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Sakura & Shrines

Exploring Anime, Cherry Blossoms and the Japanese Countryside



© by the author of this book. The book author retains sole copyright to his or her
contributions to this book.

This photobook was compiled because I have been away from gl

Japan so long, I needed to remind myself of why I need to go
back.
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The Arrival

On my third trip to Japan, I had the ambitious
desire to simultaneously take in the annual
AnimeJapan anime convention, see the annual
cherry blossoms in full bloom at four Tokyo
locations and also travel through the Japanese
countryside on the Nakasendo Way, the ancient
path linking Kyoto to Tokyo.

On my previous two trips to Japan I went direct
from Toronto and direct from Los Angeles. This
time I would go from Toronto to Shanghai, China
and then onwards to Tokyo. Not only would my
layover in Shanghai be my first time on the Asia
continent proper but the flight from Toronto to
Shanghai would also be my first time crossing the
Arctic Circle.

Once arriving in Tokyo, I would set up my main
base of operations at the Remm Hibiya hotel on
the outskirts of Ginza in central Tokyo. This
location was ideal as it was central to all of the
many locations I would visit during my first five
days in Japan. Around the corner from the hotel
was the Toho Cinemas Hibiya with its iconic
statues of Godzilla inside and outside the theater.

China Taiping Insurance Company's blue elephant
mascot statue at Shanghai Pudong Airport




C oomAESREC

S ———

4 "";illilill :
== B - \‘&

S Vo,

= A." / = ~: === |




AnimeJapan

For my first full day in Japan I would be attending
the AnimeJapan convention at Tokyo Big Sight in
Odaiba. AnimeJapan was first held in 2014 as the
merger of the Tokyo International Anime Fair and
the Anime Contents Expo. Not only does the
convention attract many of the top names in
anime but also many top cosplayers with a
Cosplay Parade held in the afternoon.

Shortly after the Cosplay Parade I would walk to
DiverCity Tokyo, the location of the life-size
Gundam mecha. During my first trip in 2015 the
original RX-78-2 model was still standing. On my
second trip in 2017 it had just been taken down
leaving a vacant spot. Later in 2017 it was
replaced with a larger RX-0 Unicorn model. As I
first arrived I was able to take photos of it in its
Unicorn mode. After dinner at the Khazana
Indian Restaurant, I was able to return after dark
to see the Gundam transform into Destroy mode
with full lights on display.
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Hanami!

The following day would be my primary day for
"hanami" or sakura (cherry blossom) viewing. I
planned to take in three main locations over the
course of the entire day. I was extremely fortunate
that my first few days in Japan coincided with the
sakura in peak bloom. The sakura only bloom in
Tokyo as the spring temperatures increase usually at
the end of March to the beginning of April covering a
two week period. It can therefore be notoriously
difficult to plan a trip around hanami.

My first viewing location was Ueno Park, a large park
which is home to a number of museums, a concert
hall and a zoo. After grabbing some lunch at the
"Mozesusannokebabu" Turkish restaurant in nearby
Ameyokocho, I would move on to my next location.

My second viewing spot was Shinjuku Central Park. I
also took the opportunity to visit the observation
deck of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building
next door, even catching a glimpse of Mt. Fuji in the
distance.

My final viewing location was Meguro River in
Nakameguro. Easily the most popular and iconic
hanami location especially at night where the trees
stretch across the narrow river and are dramatically
lit up and ordained with paper lanterns.
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The much larger Shinjuku Gyoen park Mount Fuji in the distance
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Graveyards & Gyoza

The next day was spent in Ikebukuro. Ikebukuro
is also considered an otaku mecca, second only to
Akihabara. Before I would venture into the heart
of the anime district, I would first stop off at
Zoshigaya Cemetery. Zoshigaya Cemetery is the
resting place of a number of famous Japanese but
also Patrick Lafcaido Hearn (Koizumi Yakumo).
Hearn was a Greek-Irish writer whose writings
and books in the late 1800s introduced Japanese
culture, stories and legends to the world.

My next stop was the Sunshine City complex,
home to an aquarium, a museum, a shopping
mall, and the indoor theme parks J-World Tokyo
and Namja Town. My main stop in Sunshine City
was Namja Town. Although mostly for a younger
audience, my main reason for visiting the small
theme park was for its numerous gyoza (Chinese
dumpling) stalls and large variety of exotic ice
cream flavors for sale.

I would complete my visit to Ikebukuro with a
stop at Animate, a popular anime/manga store,
and the Evangelion Store Ikebukuro.
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Shibuya

My day in Shibuya would accomplish a number of
things. I began the morning with breakfast at
Starbucks overlooking the famous Shibuya
Crossing. I was able to visit the Hachiko statue
representing the ever loyal dog. Hachiko was
known to wait for his owner at Shibuya Station
every day after work. He continued to do so for
nine years after his owner's death. Not far away I
tried melon pan ice cream for the first time before
entering Yoyogi Park for some more hanami.

After leaving Yoyogi Park I would walk through
the popular Harajuku district to Aoyama where I
would purchase a pair of jikatabi sneakers from
Sou Sou Kyoto. Following this I would have an
early dinner at "Moja in the House" an American
themed restaurant known for its delicious chicken
and waffles.

cE CREAM, |
N JAPAN!
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Walk Japan - Ena

My Walk Japan tour would take me on a 5-day hike
of the Nakasendo Trail, one of two ancient highways
linking the former capital Kyoto to Edo (Tokyo).
While the Tokaido Trail travels along the eastern
coast between Kyoto and Edo, the Nakasendo route
wends its way along an inner mountainous path. I
would be hiking the Kiso Road portion of the
Nakasendo - a mid-section portion of the Nakasendo.

My journey started by taking the shinkansen (bullet
train) from Tokyo Station to Nagoya Station where I
met my fellow tour travelers and guide Miwa
Fujinuma. From Nagoya we would take a train north
to the city of Ena. We would stay at the Ena Ichikawa
ryokan, a traditional Japanese inn run by the same
family for the last 400 years. Each ryokan is run by
the grandmother, mother and daughter. We would
find many of the locations we visited still had their
Hinamatsuri displays setup. Hinamatsuri or "Girls'
Day" is a religious holiday held on March 3rd.
Families would setup ornate displays of dolls
representing the Emperor and his court.

Before dinner we would walk to the nearby Hiroshige
Print Museum. We would learn how the Japanese
developed a unique method of mass production of
artwork using carefully carved wood templates. We
were then given the opportunity to create our own art
pieces using these ancient methods. We would then
return to the ryokan for a beautiful kaiseki dinner.
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My attempt at recreating one of Hiroshige's prints
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Walk Japan - O-tsumago

The first day of hiking would be a pretty full day. After a
traditional Japanese breakfast we would take a train to the
town of Nakatsugawa. From there we would take a taxi to the
southern gate of the Kiso Valley and the start of the Kiso Road
portion of the Nakasendo.

Our hike would take us past ancient shrines, open farmlands
and fields until reaching the well preserved post-town of
Magome. Situated on a hillside, once we walked up to the top
of the town, we would be treated to a beautiful vista of the
surrounding countryside and the sacred Mount Ontake.

After leaving Magome we would take a 4-mile hike through
the mountains to the very small village of O-tsumago. Along
the way we would pass by a few more shrines and make a
short stop at the traditional Japanese teahouse Ichikokutochi
for afternoon tea. After tea we would hike another mile to
reach the Odaki-Medaki waterfalls. These twin waterfalls are
associated with legendary swordsman and samurai Musashi
Miyamoto known for his iconic book "The Book of Five Rings'
on swordsmanship and martial arts. Shortly thereafter we
would reach our destination O-tsumago and the Maruya
ryokan. Maruya is a relatively young inn having only been
around since 1789 and also run by the same family since its
start.

Before dinner we would take a short drive to the upscale
Hotel Kisoji with its onsen (hot springs) to bathe and soak
our weary bones after a long day of hiking. After returning to
Maruya we were again treated to a kaiseki dinner with fresh
ayu (sweetfish) from O-tsumago's communal fish farm.
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Delicious ayu dinner







Walk Japan - Kiso-Fukushima

After another delicious traditional Japanese breakfast, we
would make an early start to reach the nearby post-town
Tsumago before the tourist crowds arrived. Known as one of
the best post-towns in Japan, Tsumago retains its
authenticity by banning any above ground telephone poles,
electric lines and vending machines from its main street. Our
first stop in Tsumago would be to visit the Honjin - an inn for
government officials as they travel the Nakasendo including
the emperor. We would next visit the Tsumago Historical
Museum with its exhibits detailing the history of the area and
its logging industry.

From Tsumago we would continue our hike to Nagiso a little
over 2 miles away. Along the way we would stop at the Kabuto
Kannon Shrine. Upon reaching Nagiso, we would stop for
lunch before taking a train to Kiso-Fukushima. Once in Kiso-
Fukushima, we would take a taxi to the old Hida Highway.
While not on the Nakasendo it would allow us to explore the
Karasawa waterfall while hiking over the Jizo Pass to the
Kaida Kogen plateau with its views of Mount Ontake. Due to
the altitude and early spring season, there was still snow on
the ground in many areas. After descending the plateau we
would stop at a unique train-themed coffee shop run by a
friendly retired couple.

After coffee we would take the bus back to Kiso-Fukushima
where we would check-in at the Iwaya ryokan, a 350-year old
inn that had once hosted the Emperor of Japan. Unlike our
previous inns which still retained much of their original
structure (excluding plumbing and electrical upgrades), Iwaya
had been heavily renovated and upgraded. Each room had its
own television, mini fridge and en suite bathroom as opposed
to the communal bath found in most ryokans. That evening
we would be treated to a very large multiple course meal
before retiring for the night.
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Walk Japan - Matsumoto

The following day was Easter Sunday and we would start our
journey by taking a train to nearby Yabuhara. In Yabuhara we
would walk to the entrance of the Torii Toge, a mountain pass
and the second highest point on the Nakasendo. The hike up
the mountain would be the toughest part of our hike on the
Kiso Road. Once at the top of the pass we would visit the
Ontake-jinja Shrine with its views of Mt. Ontake and its many
foreboding statues, stone lanterns and stone torii gate. Our
descent down the mountain pass would actually signal our
departure from the Kiso Valley and the Kisa Road and our

entry into the Narai Valley and the well preserved post-town
of Narai.

At the entrance to Narai we were greeted by the Shizume-jinja
Shrine with its bright red torii gate. While in Narai we would
stop for lunch at the Tokuriya soba noodle shop. We were
treated to 6 courses before even reaching the final course of
soba noodles. As a gift on departure we were given boiled eggs
in honor of Easter. After taking in the sights of Narai, we

would take the train to our final destination, the city of
Matsumoto.

Because we arrived in Matsumoto so early we decided to visit
Matsumoto castle today rather than the next day. Matsumoto
castle is one of four castles listed as National Treasures in
Japan and one of twelve remaining original castles in Japan.

Our hotel for our final night was the Matsumoto Hotel
Kagetsu - a Western-style hotel with a combination of
Western and traditional Japanese rooms. For our final dinner
together we would gather at a local izakaya (Japanese-style
bar/pub) for typical izakaya fare of two types of yakitori
(chicken skewers), salad, karaage (Japanese fried chicken),
French fries, sashimi, sushi, crab croquettes, chicken

meatballs, burdock & lotus plant, egg omelette and pork
gyoza.
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Fancy Hamburg steak dinner at Kafe Trail & Track



Back in Tokyo

With the conclusion of my Walk Japan tour, I
would head back to Tokyo taking the Super Azusa
18 train from Matsumoto to Shinjuku. While
slower than the shinkansen, it was faster to take
this direct route as the nearest shinkansen station
was in Nagano, an hour and a half away. Once
back in Tokyo I would head to Chiba Prefecture
on the outskirts of Tokyo and home to the Tokyo
Disney Resort. I would be staying at the Disney
Ambassador Hotel and spending my remaining
two days wandering around the nearby Ikspiari
(Tokyo Disney's version of Downtown Disney/
Disney Springs).

The following day was an open day in the event
the cherry blossoms bloomed later or to take in
any additional shopping. Since I had already done
everything I needed to, I watched the movie
"Tomb Raider" at the Ikspiari Cinema (ignoring
the Japanese subtitles).

The day after I would wrap up my time in Japan
with a traditional teriyaki burger at the MOS
Burger Cafe at the Haneda Airport before heading
to Shanghai, Toronto and then home.
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