day ahead to be safe.


1 Begin your day in the mid- or even late morning in the appealing suburb of Kichijōji, about 15 minutes west of Shinjuku on the Chūō line. Once you arrive, walk south of the station to the lovely, leafy grounds of Inokashira-kōen. If you’re so inclined, rent one of the swan boats and ply the waters of Inokashira Pond.


2 Have lunch at the whimsical Café du Lièvre (Bunny House), which serves a nice selection of Japanese-style curry dishes and crêpes.


3 After lunch, continue walking south through the less-crowded side of the park to the Ghibli Museum.


4 When you leave the museum, backtrack to Inokashira-kōen. Get a coffee to-go from Blue Sky Coffee.


5 Make your way back to Kichijōji Station, stopping to peruse any shops that may catch your eye on the way. Take the Keio-Inokashira express train to Shimokitazawa Station and meander through streets lined by eateries and boutiques with an edgier, countercultural leaning. For dinner, eat at the lively, innovative izakaya Shirubee.


6 After dinner, check out the live music scene in Shimokitazawa at Shelter.



Sights



GINZA AND MARUNOUCHI


銀座, 丸の内


Today, Ginza is synonymous with glitz. It’s also conveniently located within easy reach of the buzzing business district of Marunouchi, where you’ll find the Imperial Palace and the revamped Tokyo Station (1-chōme Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; www.tokyoinfo.com) building, which evokes the early 20th century with its appealing facade of redbrick and stone. Of historic importance, the Nihonbashi Bridge (1-1 Nihonbashimuromachi, Chūō-ku), about a 5-minute walk north of Nihonbashi Station, has served as the starting point (marking kilometer zero) for the national network of highways. Originally wooden when built in the early Edo period (1603-1868), today you’ll encounter a Meiji period (1868-1912) stone reconstruction, with an expressway running overhead.
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South of Tokyo Station, the Tokyo International Forum (3-5-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5221-9000; www.t-i-forum.co.jp; 7am-11:30pm daily) is a soaring architectural masterpiece. An ode to natural light envisioned by Uruguayan architect Rafael Viñoly, the ship-like east wing has a spellbinding ceiling of glass and steel. While the building serves primarily as a convention center, it’s free to enter for anyone and is worth a quick stop if you’re in the area to admire its sky-high ceiling.


Imperial Palace


皇居


1-1 Chiyoda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3213-1111; https://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp/index.html; free; take Chiyoda line to Ōtemachi Station, exit C13b


Located in the geographic heart of Tokyo, the construction of the Imperial Palace was kicked off by Tokugawa Ieyasu, the first shogun, in 1590. In its heyday, it was the world’s largest castle. Today, only the inner circle of the original complex survives. Damaged by fire in 1945, the current palace was rebuilt in 1968. Although the steel-framed reconstruction is made of concrete, it still looks as you’d expect: sweeping rooflines over white walls, supported by a foundation made from large stones, with a daunting moat crisscrossed by bridges encircling it all. While it commands less attention than the towering original fortress built by Ieyasu must have, the modern-day palace offers respite from the city’s hubbub just outside, and the sight of glass-and-steel towers looming nearby offers a striking contrast.
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Imperial Palace





Japan’s imperial family resides on the western grounds, which are only open to the public on the emperor’s birthday (Feb. 23) and the day after New Year’s Day (Jan. 2), when thousands of Japanese try to catch a glimpse of the emperor waving from a palace balcony. The Imperial Household Agency does give two daily tours (10am, 1:30pm Tues.-Sat., not held on national holidays; free), each lasting a little more than an hour and delving a bit deeper into the palace grounds. Tours aren’t offered during official functions, on public holidays, or during afternoons from late July through August, or December 28-January 4. Spots can be reserved online (http://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp/english/guide/koukyo.html) or by phone as early as a month before you plan to arrive. You can also try your luck and arrive the day of to inquire whether spots are still available; ask at the tour office next to Kikyo-mon (Kikyo Gate).


If you decide to forego the tour and explore the grounds on your own, check out the free downloadable audio guide (www.kunaicho.go.jp/e-event/app.html). Start in the Kōkyo-gaien (www.env.go.jp/garden/kokyogaien), or National Garden, located in the southeastern section of the Imperial Palace grounds. At the western edge of this verdant space, you’ll see two iconic bridges. The closer of the two is the Megane Bridge (“Eyeglass Bridge”); it was given its nickname because it resembles a pair of spectacles when seen reflected in the moat below. Just behind Megane Bridge stands Nijū Bridge (“Double Bridge”); its popular name is derived from the fact that it was once a two-level wooden bridge.


East Garden


皇居東御苑


9am-4pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Nov.-Feb., 9am-4:30pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Mar.-mid-Apr. and Sept.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. mid-Apr.-Aug.; free


After either taking a private tour of the palace grounds or capturing a few snapshots in front of the palace’s two scenic bridges, proceed to the flawless grounds of the Imperial Palace East Garden. It’s a fine example of a Japanese garden, where you can meander along winding paths, over lightly arched bridges, and past stone lanterns, cherry trees, azaleas, and a teahouse. While basking in the pleasant scene, note the stone base of what was once the main tower of Edo Castle, still standing on the lawn. Climb the steps to see the surroundings from atop the remnants of what was once the world’s largest keep.


The garden is best entered via Ote-mon (Ote Gate), just west of Ōtemachi Station and roughly a 15-minute walk west of Tokyo Station’s Marunouchi North Exit. The Museum of Imperial Collections (www.e-tix.jp/shozokan; 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sun., if Mon. is holiday, museum opens that day and closes on Tues.; ¥1,000), just beyond Ote-mon, shows off a small selection of the imperial family’s more than 9,000 pieces of Japanese art. Note that the museum operates on a timed-entry system and tickets must be purchased in advance online.


Two-hour walking tours of the East Garden are offered free of charge by Tokyo SGG Club, overseen by the JNTO Tourist Information Center (1F Shin-Tokyo Bdlg., 3-3-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3201-3331; https://tokyosgg.jp/sp/imperial_palace.html; 1pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sat.). To join, arrive at the Tokyo SSG Club’s desk at the Tourist Information Center at least 10 minutes before the start of a tour.


TOKYO BAY AREA


東京湾


Until recently the area’s most famous site was by far the hallowed Tsukiji Fish Market, which closed in September 2018. The new market, Toyosu Market (6-6-1 Toyosu, Koto-ku; tel. 03/3520-8205; www.toyosu-market.or.jp/en; 5am-3pm Mon.-Tues., Thurs.-Sat., often closed Wed. and always on Sun., hours vary for businesses on-site; free), which opened in October 2018, remains the world’s largest bazaar of fishmongers, but it’s unfortunately a somewhat sterile affair compared to its predecessor in Tsukiji. Though it’s safe to give the new market a pass, it is still possible to visit Tsukiji’s Outer Market of seafood shops and mom-and-pop sushi counters.


Across the bay lies the hyper-urbanized development of Odaiba. Linked to the rest of Tokyo by both the scenic Rainbow Bridge and the fully automated Yurikamome New Transit Monorail, Odaiba is a hodgepodge of family-friendly museums and shopping centers. One of Odaiba’s biggest draws is its great views of the city from across the bay.


If you make the trip to Odaiba, pass by the 19.7-m-tall (65-ft-tall) Unicorn Gundam Statue (1-1-10 Aomi, Koto-ku; tel. 03/6380-7800; www.unicorn-gundam-statue.jp [URL inactive]; 24 hours; free), towering over the DiverCity Tokyo Plaza (http://mitsui-shopping-park.com/divercity-tokyo). The life-size statue from the anime series Mobile Suit Gundam about giant robots “performs” at select times each day when its head moves and eyes light up, and mist wafts through the area as music plays.


Tsukiji Outer Market


築地場外市場


www.tsukiji.or.jp; 9am-2pm, hours vary by shop; take Hibiya line to Tsukiji Station, exits 1 and 2, or take Ōedo line to Tsukijishijō Station, exit A1


To the chagrin of many foodies and urban anthropologists, the colorful, chaotic inner Tsukiji Fish Market, once the site of legendarily intense morning tuna auctions, closed in fall 2018. The market relocated to a massive, sterile new building, Toyosu Market, southeast of Tsukiji. Thankfully, Tsukiji’s more atmospheric outer market, which once spilled into the streets just northeast of the former inner market, has remained in operation. It’s perhaps the one place in the world where sushi for breakfast is recommended. Starting from midmorning to early afternoon, stalls sell snacks, ranging from oysters to sweet yet savory rolled omelets, alongside sit-down restaurants and shops hawking pottery and kitchenware of excellent quality. You can simply show up from 9am and peruse the market on your own. Or, to glean a bit more insight into the fish business and be guided directly to the best spots for nibbles in Tsukiji, check out the highly rated tour of Tsukiji Outer Market run by Ninja Food Tours (www.ninjafoodtours.com/tokyo-food-tours/tsukiji-fish-market; 3 hours from 9:30am daily; ¥10,500).


Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien


浜離宮恩賜庭園


1-1 Hama Rikyū-teien, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3541-0200; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/park/hama-rikyu [URL inactive]; 9am-5pm daily; ¥300; take Ōedo, Yurikamome lines to Shiodome Station, exit 10, or take Ginza, Asakusa lines to Shimbashi Station, Shiodome exit


Like all things with deep roots in Tokyo’s past, this calm garden with skyscrapers looming just beyond it has seen its share of radical transformations, including being flattened during World War II. The garden remains in its original location, south of Ginza, right next to the point where the Sumida River mingles with Tokyo Bay. Strolling through the grounds, the space strikes a perfect balance between water and landscape, with numerous native species from hydrangeas to wizened black pines. One pine is said to be 300 years old. Ducks swim in a large central pond that contains two islands, linked by attractive wooden bridges. On one of the islands stands Nakajima no Ochaya (9am-4:30pm daily; tea and a sweet ¥740), an inviting teahouse with one of the best views in the city.
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Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien





On an island and surrounded by a walled moat, this garden is reachable via the Ōtemon Bridge (大手門橋), roughly 15 minutes’ walk east of Shiodome Station or 20 minutes’ walk southeast of Shimbashi; or, to reach the garden from Asakusa by boat (35 minutes; ¥1,180, includes garden entrance fee; 1-2 boats per hour), take the Sumida River line operated by Tokyo Cruise (www.suijobus.co.jp). Head to Asakusa Pier (1-1 Hanakawado, Taitō-ku), a stone’s throw (about 3 minutes; 0.3-km/0.1-mi walk) east from Asakusa Station (Ginza, Tobu, Asakusa lines), and get off at Hama-rikyū Pier, actually located within the garden itself. Visit the Tokyo Cruise website for timetables.


Miraikan


日本科学未来館


2-3-6 Aomi, Koto-ku; tel. 03/3570-9151; www.miraikan.jst.go.jp; 10am-5pm Wed.-Mon., open if Tues. is holiday; ¥630; take Yurikamome line to Telecom Center Station


Miraikan, or the National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation, is a great museum with interactive exhibitions focused on robots and life sciences. There’s a globe hanging over the lobby that depicts climate change in action via 851,000 LEDs dotting its 6.5-m (21-ft) circumference, as well as great displays on outer space and genetics. The museum feels somewhat geared toward kids, but it’s fun and interesting for adults, too, and provides good English-language information on its exhibits. As you interact with the androids on display in an exhibit on some of the world’s most sophisticated androids, you may find yourself contemplating consciousness and what it really means to be human.


For a higher admission fee (¥940), you also get access to the museum’s planetarium-style Dome Theater GAIA (English-language audio available, but it must be booked online at least one week ahead of your visit), which features stereoscopic films on a full-dome screen about various topics related to science and outer space.


Reserve online (https://ticket.miraikan.jst.go.jp) up to a week ahead of your visit, and no later than 4:30pm on the day you plan to go.


ROPPONGI AND AROUND


六本木


During the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and the Russo-Japanese War (1905), the Roppongi area was used as a military training ground. Following World War II, Occupation forces moved into the newly empty barracks, leading to the development of the sort of nightlife associated with overseas GIs—hence the neighborhood’s slightly seedy reputation.
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The area, in the heart of the affluent Minato ward, has since been developed into an upscale district, with luxury shops, world-class art museums, and towering mega-complexes Roppongi Hills (6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6000; www.roppongihills.com; shops 11am-8pm daily, restaurants 11am-11pm daily) and Tokyo Midtown (9-7-2 Akasaka, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3475-3100; www.tokyo-midtown.com; 11am-11pm daily), giving it a cosmopolitan sheen. As the sun falls, however, the area running south from Roppongi Crossing fills with shady touts who serve as a reminder that the underbelly still remains. If you can politely but firmly ignore the unsavory characters milling about at night, you’ll discover some fantastic dining options and watering holes. Roppongi has also become Tokyo’s main hub for contemporary art, with its “Art Triangle” of the Mori Art Museum, the Suntory Museum of Art, and The National Art Center, Tokyo.


Close by, roughly 10-15 minutes on foot to the west, south, and east of Roppongi, the posh, slightly rambling greater neighborhood of Azabu boasts great restaurants and swanky cocktail bars, minus the unsavory bits. Looming east of Roppongi and Azabu is Tokyo Tower. The tower still serves as a radio and television broadcast tower, but the words “tourist trap” are admittedly hard to avoid when thinking of it today. Walking through Roppongi, you’ll see it looming in the distance as you head southeast to the Shiba-kōen area.


teamLab Borderless: MORI Building DIGITAL ART MUSEUM


森ビル デジタルアート ミュージアム：エプソン チームラボボーダレス


B1 Azabudai Hills Garden Plaza; 1-2-4 Azabudai, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6230-9666; www.teamlab.art/e/tokyo; 10am-8pm daily July-Mar., 10am-9pm daily Apr.-May, 9am-9pm daily June, last entry one hour before closing, irregular closings; from ¥4,000; take Hibiya line to Kamiyachō Station, exit 5, or Namboku line to Roppongi-Itchōme Station, exit 2


What is the future of digital art and technology? Since it opened in early 2024, the relocated teamLab Borderless’s digital art museum continues to explore that question in a fun, interactive space, just like its predecessor began doing in 2018. Everything in the museum is interactive—touching the artwork is encouraged for once!—and art is created, with your participation, in real time—a recipe for an Instagram mega-hit.


This singular space, now based in the sleek Azabudai Hills complex, was conjured by a collective of digital artists and “ultra-technologists” comprising CG animators, mathematicians, architects, musicians, and engineers. In its second incarnation, teamLab Borderless is pleasing visitors with some of the greatest hits from the original museum, as well as three fresh exhibitions previously unseen, adding up to more than 50 works of art. Installations span entire rooms, which merge into and influence each other. It all responds to visitors’ movements and touch as they flit from one otherworldly space to the next, amid morphing flowers, whimsically drawn aquatic lifeforms, waves, bubbles, waterfalls, and vortices of light.


This is a particularly wonderful choice if you have kids—though adults will have fun, too. Wear pants (the floors are mirrored in some rooms) and comfortable shoes (some exhibits admit only those wearing flat shoes), and try to dress in a lighter shade (holograms don’t interact well with black surfaces). Aim to go in the late afternoon, when it tends to be a bit less crowded. The number of tickets sold on a given day is limited, so buy yours online at least a few weeks in advance.


Tokyo City View and Sky Deck


東京シティビュー


52F Roppongi Hills Tower; 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6652; https://tcv.roppongihills.com/jp; 10am-10pm daily; ¥2,000 Mon.-Fri., ¥2,200 Sat.-Sun.; take Hibiya line to Roppongi Station, exit 1C, or Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exit 3


Tokyo City View offers an almost 360-degree view of the city. For an even more unimpeded view, another ¥500 on top of the admission you’ve already paid allows you to ride an escalator to the rooftop Sky Deck for a view without windows.


Mori Art Museum


森美術館


53F Roppongi Hills Mori Tower; 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6000; www.mori.art.museum/jp; 10am-10pm Wed.-Mon., 10am-5pm Tues.; ¥2,000 weekdays, ¥2,200 weekends; take Hibiya line to Roppongi Station, exit 1C, or Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exit 3


If you only visit one contemporary art museum during your time in Tokyo, make it the Mori Art Museum. One floor above Tokyo City View, this stellar museum consistently hosts sophisticated exhibitions on a range of relevant themes and media from Japan and abroad in a fantastic space designed by American architect Richard Gluckman. Past exhibitions have showcased Japanese visionaries such as Aida Makoto and Takashi Murakami, Chinese hell-raiser Ai Weiwei, and modern Southeast Asian and Middle Eastern art. Note that the museum is closed between exhibitions, so please check the schedule on the website before going. Booking tickets online in advance is recommended—aside from being slightly cheaper than buying tickets on-site, it may also reduce waiting time to enter.


Suntory Museum of Art


サントリー美術館


3F-4F Tokyo Midtown Galleria, 9-7-4 Akasaka, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3479-8600; www.suntory.com/sma; 10am-6pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sun.-Mon., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat.; fees vary by exhibition; take Ōedo line or Hibiya line (via underground walkway) to Roppongi Station, exit 8, or Chiyoda line to Nogizaka Station, exit 3


Standing at the western edge of Tokyo Midtown is the Suntory Museum of Art, a “lifestyle art” showcase featuring beautifully crafted everyday objects such as lacquerware, glass, ceramics, and textiles. The museum, designed by architect Kengo Kuma, holds the largest assortment of arts and crafts in Japan. Tea ceremonies are held every other Thursday at noon, 1pm, 2pm, and 3pm for up to 48 people total for the day (¥1,000 each; up to two tickets pp). Tickets are sold on the day from the museum’s 3rd-floor reception desk. Check the website to confirm which days the ceremonies will be held (www.suntory.com/sma/rental/teaceremonyroom.html). There’s also a café specializing in morsels from the city of Kanazawa, renowned for its traditional crafts. The gift shop carries exquisitely designed tableware and glassware, some done in the geometric Edo Kiriko style.


The National Art Center, Tokyo


国立新美術館


7-22-2 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/5777-8600; www.nact.jp; for exhibitions organized by The National Art Center, Tokyo: 10am-6pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sun.-Mon., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat., closed Wed. if Tues. is holiday; for exhibitions organized by artist associations: 10am-6pm Wed.-Mon.; fees vary by exhibition; take Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exits 7, 8


With the biggest exhibition space of any art museum in the country, The National Art Center, Tokyo houses 12 galleries in a striking building designed by the late architect Kurokawa Kisho. Standing in front of the massive structure, the curved green windows of its front wall appear to undulate as it allows natural light to flood the soaring atrium. The museum doesn’t have a collection of its own. Instead, it hosts meticulously curated shows ranging from the surrealist mindscapes of Salvador Dalí to the polka-dot-infused world of Yayoi Kusama, alongside a host of other exhibitions overseen by various art collectives and associations throughout Japan. The museum also boasts two restaurants, a café, and a stellar gift shop, Souvenir From Tokyo.


EBISU AND AROUND


恵比寿


Ebisu is a sophisticated neighborhood, a welcome relief from the chaos of nearby Shibuya to the northwest on the Saikyo line. A mix of locals and expats congregate here to eat and drink at an impressive array of restaurants and drinking dens.


[image: image]


Ebisu has long been associated with food and, more specifically, drink, as its very origin is linked to the founding of a brewery, Yebisu Beer, in the late 1920s. Both neighborhood and brewery are named for the god of prosperity, embodied in a jolly-looking statue next to the train station. Yebisu Garden Place (4-20 Ebisu, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5423-7111; https://gardenplace.jp; 7am-10:30pm daily, hours vary by shop; free), site of the Museum of Yebisu Beer (B1F Sapporo Beer Headquarters, Yebisu Garden Place, 4-20-1 Ebisu, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5423-7255; www.sapporobeer.jp/english/brewery/y_museum/; noon-8pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., last order 7:30pm, and 11am-7pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, last order 6:30pm, closed Tues. or following day if Tues. is holiday), is a city within a city, with a pleasing blend of greenery, shops, and cultural offerings oriented around a spacious central square.


The nearby neighborhoods of Daikanyama and Nakameguro have a similar vibe, with high-end fashion boutiques and hipster cafés. The mellow streets are worth wandering for the sake of putting yourself in serendipity’s way.



Tokyo Photographic Art Museum



東京都写真美術館


Yebisu Garden Place, 1-13-3 Mita, Meguro-ku; tel. 03/3280-0099; https://topmuseum.jp; 10am-6pm Sat.-Wed., 10am-8pm Thurs.-Fri., closed Mon. or closed Tues. if Mon. falls on holiday; fee varies by exhibition; take Yamanote line to Ebisu station, east exit, or Hibiya line to Ebisu Station, exit 1


Tokyo’s premier photography museum, colloquially shortened to TOP Museum, is housed in a four-story building toward the back of Yebisu Garden Place. The space boasts a library, studio, research laboratory, film-screening hall, and multimedia gallery. Its permanent collection includes works by greats such as Ansel Adams, W. Eugene Smith, and Gustave Le Gray, as well as Japan’s own photographic legends, such as Nobuyoshi Araki, Daido Moriyama, Miyako Ishiuchi, Rinko Kawauchi, and Mika Ninagawa, among many others.


A café on the museum’s 1st floor, run by the trendy Maison Ichi bakery in nearby Daikanyama, provides a space to relax with a beverage or light meal after enjoying the visual feast.


SHIBUYA AND AROUND


渋谷


As recently as the late 19th century, Shibuya was open countryside with a reputation for producing excellent tea. Today at Shibuya Crossing, pedestrians briskly walk in all directions, bombarded by advertisements and music clips playing on television screens mounted on glass and steel shopping complexes.



[image: image]



Shibuya is in the midst of an ambitious spate of development: A major commercial complex known as Shibuya Stream (3-21-3 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 0570/050-428; https://shibuyastream.jp; 10am-9pm daily) opened in 2018, and a skyscraper called Shibuya Sky, with a massive rooftop terrace with views of Shibuya Crossing and Tokyo as a whole, opened in November 2019. And a massive new mall with a rooftop park, Miyashita Park (6-20-10 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/6712-5630; www.miyashita-park.tokyo; 8am-11pm daily), opened in 2020.


Four stops west on the local Keio-Inokashira line, or just one stop on the express train, is the counterculture nexus of Shimokitazawa, home to artisanal coffee shops, hole-in-the-wall indie rock venues, and vintage clothing shops.



S Shibuya Crossing



渋谷スクランブル交差点


take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, Hachikō exit


GOOGLE MAP


Seen from above, Shibuya Crossing, aka “the scramble,” resembles a giant free-for-all, with hordes of cell phone-wielding pedestrians amassing and then rushing in every direction each time the walk signal turns green. When you visit, you’re propelled into the current and become part of the flow. For maximum impact, try coming on a Friday night or anytime Saturday, when the trend-conscious masses come out to shop, eat, and play.


This is Tokyo at its rawest, the perfect visceral place to soak in the sheer energy of the world’s largest metropolis. It’s the gateway to a district at the heart of Japanese youth culture, thriving in the teeming streets of Shibuya’s Center Gai; it’s also where you’ll find an entry point to Dogenzaka, a district bursting at the seams with options for dining and nightlife of every shade, as well as one of Tokyo’s most well-known agglomerations of love hotels.


In the frantic square next to the crossing is perhaps Tokyo’s most beloved meeting point: Hachikō Square, with a bronze statue of the legendarily loyal dog for which it’s named. The akita came to meet his master, a professor, at the station as he returned home from work every day, and continued to make his daily trek to Shibuya Station for nearly a decade after his master died in 1925.


The crossing is notably at its most crowded on weekend afternoons and evenings. Making the trip during the daylight hours of a weekday might give you a slightly less claustrophobic experience. Whenever you choose to visit, just remember that it’s the most crowded pedestrian intersection on earth, and the entire point of visiting it is to experience the energy it brings. Finally, consider viewing it from upon high at one of the many viewpoints arrayed around the intersection, such as Shibuya Sky.




Views of Shibuya Crossing


Head up high to fully grasp the scale of Shibuya Crossing’s foot traffic. Looming highest of them all is Shibuya Sky (click here), an open-air, 360-degree rooftop viewing platform, but there are plenty of other viewpoints nearby.


SHIBUYA MARK CITY


1-12-1 Dogenzaka, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3780-6503; www.s-markcity.co.jp; hours vary by shop, restaurant


One good option is the hallway linking the JR station to the Keio-Inokashira line on the second floor of the Shibuya Mark City commercial complex. Windows lining the passageway offer views of the frenzy below. You’ll also be able to see the Myth of Tomorrow, a vivid mural by Tarō Okamoto, dramatically depicting Japan’s traumatic relationship with nuclear weapons in its abstractly dread-inducing depiction of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.


SHIBUYA HIKARIE


2-21-1 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5468-5892; www.hikarie.jp; 11am-9pm daily; free


Another good vantage point is Shibuya Hikarie, a complex of boutiques, eateries, and artistic offerings accessible from Shibuya Station’s east exit; from the 11th floor, you’ll have a view of the spectacle of the fabled Shibuya Scramble, set within a wider view of Shibuya as a whole.


MAG’S PARK


1-23-10 Jinnan, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3477-5111; https://magnetbyshibuya109.jp/en/mags-park; 10am-10pm daily; ¥1,500


There’s also a plexiglass-enclosed viewing platform in Mag’s Park, a rooftop space that opened in 2018 atop the Magnet by Shibuya 109 department store. Its location on one corner of the scramble gives unimpeded views of the intersection.





Shibuya Sky


2-24-12 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/4221-0229; www.shibuya-scramble-square.com/sky; 10am-10:30pm daily (last entry 9:20pm); tickets purchased online ¥2,200, tickets purchased in-person ¥2,500; take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, east exit, or in direction of Shibuya Hikarie complex


On the rooftop of a new cloud-scraping complex called Shibuya Scramble Square, at 230 m (755 ft) aboveground, this observatory, known as Sky Stage, is the highest point in the neighborhood. Besides offering a bird’s-eye view of the frantic crossing below, you’ll also get sweeping views of Tokyo’s sprawl, extending all the way to Mount Fuji on clear days. There’s a smattering of hammocks, sofas, and, come nighttime, a show of 18 colored light beams shooting skyward from the roof. Indoors, just under the viewing deck, you’ll find Sky Gallery (46F), a window-encased corridor open rain or shine, with a collection of digital displays showing Tokyo from unique angles. There’s also a café and bar where you can quaff cappuccino or craft beer as you take in the jaw-dropping views.
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