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SpriNg iN JApAN
From Neon Lights 
to Alpine Heights

By Marina Kay

It’s spring and Japan is blushing—blushing for 
its sea of flowering cherry blossoms in fleeting 
bloom.

From mid March to early April, cherry 
blossoms, or sakura, mark the happy ending 
of winter in this island nation. So delicate, like 
puffs of fairy floss, they bring joy to the season, 
flowering for two weeks before fluttering to the 
ground in a cover of soft pink petals. For their 
cultural significance and ephemeral beauty, 
sakura are revered: As soon as the Japan 
Meteorological Corporation forecast Tokyo’s 
first buds to appear on March 22, 2017—with full 
bloom set for April 1—flower viewing (hanami) 
party planning had begun. Yes, even crazy-
busy, neon-lit Tokyo, the world’s most populous 
metropolis of 37 million and counting, is tempered 
by the temporal blooms. 

 For those traveling to Tokyo during sakura 
season, national licensed tour guide Noriko 
Sugano recommends heading to Asakusa, home 
to ancient Senso-ji Temple, close to the Sumida 
River, fringed with cherry blossom trees planted 
by the eighth shogun ruler in 1717. Chidorigafuchi 
in the Imperial Palace is popular with an after-
work crowd. Even Shibuya crossing, the busiest 
intersection in the world, is seduced by sakura. 
Photographers stop and start 24/7, snapping its 
smattering of pink blooms.

As it is customary to spend time with friends 
upon picnic blankets under the gaze of beautiful 
blooms, packing a hamper of delicious goodies is 
part of the fun. Convenience stores and basement 
food halls (try Daimaru department store in Tokyo 
Station) sell foods bearing spring motifs, Noriko 
says. You’ll find hanami bento boxes, pink-hued 
onigiri (rice triangles filled with fish, meat, even 
pickled plum), and seasonal wagashi (artful 
Japanese sweets). Close to trendy Harajuku, 
Dominique Ansel Bakery (dominiqueanseljapan.
com/en)—creator of the cronut®—serves a 
Blossoming Sakura Matcha Latte topped with a 
marshmallow sakura that literally blooms when 
placed in the cup. Order it, even if there’s a bit of 
a wait. For beer, sake, and whiskey parties, Ueno 
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Sakura, Tokyo Tower and Chidorigafuchi at Imperial Palace. Photo: TorSAkArIN|DreAmSTIme
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Park is the place to spend an illuminated evening 
toasting petals after relaxing in Yoyogi Park, which 
closes at dusk. 

“People are excited to begin new life in April,” 
says On the Go Tours guide Yukiko Kosaka, 
describing how spring marks graduation: “If 
students pass, we say, ‘Cherry blossom bloom!’ If 
they fail: ‘Cherry flower petal fall...” Furthermore, 
the season heralds the start of another fiscal 
year, when you’ll see “many nervous-faced men 
wearing new dark-coloured suits in the train and 
on the streets of Tokyo.” 

Just as Tokyo brims with new life, so too does 
Takayama, a preserved merchant town nestled 
deep in the Alps, renowned for its namesake 
spring festival. Located about 297 kilometres 
away from Tokyo by train, it takes less than five 
hours to reach, but you’ll hardly notice the time 
for the surrounding countryside gilded with rice 
fields, waterfalls, and lush mountain slopes. For 
those not traveling to Takayama as part of a tour 
group, Yukiko advises reserving tickets on the 
Shinkansen bullet train (a must-do experience 
in Japan!) before switching in Nagoya to the 
Takayama Hida Express. 

Senso-ji Temple. Photo: TCVB

Shibuya Crossing. Photo: TCVB



38 FIJITIME

“Takayama is surrounded by plenty of woods 
and rich clean water,” Noriko says. “Thanks 
to escaping the WW2 air raids (unlike Tokyo), 
its old temples and houses have survived to 
this day.” It’s a short walk to its centre, which 
thrives along the banks of a rushing river flush 
with colourful koi. “You can stroll around town 
tasting local sake, and eating Hida beef and 
soba noodles,” says Noriko. “And don’t miss 
the morning markets as well.” Or the famous 
Takayama Spring Festival either, which takes 
place from April 14 to 15 this year.

Near the centuries-old sake breweries and 
handicraft stores you’ll find Hida Hiyori, a 
charming tea room and shop run by Toshimi 
Kondo, who is also a Takayama festival guide.  
“Approximately 150,000 to 200,000 people 

come to see the festival every year,” he 
says. During the event, he adds commentary 
about the festival, about how it prays for 
good harvest; and explains the difference 
between the twelve massive lacquered floats 
that navigate the streets. Because the town 
is completely booked out for the occassion, 
Toshimi advises making hotel and guest house 
reservations 18 months in advance. But if 
you’re traveling to Takayama outside of these 
dates, Yatai Kaikan Exhibition Hall is located 
just steps from his shop and exhibits similar 
festive floats year round. 

In Takayama, locals and travelers also enjoy 
the ritual of hanami—of picnicking under the 
pretty cherry blossoms in Shiroyama Park and 
by Miyakawa River. For centuries, Japanese 

poets and writers, from Basho to Issa, have 
celebrated the temporary loveliness of sakura. 
Similarly, when asked about the onset of 
spring, Toshimi’s musings ring poetic. “When 
ice and the snow begin to melt, we watch the 
fields and mountains grass grow first,” he 
says. “A bud comes out to the hills and fields, 
and a cherry tree blooms. When the climate 
becomes warm, it becomes easy to live.” And 
so this is how sakura captivates these two 
sides of Japan.

Fiji Airways flies to Tokyo five times a week 
via Hong kong through its code-share 

partner Cathay Pacific.

Takayama Spring Festival on Nakabashi Bridge. Photo: JNTo
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iF YOU gO
Check out the Cherry 

Blossom Festival itinerary 
with On the Go Tours. Their 
13-day small-group tour 
starts/ends in Tokyo, and 
departs on either 25 March or 
1 April, 2017. Accommodation 
reaches 4-star, and rail 
passes are reserved for you. 
onthegotours.com

Otherwise, Palace Hotel 
Tokyo offers a Blossoming 
Tokyo package that includes a 
privately chauffeured three-
hour tour of the city’s best 
sakura viewing spots, as well 
as a hanami bento box lunch 
for two. 
en.palacehoteltokyo.com

And in Takayama, the 
Sakura Guest House is a 
quaint hideaway, set against a 
backdrop of Mount Matsukura, 
whose summit was once 
occupied by Matsukura Castle. 
sakura-guesthouse.com

rEgiONAL SOUVENiErS 
Noriko says if you’re buying 

cherry blossom sake, pack 
it in your checked luggage to 
avoid it being “taken away at 
the inspection gate.”

In Takayama, look for 
unique wooden crafts and 
Sarubobo doll lucky charms, 
says Yukiko. 

Also in Takayama, Toshimi’s 
store, Hida Hiyori (hida-
hiyori.jimdo.com) sells Hino 
Tsukasa green tea that tastes 
of cherry blossoms. It also 
stocks an array of beautiful 
handmade items, such as 
kaishi stationery and furoshiki 
wrapping cloth adorned with 
spring patterns.   

Japanese sake set. Photo: AkIyoko74|DreAmSTIme

Sakura mochi. Photo: NorwALk95129 | DreAmSTIme

Hanami Bento Box at Palace Hotel Tokyo


