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D E S T I N A T I O N ® J A P A N

C elebrity chef David Chang
flies there for the food. Pop
singer Gwen Stefani finds
trends in Harajuki. I finally
travelled to this island
nation in May. You know it,

the place of sushi, samurai films and 
Sony Walkmans. Japan. One of the 
most fascinating places in the world. 

CNN presenter Anthony Bourdain
considers Tokyo the most exciting 
city to visit alone. Though I’m partial 
to independent travel, I wasn’t 
comfortable tackling the world’s most 
populous city (of 37 million people), 
let alone its home country, solo.

So, in need of a primer, I signed up
with On the Go Tours’ Tokyo to 
Takayama trip: eight cities in 14 days; 

a flexible itinerary; licensed 
Japanese tour guides; and travel via 
buses, subways and bullet trains. 
Mingling with locals appealed 
more than sitting in an 
airconditioned coach.

Each tour caters to a maximum of
16 people. Together, we were thrown 
in the deep end on day one, thrust 
into Tokyo’s biggest and noisiest 
festival, Sanja Matsuri. 

Generations of families, scores of
tourists, and even a few shiba inu 
dogs packed the Senso-ji Buddhist 
temple that Sunday. 

Crowds surrounded kimono-clad
men shouldering portable shrines, 
which they would shake vigorously to 
intensify the power of the deities. 
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Maiko women (apprentice geiko, similar to geishas) walking in Kyoto. 
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ANTARCTICA IN A DAY
The world’s most unique scenic fl ight

 FLIGHTS NOW ON SALE!
MELBOURNE 31 December 2016
PERTH 26 January 2017
SYDNEY 5 February 2017
MELBOURNE 12 February 2017

We’ve been exploring Antarctica by air 
since 1994 – that’s over 20 years pioneering a 

land that remains almost entirely undiscovered. 
It’s an experience like no other.

For more information or to secure your seat, call us today! 
FreeCall 1800 633 449 or visit antarcticafl ights.com.au
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When our guide, Noriko, helped 
retrieve our paper fortunes, or 
omikuji, she was overjoyed with 
my “Excellent Luck”, which listed 
advice such as “building and 
removal are good”. 

This bit of counsel had not been 
lost in translation – modern Japan 
embraces reinvention to the point of 
contention. In neon-buzzed Shibuya, 
Tokyo’s Times Square, I scrambled 
through the famous pedestrian 
crossing and got lost in a maze of love 
hotels – all in the shadow of massive 
redevelopment, scheduled for 
completion before the 2020 
Olympic Games. 

Yet sacred sites are revered. In the
hot-springs town of Hakone, a short 
train ride from Tokyo, we spent one of 
two days admiring Mt Fuji, whose 
symmetrical beauty has been 
worshipped since ancient times. In 
nearby Kamakura, a 700-year-old 
cast of the great Buddha, Daibatsu, 
dwarfed us with his 13m height. 

For the best in preserved 
architecture, we took the bullet train 
to Kyoto, whose collection of 
UNESCO World Heritage sites 
includes the dazzling Kinkaku-ji 
Temple and the brooding Nijo Castle, 
where, in a tatami mat-lined room, 
the last samurai ruler surrendered 
power to the emperor in 1867. 

Armed with my Japan Rail Pass, I
went off-itinerary to scout more 
heritage-listed temples in the old 
capital: Daigo-ji, home to a ninth 
century pagoda; Tenryu-ji, for its 
immaculate Zen garden and ethereal 
bamboo forest; and Kiyomizu-dera, 
where I didn’t rent a kimono like 
many others, but drank from a stream 

train threaded through green valleys, 
over rushing rivers and past rice 
paddies to reach Takayama, high in 
the Hida Mountains. 

The train station is a short stroll 
from Takayama’s historic merchant 
town, where a series of streets lined 
with centuries-old wood-latticed 
shops sell handmade ceramics, tea 
ceremony utensils and hand-hewed 
Ichii Ittobori wood carvings. 

One morning, we browsed the 
adjacent market to sample delicious 
regional specialties – fresh-grilled 
hida beef skewers, octopus 
dumplings, and meringue-like sweet 
squares called owara tamaten.

At dusk, Takayama’s streets turned
into a dreamscape. After the last 
storefront was shuttered, after the last 
soba noodle had been slurped, the 
deserted scene looked straight out of 
an Akira Kurosawa movie.

It was during a sake tasting at 
Sansya distillery, when a British 
couple told me they’d “found” 
Takayama on a tour 10 years ago, that 
it hit me: had I not chosen this 
itinerary, I would never have found 
Takayama either. 

My memory reel is filled with 
alpine scenes –perhaps a reminder to 
see the forest for the trees. While the 
cliches about Japan may be true (their 
love for karaoke, Hello Kitty and 
Pokemon), understanding the 
country will take a lifetime. 

I’ll be back and, when I return, I 
won’t be travelling alone.

THE WRITER TR AVELLED WITH THE ASSISTANCE 
OF JAPAN NATIONAL TOURISM ORGANIZATION 
(JNTO.GO. JP) AND AS A GUEST OF ON THE GO 
TOUR S (ONTHEGOTOUR S.COM).

promising good health and longevity. 
I also visited the Hiroshima Peace

Memorial Park alone. After checking 
into the nearby Daiwa Roynet Hotel, I 
spent the allotted free time sitting on 
a park bench, watching the Flame of 
Peace flicker against the skeletal 
A-Bomb Dome, just steps from a 
vibrant and modern downtown. 

Touring the park a few days later 
with a new guide, Yukiko, we placed 
folded paper cranes by the Children’s 
Peace Monument, explored the 
Hiroshima National Peace Memorial 
Hall for the Atomic Bomb Victims and

chatted with elderly locals, who were 
cleaning monuments ahead of 
President Obama’s historic visit. 

Hiroshima was bookended by two
side trips – to Himeji, where we toured
its treasured castle made doubly 
famous by the James Bond movie You 
Only Live Twice; and to Miyajima 
Island, where we visited Itsukushima 
Shrine, famous for its floating torii 
gate, which was the perfect backdrop 
for the traditional Shinto wedding 
that was taking place. 

Old Japan came to life when we 
took to the alps. For a few hours, the 

Senso-ji Temple, the oldest in Tokyo, is a popular destination for locals and tourists.

P I C T U R E :  I S T O C K

S E N S O - J I  T E M P L E

Because of its traditions and 
formalities, Japan can feel 

overwhelming. These tips will give 
you a headstart.

1 .  
Memorising a few Japanese 

words goes a long way. 
Arigato – Thank you

Ohayo gozaimasu – Good morning
Sayonara – Good bye 

Sumimasen – Excuse me

2 .  
Ask your guide to explain 

the religious rituals required at the 
entry to Shinto shrines and at the 

offertory boxes of Buddhist temples.

3 .  
Many sights require visitors to remove 
shoes. Point your pair towards the exit, 

so they’re easier to slip back on.

4 .
 Avoid eating while 

at holy sites or on the street. Although 
stalls sell to-go snacks such as ice 

cream (as does McDonald’s), pull to 
the side or find a seat.

5 .  
Slurp your soba noodles as it enhances

their flavour. It’s also the right way – 
the polite way – to eat them.

E S C A P E  R O U T E

E T I Q U E T T E  

BEEN TO THE LAND OF THE 
RISING SUN? SHARE YOUR 

TIPS WITH US ON 
FACEBOOK

@ESCAPE.COM.AU
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we will handle the rest

MORE value for money, expertise & peace of mind.

YOUR TOUR INCLUDES:

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

Private chauffeur drive service to and fffeur drive service to and ff rom 
the airport – up to 40km*.

All land-based tipping.

A highly trained tour manager and expert local guides.

Superb itineraries, developed using our 98 years 
of experience.

Hand-picked, named hotels.

ROME

& AMALFI COAST
9 DAYS • 13 MEALS

from $2,709 pp twin share

INCLUDES

POMPEII!

Journey from Rome to the breathtaking Amalfi Coast.
Delight in the unique art, culture, food and wine.

Journey from Rome to the breathtaking Amalfi Coast.
Delight in the unique art, culture, food and wine.

SOUTHERN ITALY  

& SICILY
11 DAYS • 17 MEALS

from $2,629 pp twin share

BEST SELLER

Enjoy the breathtaking scenery, historic cities and 
wonderful cuisine of Southern Italy & Sicily.

continents

150 +
tours to 7

FAMILY OWNED
for 98 Years

guided by travel

Call Collette for your FREE brochure 1300 792 195 Visit gocollette.com or see  
your local travel professional

THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW:  Booking conditions apply. Prices are per person based on two sharing. *Included private transfers up to 40km of major international airports.  
40-70km private transfers are a supplement up to $75pp. Land-only touring prices advertised are correct at time of printing and subject to availability.  ABN 32 600 161 671. K4941   


