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Day 1 – Tokyo

We had a great start to the trip! Before the plane had even touched down we were blessed with views of Mt Fuji in the distance.  The photos really don’t do it justice.  By the time we made it through customs it was 9am.  Despite neither of us getting much sleep during the flight we were both still keen as wasabi to start exploring Tokyo.
First things first we had to ditch our 32kg snowboard bag somewhere.  Some things in Japan are truly amazing including their courier services. When people travel in Japan they often ship their luggage to their destination and just travel with a daypack. Rather than having Lou the snowboard pack mule lug our snowboard bag on a tour of the country we opted to send it to our hotel in Niseko where we would pick it up at check-in (a fortnight later). To send this across the country and have it stored until the day of our arrival cost us something in the order of 10 quid.  Bargain!  32 kilograms lighter we caught the train to Tokyo station and said goodbye to another 40 kilos when we dumped our backpacks in the lockers at the rail station.  Another great aspect that makes travelling in Japan so easy is the number of lockers.  The Japanese are as keen on lockers as they are on vending machines.
Finally feeling much lighter we headed for our first sightseeing destination Sensoji Temple. The approach to the temple is via a 200 metre shopping street (Nakamise-dori) where we enjoyed the colours, activity, checked out the wares (Ninjya shoes!) and the food.  The first meal of the trip was sushi of course!  The temple itself was very busy with lots of coin tossing, bell ringing, burning of incense, and shaking of fortune stick tins.  Definitely a contrast to the quiet places of worship in Europe we are used to visiting.
We couldn’t believe our luck when Lou spotted a group of three ‘geisha’ making their way through the crowd.  We tried to inconspicuously sneak up and get some photos.  We thought it was strange though that they were continuously stopping and taking photos of themselves with their own cameras (and mobile phones). It wasn’t until much later in the trip that we were told that girls celebrating their birthdays often pay to be dressed up as a geisha and then tour around getting their photos taken in nice locations.  Despite this, the girls looked amazing and we were chuffed that on our first day in Japan we had seen both Mt Fuji and Geisha!
We left the temple and signed onto Sumida-gawa river cruise.  Jet lag chose this point in time to kick in and we both spent half of the cruise resting our eye lids.  From memory the cruise wasn’t anything special and the commentary was all in Japanese.  We woke up at disembarked at Hamarikyu u-teien (the detached palace gardens) and spent an hour strolling through them.
On the walk back to Tokyo Station we strolled up Ginza, one of the most famous shopping streets in Tokyo.  It was made more enjoyable as on Sundays it’s closed to traffic.  It was here that we first noticed the unusual but awesome smoking laws of the Japanese.  It’s weird that you can still smoke inside but if you are outside walking around the city center you are only allowed to smoke in a designated smoking area.  If you choose to smoke outside these areas you risk a fine.  The law actually seemed to be enforced and other good thing about this law was that it meant that there wasn’t the usual cigarette butt litter everywhere (also a finable offence).

Finally we made it back to the station and picked up our backpacks.  We had picked our hotel based on it’s proximity to the station and the fact that it looked incredibly easy to find on the map.  This turned out to be only half true – it was extremely close to the station but for us turned out to be impossible to find.  After walking around in circles for half an hour a couple of friendly locals were able to point us in the right direction.

Dinner was at a restaurant in the shopping center under Tokyo station.  The food was tasty and plentiful and the restaurant had a nice cosy Japanese atmosphere.
After going back to the hotel and playing with all of the controls on the toilet (our first real Japanese novelty) it was bedtime.
Day 2 – Tokyo

The imperial palace gardens were first on the list for the day.  Only a quarter or so of the gardens are accessible to the public and they are free.  We strolled around for most of the morning here before walking down to the viewpoint where it was possible to see the imperial palace (the Emperor still lives here) itself.  The gardens were very enjoyable and the pace was a lot more relaxed compared to the previous day.
Lou had pre-booked us on a sumo tour for the afternoon which turned out to be one of the stand-out highlights of the trip.  We were incredibly fortunate that it was the final day of the New Year Grand Sumo Tournament 2008.  And the final bout of the tournament was expected to be the most important match in 5 years!  Our tour leader took us by subway to the stadium and after explaining the history and rules, showed us around the stadium and finally took us to our seats.  The stadium was quite small so even though we were near the back (noise bleeds) we still had an excellent view of the ring.

Sumo is a bit of a stop-start affair.  On a given day their will be about 40-odd bouts with each bout lasting between 5 seconds and 30 seconds.  In between bouts the sumo’s will stomp around, throw salt (a Shinto purification ritual), and generally try to intimidate each-other.  Despite the long times between bouts we really enjoyed the day and were already picking our favourite by the end.
The final bout was between two famous yokozuna (grand champions); the newcomer Hakuho (155kg/192cms) and the experienced Asashoryu (147kg/185cm).  We were both cheering for Hakuho because Asashoryu had been caught playing soccer when he was supposed to be carrying an injury that allowed him to sit out of a tournament.

Needless to say there was a lot of build up for the final bout and it didn’t disappoint!  It was a marathon bout and several times it looked like our guy was going to go down but he somehow managed to hold his balance and threw Asashoryu.  You can watch it here!
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9GRq7vBVsjY
After the sumo we were looking for the bright lights and neon Tokyo is famous for.  We caught the train to Shinjyuku an area where the entertainment, nightlife and seamy clubs can be found crammed in between businesses and shops. We spent an hour or two ‘walking the streets’ and finally headed back to get some much needed zzz’s.
Day 3 – Tokyo to Hiroshima

The alarm woke us early.  The Tsukiji Fish Markets were open and all of the action happens before 8am so we dragged ourselves down to the bay area.  The markets were an enormous maze of seafood stalls where engine powered carts tried to run you down at every opportunity.  Cars, vans, people, bikes, trucks and carts were in a hurry and all of them seemed to be aiming at us!  We had been informed that the best sushi in Tokyo was to be found at the fish markets so we left the organized chaos and lined up at a sushi restaurant for breakfast.  Among other things included in our meal were raw squid, eel, prawn heads, and sea-urchin.  Mmmm!!!!  Makes you hungry doesn’t it?
Bellies delicately full, we headed via our hotel to Tokyo station to get our first Shinkansen (bullet train) of the trip.  The Shinkansen is the only way to travel.  They are lightning fast, clean (there’s no graffiti and you can actually see out of the windows), spacious (you can get up from your seat without having to climb over the person you’re sitting next to) and so reliable you can set your watch by them.
Our destination was Hiroshima and the trip was incredibly enjoyable.  Along the way we had more view of Mt Fuji and again we were quite lucky because often it is not possible to see the top of the mountain because of cloud.
We arrived in Hiroshima only to find it was snowing and not just small flakes either! 3 or 4cms of snow must have settled on the sidewalks that afternoon!  We didn’t let that stop us though.  After locating the hotel (much easier to find then our Tokyo accommodation) we grabbed a couple of umbrellas and went to get a feel for the town.  Our walk took us past the A-bomb dome.  Once the Industrial Promotional Hall, it marks the point approximately 500 meters below where the bomb exploded.  Ironically it was one of the few buildings to remain recognisable because of the fact that it was directly underneath the explosion and not to the side.  The snow added a very melancholy element to our visit to the memorial.
That night was a quiet night with some cards, a couple of beers and an early night.
Day 4 – Hiroshima & Miyajima

Despite yesterday's snow and awakening to the sound of rain we thought it would be a perfect day to spend by the seaside.  Miyajima is a short ferry ride from the outskirts of Hiroshima and is supposed to have one of Japan's 3 best views.  It's named after the Big Red Shrine built half over the water with a huge floating Tori nearby (Big Red Gate).  The Japanese call it Itsukushima Shrine but I think Big Red Shrine is far catchier.  Interestingly the floating Tori keeps itself anchored to the sea bottom by nothing other than its own weight.  Miyajima proved to be a most enjoyable way to spend the day.  There were wild deer all over the island and most of the roofs were still covered in snow from yesterday.  We just explored aimlessly enjoying the peace after the hectic pace of the past few days.  Lunch was at a great little pub that Lou spotted where we both ordered tray meals and Lou scored some tasty fried oysters (Hiroshima delicacy).

In the afternoon we headed back to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. As with other museums of a similar nature it was a very sobering experience and definitely leaves you appreciating just how lucky we are to live in this day and age. We had enough light up our sleeve to hoof it up to Hiroshima-jo (jo means castle).  The castle had been destroyed by the bomb and rebuilt and was closed for the day but it was interesting to see nonetheless.  

Sushi was once again on the menu for dinner.  Most of it was up to the usual great standard of Japanese food although we did run into a couple of completely inedible pieces of fish.  We thought they must have been playing a trick on us at one stage as one of the pieces of fish had a cartilage like edge and chewing through leather would have been easier then chewing through the meat itself.  At a bit of a loss as to what to do with it we spat it out into our empty miso bowls, closed the lid and made a quick escape.
Day 5 – Himeji & Kyoto

We left Hiroshima on the Shinkansen nice and early bound for Himeji.  Himeji castle is one of the most famous and picturesque castles in Japan and one of the few remaining that has not been rebuilt in modern times.  It has featured in many movies including James Bond’s “You only live twice” - cool! When we arrived at the castle we noticed there was a sign saying to ask about English speaking tours which we did.  Because it wasn’t very busy we ended up getting our own private guide.   We had a great day being shown around the castle following in Mr Connery’s footsteps. Our (free!) personal guide was quite the joker and he also knew his stuff.  For us it was a good chance to catch up on getting all our questions about Japan answered.  The castle itself looked amazing and contained many dead ends, kill-zones, mazes, and other misleading tricks to throw off would be attackers (the castle was never attacked).  The topmost floor gave fantastic views of the surrounding countryside and our guide instructed us on the finer details of saying a prayer at a shrine.  We must have been enjoying the tour quite a bit because it was supposed to take less than 2 hours and I think we must have kept him for close to 3!  We were very lucky to be able to tour Himeji as we were told that the following month, work would start on making the castle earthquake-proof.  This work would involve dismantling and reassembling the entire castle and would take 3 years.

Next door to Himeji was Koko-en gardens which were absolutely spectacular and were definitely up there with the best gardens we saw on the whole trip.  We strolled around these for a good hour before we had to jump back on the Shinkansen - next stop Kyoto!

Kyoto was once the capital of Japan before it was changed to Tokyo but there's no doubt that it's still the cultural capital.  Because of the amazing number of things to see and do in Kyoto we had booked ourselves in for four nights.  Our accommodation in Kyoto happened to be located within the Kyoto train station and given the number of nights we had, we 'paid a little bit extra'.  This became apparent walking down the plush carpeted entrance for the hotel, past fancy works of art and even fancier restaurants.  We felt like we were in the wrong place as we both looked (and smelt) like pack mules from lugging our backpacks, front packs, and other miscellaneous bags all over the countryside.  We emerged into a cavernous foyer laden with marble, floral arrangements big enough to be called gardens, and lots of people a lot richer than ourselves.  Before we even reached the front desk we had bellboys coming to relieve us of our bags.  Aaahhh……….much better!!!!  We were shown to our spacious room with a view overlooking Kyoto tower and after a quick sit down we headed out to explore the station.

Kyoto station is an amazing building.  It’s one of those buildings that probably could have been built a lot cheaper but definitely would not have been anywhere near as cool.  The main hall is gigantic.  It has a floating steel and glass roof and at one end of the concourse a million steps leading to the roof garden.  Suspended across the top of the roof is a floating walkway joining the two ends of the building.  We spent the afternoon exploring the various viewpoints from the station and watching a group of about 20 well organised, red and green gloved kids playing spread-tiggy across the whole station.

Dinner was at one of the restaurants in the station and were we had our first of many pork katsu dinners.  Basically you are given sliced pork in a Japanese style breadcrumb with a side of grated cabbage.  You also have a mortar bowl of sesame seeds and a pestle to grind ‘em all up.  You mix the end result with a katsu sauce and away you go.  Tasty!  Well fed and watered we ducked back to our room and fell asleep in our luxuriously comfy beds.

Day 6 – Kyoto

It was hard to decide what to do on our first day in Kyoto so we decided to start with all of the close-by sights.  The Sanjūsangen-dō temple was a 15 minute walk from our hotel and is famous for its long hall containing one thousand and one statues of Kannon (Goddess of Mercy). The hall also contained 28 other guardian statues.

Once we were all Kannoned out we headed for the next Buddhist temple of Kiyomizu-dera.  This temple is famous for its large pagoda and listed as a UNESCO World Heritage sight.  Here the sights to be seen were all outdoors and although we missed the cherry blossoms that the temple is famous for; we also missed the large crowds that it is notorious for. The temple grounds was also home to a waterfall said to bring either health, longevity, or success in studies depending on which of the 3 waterfall streams you drink from.  We lined up to quench our thirst but which of the streams we drank from is anyone’s guess!  The final task on the ‘to do list’  for this temple was to check out the Jishu-jinja shrine which houses two "love stones" placed 18 meters apart.  Being able to walk between the two stones with your eyes closed is said to bring true love.  Needless to say there were collisions all over the place as visitors stumbled around looking for the second stone.
The only thing the giant verandah at the temple was missing was a giant BBQ so we left in search of a quick bite to eat.  Our hunger pains were satisfied by cream puffs – one breakfast tea and the other vanilla flavoured…….yummy!  The previous night we had spotted a giant Buddha tucked away in the distant mountains so we decided to go and take a look for it.  We wandered around the streets until we spotted it and went inside to check it out.  It turned out to be Ryozen, a 24 meter tall statue dedicated to fallen Japanese soldiers from World War II.  Having checked it all out we headed back through Gion (spotting more girls dressed as Geisha) to jump on the bus for our next destination.
Next on the list was Nijō-jō castle.  We had been spoilt for castles the previous day at Himeji and Nijō-jō wasn't able to compete.  Most of the palace buildings had previously been destroyed by fire.  All that really remained was the fortifications, the garden and the surviving part of the palace. Despite not having a great deal to see we did gain a lot of enjoyment from playing on the nightingale floors.  Nightingale floors were a method of floorboard construction that prevented ninja’s from sneaking around and getting up to no good as the floor would squeak at the slightest pressure.  Much fun pretending to be ninja’s!!
Seeing as we were nearby, we dropped into the Imperial Household agency's office to obtain permission to visit the Imperial Villa gardens on the following day.  We were lucky that there was still room left and managed to enroll for the first tour the next morning.

By this stage it was getting late in the afternoon and we headed for the district of Gion, one of the best known Geisha districts in Japan.   We had arranged to get a walking lecture from Peter Macintosh http://www.petermacintosh.com/ who is well known and one of the top experts on Geisha (he is even married to an ex-Geisha!).  We met Peter on dusk - the best time to try and spot Geisha as they hurry to the evening’s appointments. After a great surprise start to the trip (you'll have to take the tour to find out what the surprise is), Peter escorted our small group around the streets of Gion, stopping frequently to have a quick word with any locals that walked past (he seemed to know everyone).  We hadn't even made it to the end of the street when we spotted our first REAL Geisha of the trip.  A group of three young maiko (apprentice geisha) seeing off their onee-san (older sister) as she headed for her appointment.  It is customary for the maiko to wait until the older sister is out of sight before they head back indoors so we had plenty of time to take some photos and for Peter to have a chat with them.  The atmosphere of walking around the Gion teahouses at dusk, combined with seeing mysterious Geisha, and having Peter explaining all sorts of fascinating details was absolutely terrific and should be on the must-do list for anyone visiting Kyoto. After the tour we held Geisha with a whole new respect as the amount of commitment involved in being a Geisha was incredible.  They are required to almost permanently have their hair made up (even while asleep) as it can take well over an hour to get dressed - even with professional assistance.  They also study for many years across a large number of disciplines.  All up it takes a lot of dedication and must be a difficult choice for anyone to make.

We had been hankering to try Kobe beef ever since we arrived in Japan and seeing as the city of Kobe is pretty much joined to Kyoto we asked Peter if he could recommend a restaurant for us and he didn't let us down. He flagged down a cab for us, threw us in the back and gave the driver instructions on how to find this restaurant.  The restaurant was in an obscure suburban street that the driver still had trouble finding it even with instructions.  We entered what seemed to be a very quiet house and were greeted and led upstairs to a waiting room.  Peter had mentioned that the restaurant is often full of famous people.  We had assumed that this meant famous Japanese people and we were there for the food and not the people, so hadn't given it much thought.  While they were preparing for us downstairs, we looked around the waiting room only to realise that every single famous person in the world had eaten here.  We could tell because there were many thank you letters and gifts signed by former customers.  At least three US presidents, heaps of astronauts, famous actors, actresses and singers.  There were so many that they couldn't even display all of the letters and memorabilia that had been given to them.  We figured it had to be a good sign of things to come.

After a considerable wait we were taken back downstairs to the restaurant - a sunken bar with a lounge around it overlooking a Japanese garden outside.  One of the owners of the restaurant was to be our hostess for the night and was an ex Geisha herself.  It was at this point that we realised we were going to have the restaurant to ourselves for the night.  Our hostess spent most of the night with us, talking and joking with us and entertaining herself by playing practical jokes on us.  The food just didn't stop coming and the Kobe beef was incredible, just melting in our mouths.  For those that don’t know, Kobe beef is from cows that are fed beer and massaged daily to disperse the fat around the meat.  There is a limit to the amount of Kobe beef produced each year and the limit is not increased to meat demand (sorry - had to do that).  Three hours later we left feeling very, very full and very spoilt after being fed Kobe beef and being entertained all night by an ex-Geisha.  Wow. We slept well that night dreaming of drinking beer and being massaged.


Day 7 – Kyoto

It was an early start as we had to be at the Imperial Villa gardens for the first tour of the day.  The gardens are one of the best examples of an Edo period garden in Japan and feature many tea houses all with their own theme or style.  It was great not only for the historic factor but also for the beauty of the gardens themselves.  It’s amazing how good a garden can look with only four hundred years or so of painstaking care and attention to detail.  Although we need to apply for permission to enter and the villa was on the western outskirts of Kyoto we would definitely say it’s worth the effort.
A couple of well-timed buses later we were on the northern suburbs of Kyoto to Kinkakuji (Golden Pavilion) - billed as one of Kyoto’s star attractions.  Once inside the grounds it was obvious why it was so popular!  Unexpectedly the building WAS actually lined with real gold and absolutely spectacular!  A quick walk around the gardens finished off our visit and we headed on up the road to find our Zennnnnn at Ryōan-ji temple.
In rock-garden aficionado circles, Ryōan-ji Zen temple features the mother of all rock gardens – it’s even listed as a UNESCO world heritage site.  We walked through the normal non-rock gardens (it just wouldn’t be a temple without nice gardens) and found the centerpiece.  We actually preferred the normal garden; rock gardens sound cool in concept but in reality they are a little…….boring.  Maybe we’re just not Zen enough.  The coolest feature of this garden however is the fact that it is made up of just sand and 15 stones.  And no matter where you stand you can only ever see 14 of the stones at any one time.
We couldn’t operate on meditation alone so we dashed back into town to checkout the Nishiki food market.  The market was so good that we made it to the first stall before we caved in and bought something to eat.  The markets run for almost half a kilometer down the middle of central Kyoto and contain lots of weird, wonderful and questionably edible foods.

With appetites sated and a few hours of daylight left we headed for Fushimi Inari-taisha to walk off all that food.  The ‘shrine’ starts at the base of Inari Mountain and from there you can follow amazing tori lined walks for kilometers crisscrossing all over the mountain.  Along the paths are dozens of little shrines (covered in toris), temples (scattered in toris), graves (buried under toris), tea houses, beautiful views of Kyoto (in the gaps between toris) and many, many stairs to take you to even more toris.  All of this is linked by pathways covered by thousands and thousands of toris.  That should give you an idea of how many toris we saw that day.  With our legs failing as quickly as the light we called it a day.
Dinner was just at the local sushi train at the bottom of Kyoto station.  That night we slept like rocks (zen!)….
Day 8 – Kyoto

It was our final day in Kyoto and as we had crossed all of the absolute must-sees off our list we were able to take it a little slower. To begin with we headed out to Nanzen-ji, another Zen Buddhist Temple that was located near the beginning of the Path of Philosophy. The temple was a sprawling complex.  Within it we checked out a quiet little temple and Japanese gardens (nice but nothing to write home about… d’oh which we just did), still working aqueduct, another rock garden, a giant gate (think 5 stories tall gate that seemed to be begging for a wall to actually give it some function) and some other temple buildings with great old wall paintings.

Afterwards we walked up along the Path of Philosophy which was pleasant enough.  It would have been a lot more beautiful in spring with the cherry blossoms that line the path.  The path took us to Ginkaku-ji (the Silver pavilion), which disappointingly wasn't actually made of silver. In fact, it’s probably what you would call a do-er upper.  The best part of the silver pavilion was the gardens.

Having checked out the Eastern side of Kyoto we headed back into town to take a bit more of a look at the Imperial Palace gardens in the center of the city. Lonely planet seemed to suggest that there was something worth seeing here, but if there was we weren't able to find it. With a little more time left in the day we thought we'd head for one last temple - the Chion-in. We arrived just before it closed and had enough time for a quick look around. 

Instead of busing straight back to the station we headed to Pontochō a long narrow lane one block west of the river famous for nightlife, geisha spotting and restaurants. The street was definitely one of the most atmospheric streets we walked down in Japan.

Very tired from the past few days we decided to take it easy and order in some room service. We were very impressed when they brought in our meals on a fine-dining table on wheels and arranged it like a dining table for us. Combined with the amazing view we had of Kyoto tower it was a great meal.
Day 9 – Osaka

We arrived in a rainy Osaka on the morning of February 4th.  As usual we found a locker to dump our bags in at the train station and started sightseeing straight away.

Osaka-jo’s most recent restoration was completed in 1997 and so the castle looked quite spectacular from outside.  Inside the castle housed a museum about the castle and its grounds and disappointingly wasn’t actually restored in its original design.  The view from the top of the five story tower was good with nice views of the city.  The castle was still a bit of a let down after Himeji-jo though.
When we finished at the castle we thought we had better find some more cash as we were starting to run low.  We were told that getting cash in Japan could prove to be difficult, which it was.  Despite being in Japan’s second largest city we ended up spending many, many hours searching for an international ATM.  The post office did not have one although everyone said it did.  Lonely planet was of no help with outdated maps.  Even the tourist information office at the train station just gave us blank stares.  Japan is pretty much a cash-only society so we found it quite incredible that it was so difficult to get cash on international cards.
After no success finding a cash machine we decided to go and check out the Umeda Sky building.  This building is one of the tallest in Osaka and provides amazing 360 degree views from its Floating Garden Observatory on the 40th floor(s).  Although it was still cloudy and rainy we had quite good visibility and spent a couple of hours up there enjoying the view (and a few beers).  From this height it was possible to see how enormous Osaka was and it was great to also checkout some of the crazy Japanese buildings such as a skyscraper with a freeway passing through the middle of it (about 5 stories up) and a ugly hotel like building with a large gothic chapel sticking out of it on about the 15th floor.
We took a detour on the way back to the station to get our bags hoping that the massive Citi-bank building may have an international ATM and fortunately it did.  Phew!  We could afford to eat again!
All cashed up and with our bags we spent a long time finding our hotel.  The biggest difficulty in finding your way around Osaka is not because the streets are hard to navigate but because you are underground most of the time in what seemed to be the world’s biggest and most confusing shopping mall.  If you do try and venture out to street level you will find that the only way to cross the street appears to be from underground.  Eventually we found our hotel and checked into our shoebox sized room – the smallest room we had on the trip.  It was still big enough for both of us and our bags (kind of).  We spent the night playing some cards and having a few beers while we did our laundry in the hotel.
Day 10 – Osaka & Abishiri
Osaka is Japan’s second largest city and it definitely felt that way as we caught the train to Kansai airport the next morning.  The hour long trip to get there was a continuous vista of built up suburbs with no respite.  They were definitely packed in like sardines all the way to the coast and was the most densely populated area we had seen.

The airport is built on reclaimed land some 3kms out into Osaka bay and cost a massive 20 billion USD.  Ouch!
Upon check-in we were informed that the flight was full and that we would have to sit apart for the 3 hour flight up to Memanbetsu (Hokkaido).  We were not at all happy with this seeing as we were 3 hours early and as far as we could tell pretty much the first people in line to check in.  The guy checking us in said that the best he could offer was some business class seats but we would have to pay for the upgrade – 1,000 yen each!  Lou was about to protest but after realizing that it worked out to £5 each to upgrade to business class for a 3 hour flight we promptly paid up.
We had both been looking forward to this part of the trip as we would be leaving the main tourist trails on the main island of Honshu to head up into the far north of Hokkaido (the northernmost island of Japan).  We had planned to meet with Kris and Penny who would join us for a week of traveling from Abishiri down to Sapporo.
The flight was great as once we crossed the water and started flying over Hokkaido we could see the whole island was buried deep in snow!  We landed at Memanbetsu airport and caught the bus out to Abishiri which is on the coast.  It seemed a bit surreal coming from the urban sights of Osaka to a small town blanketed in white with wide open horizons.  The bus was supposed to take us all of the way to the ferry terminal where we would meet Kris and Pen but for an unknown reason terminated at the bus terminal instead.  We chucked our bags into a cab and after some pointing at maps correctly conveyed to the driver where we wanted to go.
Each winter, drift ice slowly makes its way down from the Amur River in Russia until it covers the seas in and around Abishiri.  The reason for our visit to Abishiri was to take an ice-breaking boat tour and see this phenomenon for ourselves.  Kris and Pen had taken the 3:30pm tour and we were planning to take the first tour the following morning but on arriving at the ferry were surprised to learn that there was a 4:30pm sunset cruise.  We were just in time to jump on board.
The drift ice was fantastic to see and we managed to spend most of the tour outside taking oodles of photos despite the f-f-f-furur-eezing temperatures.  It was great to feel satisfying collisions as the boat smashed through the ice sheets.  Some of the sheets must have been meters thick in parts.  As the light faded and the temperature dropped we eventually gave in and headed inside to enjoy the remainder of the hour-long trip inside in the warmth.
Upon docking we met up with Pen and Kris and headed outside to meet our hotel pickup.  Pen speaks fluent Japanese and had organized for some nice accommodation for this leg of the trip.  Upon arrival at the hotel we were greeted and our bags were whisked away while we were led to a comfortable sitting area.  While Pen went through the details with the concierge, we were treated to complementary drinks of apple shnapps.  The hotel interior featured plenty of wood and stone like a lodge – a perfect setting with the snowy weather outside.
For the first time of our trip we would be staying in Japanese style rooms known as Ryokans.  The flooring of the rooms consisted of tatami mats (made of straw) and the minimal furniture was all at floor level. While we were at dinner our room was prepared for sleeping and the furniture was replaced with futon’s on the floor.  After poking around the unusual room and settling in, we changed into our hotel provided Yukatas (robes) and slippers (one-size only) and headed for the onsen.
Onsen’s are basically communal baths using water from hot-springs and are generally known for their therapeutic effects.  Many hotels in Japan exist purely to house Onsens.  If your room does feature a bathroom with a shower generally this will go unused as people prefer to bathe in the onsen instead.  Visiting the onsen is a bit of a ritual.  Men and women have separate bathing facilities and after nuding up, you wash yourself down in a shower before heading into the hot water (38C – 40C).  Once you have had enough you head to a series of shower stalls where you sit on a little seat and go through your ablutions.  Finally you go back to your changing rooms and get back into your hotel robe and slippers.
The best bit about Ryokan’s with onsen’s is that everyone wears the robes and slippers provided by the hotel.  Usually they have one colour for the guys and another colour for the girls.  You don’t just wear these in your room – you wear them all through the hotel, including to breakfast and dinner!  It kind of feels like you have joined a cult or something.  Refreshed we all headed down to dinner.  Abisihiri is renowned for its crab so Pen had organized for the four of us to have the special crab dinner.

We were greeted at the front of the restaurant and led upstairs to a very nice private banquet room.  Before long they started to bring out the set menu which must have consisted of at least 13 different courses – all featuring crab.  There was crab sashimi, crab mousse, crab soup, crab to cook in water, cooked crab, raw crab, crab, crab and more crab with a side of crab.  Let’s just say that we ate a LOT of crab.  After dinner we waddled out to the sunken lounge/bar where we relaxed to the sounds of a live harpist and had a nightcap before heading off to bed.

Day 11 – Abishiri & Sounkyo
In the morning it was off to the onsen again before our Japanese style buffet breakfast.  This was quite an elaborate affair which involved making your own miso and other DIY cooking stuff, BYO crab.
The previous day we had spotted a snow fun park nearby and given we had a few hours up our sleeve thought we would check it out.  The park was located beside a frozen lake and provided hours of entertainment.  To start with we took a half hour snowmobiling tour around the lake.  After donning our helmets we each did a trial lap to make sure we had the hang of the snowmobiles and we were off!  Snowmobiling is awesome!  We had a great time racing each other over the snow covered frozen lake, doing donuts and just generally mucking around.  Kris managed to get his snowmobile bogged and the guide had to come to his rescue.  Next we thought we’d try out the banana boat – same concept as a normal banana boat ride but instead of the banana floating on water it would be sliding around on snow.  To complete our adrenaline fueled morning we hired some 4-wheelers to do some laps around a course that had been dug out of the snow.  The four wheelers were great especially in the snow as you could power slide them around the corners.  With another hour up our sleeves we wandered over to the snow and ice slides which were fantastic fun and spent the last hour tubing it down a snow ramp, or racing each other down the side-by-side ice slides.  All up it was a fantastic morning!  Then it was off to the train station, destination Sounkyo.
The train tip was great as we gained altitude in the mountains, the skies got darker and it started to snow.  The mountains and trees seemed to close in and the snow sitting in the trees and on the ground was getting deeper and deeper.  By the time we got to Kamikawa station it was hard to believe that we had seen sun at all that day.  We jumped off at the station and into a cab.  Our hotel was at Sounkyo gorge – about a half hour cab ride, and despite the snow we had been playing in all morning, we were amazed at how much snow was around town.  Outside the fire station, the snow had been piled up in a mountain bigger than the fire station itself!
Again the hotel was a Ryokan with traditional style rooms and not just one onsen but five – all with different themes!  Dinner was again great with copious amounts of food.
After dinner we thermaled up and headed down to the snow festival – the reason we were here.  Each winter, Sounkyo builds amazing snow and ice sculptures, ice caves, and frozen waterfalls, which are then lit up with coloured lights at night.  It was a great spectacle and the lights really brought the place to life.  We spent a couple of hours wandering around and then headed back to the hotel to try and get some feeling back into our hands and feet.  After a quick onsen or two, we headed back to our four-sleeper room for a sake nightcap and bed.
Day 12 – Sounkyo & Sapporo
We awoke with enough time for another onsen before breakfast and then spent an hour walking around town playing in the snow that had fallen overnight.  After breakfast we spent some time shopping where we picked up the best snack of the trip, and dare I say one of the best snacks ever, soy/caramel flavoured popcorn/rice thingies.  Kris also had a great call with his purchase of soft-bacon with peppercorns… mmm.  We caught the bus back to Kamikawa station and had some time to spare so Lou bought a can of hot corn soup from the station vending machine.  It made her hyper!  All up it was a very adventurous culinary morning.  Eventually the train showed up and we all jumped aboard heading for Sapporo!
We all unloaded off the train and stepped back into a hustling bustling city.  We had been the only European people we had seen for the past three days so it was back to reality. The first thing we noticed walking through the train station was the huge number of foreigners.  It was most number of tourists we had seen in Japan.  Everyone from everywhere had followed our example and flocked to Sapporo for the week.  Why?  The Yuki Matsuri (snow festival) of course.
The festival enlists the help of hundreds of ice sculptors, volunteers, and the army to build hundreds of snow and ice sculptures ranging from the size of a person to the size of a 3 story building.
In Sapporo we had planned to meet Adam and Anna, two of Pen and Kris’s old flat mates.  They would join us for a few days in Sapporo and the following week for snowboarding.  They had flown in that day and we caught up with them in their hotel opposite the train station.  Everyone was keen for a bit of an afternoon kip before taking a look around so we caught the subway to our hotel and all kicked back for a few hours until dinnertime.

Feeling refreshed we headed up the main drag of Sapporo to Susukino and Odori checking out some of the sculptures by night.  One of Penny’s friends from Rotary exchange was also in Sapporo so we met up with him and his mate; found a great little restaurant and enjoyed plenty of fabulous food and Japanese beers.
By this stage we had accumulated quite an entourage, there were 8 of us now and quite a few were keen to check out the nightlife in Japan.  Let’s just say that there aren’t really any nightclubs in Japan.  There are some pubs (which are all run by Europeans living in Japan and filled with Europeans) or weird Japanese strip-bars called soap-bars.  We did manage to find a Bailey’s igloo (made out of blocks of ice) where we had a warm Bailey’s and milk which hit the spot considering the temperatures. Eventually we ended up at “Rad Brothers” which was about as good as the name suggests.  After a pint or two we called it a night and headed back to the hotel.

Day 13 – Sapporo
The next morning we met A&A early on the platform of Sapporo subway.  We were heading of the Sato Land Park which was basically a giant fun park where everything is built out of snow and ice (surprise!).  It was amazing to see the amount of snow around a city of this size.  They get so much snow they actually have dump trucks come in to remove it from the city.
The Sato Land Park was great!  We all had a go on a giant 150 meter, 5 stories tall slide where they plonk you in a big tube and push you down to race against 4 other people.  We then checked out the ice maze, snowman gallery, ice bar, icing games, snowball making, and finally watched kids try to kill themselves on mini-skis on a little ice ramp.

All this worked up a thirst so we headed straight for the Sapporo Beer Factory for a look around.  The Museum looked like it would have been interesting if we knew Japanese but seeing as we didn’t we moved quickly through it and found the bar.  We all bought a sampler tray which gave us a taste of 3 beers (all good of course) and then took a look around the souvenir shop.  Some interesting purchases were made (such as potato chips dipped in chocolate) and others were steered well clear of (corn chocolate?).

By this time it was lunch and we strolled over the road to Sapporo Beer Garden for some Mongolian style lunch.  This turned out to be one of the best meals of the trip.  We were lead to a private wood covered dining room with a glass wall giving a view of the beer factory (a cool brick building) and the snowstorm outside.  We ordered two dishes which would be shared by everyone – shabu shabu and sukiyaki.  These were DIY meals where the ingredients are given to you raw and you cook it yourself in the specially designed woks sunk into the table.  A waitress came in and kicked off the proceedings for us but before long we all had the knack of it.  Many a Sapporo (beer) was had and we left several hours later very full and walking slightly unsteadily in the snow.
Kris and Rob had a quick look around Bic (their idea of heaven - a five story Japanese electronics department store) and then everyone went back to their respective hotels for a while to rest.  Lou piked on dinner thanks to not feeling good but everyone else took themselves to Ramen Alley to try the Ramen noodles (famous in Sapporo).  We squeezed ourselves into a tiny restaurant (Rob’d seen bathrooms bigger then this restaurant) and ordered some Gyoza, Ramen and of course another Sapporo.  The Gyoza actually had to be ordered in to the restaurant as they didn’t actually have it on the menu and we don’t think they were too happy about the whole affair.  It was a pretty subdued dinner after the big day we’d all had.  After dinner we found a nice wine bar where we had a nightcap and then all headed off to bed.
Day 14 – Sapporo & Otaru
A&A left early to get a bus to Niseko for 9 days of snowboarding.  We would be leaving the following day to meet them there.

We spent the morning walking around Susukino and Odori checking out all of the sculptures by day.  There were heaps of people out and about and about half of them must have been school children.  The children were all being escorted by their teachers and had prepared gifts including story books, picture books, history books (such as the history of pudding!) origami flowers, origami swans, sewed things and so on.  The kids had the task of finding a foreigner to practice their English on and then to give them a thank-you gift.  It was almost impossible to walk more then a few meters before a kid would run up and start chatting to you.  Needless to say after a few hours we had quite a gift collection happening and absolutely no room left for anymore gifts so we had to sneak past the kids.  It was a very amusing morning.  We gave some small toy koalas to the first set of kids that approached us and from the expressions on their faces you would have thought it was Christmas.
Another funny occurrence was when a kid quized Lou and before he could give her a gift, his friend tried to give his gift instead which promptly ensued in all of the kids around to belt him over the head with their papers.  A lot of the kids also liked to point and laugh at Rob.  Penny especially found this quite amusing as she said that every time Rob walked past a kid they all pointed and said “Wow look how tall he is!.”
We also took some time to checkout the clock tower – a famous building in Sapporo but it wasn’t actually very exciting.  All this walking in the snow had been getting our footsies cold so when we passed by a foot bath we eagerly handed over our yen.  The foot bath was a small demountable glass room in the middle of the festival and was fan-tastic.  Some of us had been a little skeptical about the effort involved in taking off shoes etc. but as soon as those feet hit that water everyone was oohing and aahing and declaring it the best call of the trip.
In the afternoon we caught the train to a nearby town called Otaru where it happened to be the first day of their lantern festival.  The town is on the sea and was covered in more snow then we had ever seen!  We spent the afternoon walking around town checking out shops, having lunch and coffee, and watching some glass blowing.  It was a beautiful little town and you could see why it was likened to romantic Venice.
When night fell, all of the lanterns around the town were lit up.  The lanterns were made from snow and tea light candles and there were literally thousands and thousands of them.  The biggest display was along the canals where they used them in conjunction with snow and ice sculptures to produce some very cool sights.

We finally headed back to Sapporo where we went up the observation deck of the Sapporo JR tower to check out Sapporo by night.  It wasn’t until we went up here that we realised exactly how big Sapporo was.  The city is huge!  We had a late pork katsu dinner at a restaurant in the station’s food court before heading to bed.

Day 15 – Sapporo & Niseko
We had a relaxing morning after such a big couple of days.  Pen and Kris left early to make their way down to Osaka to visit friends and then to head home. At lunchtime we caught the train to take us to the deep powder of Niseko where we would catch up for a week of snowboarding with Adam and Anna.
From the train station we caught a cab to Higashiyama hotel which we would call home for the next 7 days.  Niseko ski resort is divided into 3 areas.  On one side is Niseko (the main resort), Higashiyama is in the middle (where we were staying) and Annapuri on the far side (where A&A were staying).  To get between the 3 areas you can catch a bus or if you get to the top of the mountain via the ski lifts, you can traverse or walk over to the adjacent areas.

We arrived at the hotel about 3pm and spent the rest of the day taking it easy.  Thankfully when we checked into the hotel they had our snowboard bag waiting there for us.  We set up the boards and spent the remainder of the night playing gin and having a few beers.

Day 16 –Niseko
The first day on the hill was absolutely stunning.  Beautiful blue skies and not a cloud in the sky, apparently a rare occasion and one that Lou, Anna  and Adam were not keen on – they wanted POW!  It was great for our first day to explore the mountain and see what it had to offer.  We also had fantastic views of the nearby volcanic Mt Yotei which dominated the view and looked like a miniature Mt Fuji.
It appeared as though they hadn’t had a lot of recent snow that Niseko is famous for as the pow was pretty hard (but not impossible) to find.  We spent most of the day boarding the Hirafu and Hanazono area and Adam and Anna showed us some of the better runs they had discovered the previous few days.  The fun parks were also excellent and were some of the best Rob had ridden.  We took advantage of the weather and took plenty of snaps and video knowing that it may be our last opportunity to get any decent photos.
Day 17 – Niseko
The next day was looking more promising.  We had received a little bit of snow overnight – about 10cms at the top of the hill but on the downside the visibility was very limited we spent most of the day on the lower levels of Hirafu where we could see.

Day 18 – Niseko
Still snowing (about 20cms overnight) but visibility had greatly improved.  We joined A&A and their friends Ben and Gavin for lunch at the Annapuri hut.  In the afternoon Rob joined the others for some unpatrolled tree run action in deep pow while Lou did some runs on her own before calling it an early afternoon and heading back to the hotel for some onsen action.
It was amazing how much more the pow seemed to collect in the trees. This combined with the amazing terrain that Niseko had to offer led to some of the best runs Rob had ever had.  And the best bit about them was that you could do it over and over, each time dropping in at a different place and riding untracked pow.  Complete awesomeness.
Day 19 – Niseko
The next morning we awoke to even more snow.  We had probably had another 20-30cms overnight – it was hard to tell on top of the existing snow.  It was also very windy.  So much so that the gondolas were running at half speed, and they were slow enough when they were running at full speed.  We headed over to Annapuri to take advantage of the hooded quad and had an awesome day riding pow, pow and more pow.
Day 20 – Niseko
Still snowing!  Still snowing a lot!  The wind was blowing a gale and the gondolas had been shut because of it.  We thought we would spend the day like the previous one and catch the bus over to Annapuri where you didn’t have to depend on the gondola. Unfortunately the bus turned out to be full (everyone obviously had the same idea). We ended up riding Higashiyama until 2pm when we were driven off the mountain by the shithouse music they were playing on repeat over the PA system.  Hearing Fergie’s latest single more then 10 times in a single day has got to violate some kind of health and safety code and it definitely violates the Geneva Convention.

Today also happened to be Valentine’s Day and coincidentally marked 4 years for us so we razzed it up for dinner and went to the fancy French restaurant.  We washed down our tasty meals with a fine bottle of champers.  Yummy!  We went to bed watching the snow bucket down outside from the warmth of our room.

Day 21 – Niseko
It was our last day snowboarding and despite our prayers for some blue skies on our last day it appeared that Lou and Anna’s snow dance had been too effective.  We must have had at least another foot of snow over night and probably close to that again throughout the day.  It had actually snowed so much that some of the runs underneath the hooded quad at Annapuri had been marked out of bounds because there was not actually enough height between the run and the lift!  If you were wearing long skis you definitely had to keep them pointed up.  All of the lifts were open today which meant that there was 60+ cms of untouched pow at the top of the mountain.  It was hilarious to watch literally everyone stack at the top of the run 20 meters off the lift because the pow was simply too deep.  It was complete mayhem.  It was a great last day despite Rob smashing himself into a cat track on the final run.
Day 22 - Niseko & Sapporo & Tokyo
We caught the bus to Sapporo airport about midday.  When we arrived Sapporo was in the middle of a snowstorm so our flight was delayed.  Delayed so much that we actually got transferred to another flight and made it to Tokyo 3 hours later than anticipated.  We hadn’t factored a 3 hour delay into our plans and paid the price.  As we missed the last buses and trains, the price happened to be the cost of a cab trip to transfer us from Hanada airport to Narita airport (where our accommodation was and also where we were flying out of the following morning).  It was the most expensive cab trip we’d ever paid for but it beat sleeping at the airport and getting the first bus.  It also took us through some areas of Tokyo city we hadn’t seen by night which was an amazing experience.
Synopsis
Japan is an amazing country and we both loved it.  The people are among the friendliest (and weirdest) you will ever meet and the food is good – very, very good.  We had been wondering if we would get sick of eating Japanese for 3 weeks but we actually found that when we got back to the UK we missed it and wanted to keep eating it!  The sights in Japan are also amazing and unique.  We had also been a little concerned about getting around but we found public transport had signs and announcements in both English and Japanese almost everywhere.  A lot more people also spoke English then we expected – even if it was just basic English.  The price was comparable to the UK – perhaps a little cheaper.  We thought food was about the same price for a meal but you get a lot more in Japan for the same amount and the food seemed to be better quality.
Last of all, we’d like to congratulate you if you managed to read this far.  Hopefully it wasn’t too boring!

Bye!
Rob & Lou’s Japan trip
February 2008
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