


In pursuit of what its people love best—from temples to
torii, from tempura Lo tofu—Ann Hood travels across Japan,
contemplating its aesthetic mix of water and stone. Alang

the way, she learns how to become a Japanese tourist
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Tenaga-za,
acharacter
frem sne of
the city's
festival loats,
graces Kaji
Bridge in
Takayama.

WUKG IS WAITING, MAP IN HA ND. A
hookish seventesn-year-old Mrom a smail ity oui-
side Tokyo, she lived for 2 year with me and my
family. all the while Instructing me on the places
WE must visil in Japan. Special 1o her for their
beautly. remoteness, or natonal significance. these
destinations are to take us across this slind na-
lion, from one coast 1o another. then to the moun-
tains, and then agin Lo the water: Kamakura,
Miyajima, the Japanese Alps, the Noto Peninsula,
and Hoshi Onsen; shripes, temples. bridges. and
onsens (hot springs), all hidden treasures

We have met upin Kamakura, an hour south of

Tokyo. This ancient town has sixty-five temples and
nineteen shrines, and [ fear Mayvuko wanis us 1o see
them all. When | emerze from the cool, dim metal
interior of the cight-hundred-year-olg, Lthirty-
seven-toot bronze Daibutsu, or Grear Buddha, she
calls our, “Hase Kannon.” and nurries down the
streel, The day is blistering, and 1 know there is g
beach nearby, but | can't see it and, at the moment,
1s hard o believe. | complain and Mayuko Ia ughs,
hiding her mouth behind her hand. She leads me
through the entrance gate and up the stairs of Hyse
Kannon Temple, “Look,” she says, and my gaze
follows her pointing fingers to a grand view of the
nzarby sea, “The waterisalways close by "

In Japan, you are never more than sixey mileg
from water. Sometimes this is casy to forget, be-

ciuse any shmmer of sea orocean is hidden behing
dense forest or the lugh Jupanese Alps. But you
cannot forget lor long: in Japan. waner has a wity of
dppearng when vou least expect it of making it
Presence Known no matter where youmay be

W study the eleven-fucad giltstatue of Kannon,
bodhisativy ol merey. At thiry feet it is Japan's
tallest wooden statue. We take turns giving the oc-
tagonal prayer wheel a spin for zood luck. Mayuko
15 ready 1o push onward, buy | pause 4t still more
stanrs leading Farther into the hills, “Very sad,” she
savs "Juo." The bodhisattva Jizo is the 2uardian of
children. At the tlop ol the stairs are hundreds of
minidture likenesses of Jizo, standing like small
tombstones. surronnded by oiferings of dolls and
Haot Wheels and stuffed Lovs, These days, this site
has evolved into a shrine 1o mizuko, or “water chil.
dren,” the spirits of stillbomn, miscarried, or abort-
e bahies. Mavuko shows me how 1o scoop water
into a ladle and throw it at Jizo, as I w atch my own
two children moving playfully among the statyes.

Mayuko marches us another thirty minutes up-
hill to the Zentarai-Benten Shrine, dedicated to the
goddess of good fortune. [ am about to rebel when
we armive at what appears to he astone cave, T duck
toenter the shrine. which s dark and mist, and |
hear the sound af gy raling water. A meager rivulet
dribbles across the cave Aaor Mayuko empties hey
packets of all her ven eoins and INSLructs us to do
the same Stooping, we wash our mOney, in hopes
that itwill double ortr ple later on,

Wearewel, and our yenare wet, as we head hack
down the hill. Femples, buths, hot spri s, lotuy
ponds. rivers; rocks, gardens, mountains . ., T e
member that besides plants, the ey elements of a
Zen garden are water and stone, All the Spots we
visit refiect. in their way, the important relationship
on thisisland between stone and scea,

FHE JAFANESE OFTEN TALK ARBOUT “THE
three best™ the three best gardens. the three most
beautiful views, the three most beawtiful moun-
lamns, the thres best temples, onvens ryekans.
Mayuko is sending us to the island of Miyajima in
the Seto Inland Sea 1o see the ltsukushima Shrine,
ane ol Japun's three best,

After the Great Buddha, Muayuko most wants us
to see the fifty-two-foot-1all red torii. or sh rine gate,
of Miyajima, rising out of the Willer as we travel 1o
the island by lerry from Hiroshima. In photo-
graphs and posteards; it looks vermilion, but up
close, its once-bright red has faded to a dull brick.
The luck of vibrant eolor does nothing 1o diminish
the majestic illusion that the torti floats above the
water. Originally built in the late twelfth century,
when worshipers entered the ltsukushima Shripe
between its camphor pillars, the toni is one of the
largest in Japan, Our lerry motors past rather than
through it, giving the modern passengers every
possible angle, every photo o Muost seem o have



; Miyajima’s Five-
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come just for that purpose, pausing onshore
We nibble octo pus for another photograph with Ttsukushima be-
hind them and then taking the next ferry back
to the mainland, But Mayuko has told me that

and sip sake as we the right way to visit Miyajima is to stay at least
ong night. She has recommended the riokan
Twaso.

wander the stalls The Iwaso’s courtesy bus picks up guests at

the ferry terminal: All [ have to do is call. But
each time [ call and give my name, someone
along Wajima‘s hangs up. Tame deer are wandering in and out
af the ferry building. After the third call, I
move my family outside to formulate a plan.
Chuo-dori, which As soon as we step inro the hot sun, we arc
surrounded by dozens of deer that live on the
island. An especially frisky one with gian
i i antlers steals a map from the back pocket of
deal in trin kEtSI my husband, Lorne. In the midst of their tug-
of-war, a minibus pulls up with 1waso painted
on its side. The deer wins, eating the map as we
lac querware, and are whisked away along winding roads
through thick woods, past dozens more deer,
all forms of fish Fn 4 spare, ;_'|{:$Lll':t T uhu_re [WO WOmen wedr-
ing favender kimonos await us,

Neither speaks much English. Even in our
short time in Japan, we have leamed 1o ad-lib,
Speaking no Japanesc, we point a lot, hand
Mayuko’s written instructions to helpful peo-
ple, and hope for the hest,

In this case, it is clear what these women
want: our shoes, They stars at our feet, discuss,
debate, and stare some more. “Papa-san have
big feel.” one of them says before scurrying
off. Moments later, she brings back slippers in
surprisingly accurate sizes, and they take our
shoes. They motion for us to follow them
down hushed cormidars,

e Maple trees flourish on Miyajima, and the
maple leaf is the island’s symbol. In our room.
leaning against large chalk-blug-and-cream-
colored cushions and looking through our

= window into the woods, we are served tea and
maple lealshaped cukes filled with sweel, fer-

Owver the last
eight hundred
years, the Great
Buddha has sur-
vived tsunamis
and earthquakes.
Mow there are
shock absorbers
in its base.

Wajima (right),
at its center, is
renowned for its
lacquerware.
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Usarecach given a white one with vy
blue print and a brown sgsh.

When we emerge, robe clad and clutching the
small white 1owels ysad for bathing. the Women
are clearly disappointed. Only Grace's pubgra js
being worn properly. They cluck and adjust, re.
versing how we've closed fhe robes, puffing them
out above the sashes, just so, retying the sashes, Fi-
nally we are ready. “Oh no.” ane of the women
shricks, pointing ro my husband’s bare feer, He is
sent back 1o put on his slippers. Onee again they
heck us overand then send uson our w iy,

Each inn has its own, semetimes complicated,
bathing schedule. Times in (he separite men's and
women'’s baths rotate, with the men getung the big-
ger. better-lit, and more Beautiful ones during

hol-pink sash. The rest of

prime howurs. But [watso, even the women's buth
is gorgeous. The room looks vaguely Roman, witl;
busts and columns and a big, deep tub with very
hot water. No dirt or suds are permitted, Onge
wishes first on a small wooden stool next 1o 1
hundheld showerhend rinsing with a bucker, The
shampoo and soap smell of cedar, and the water
for nnsing is perfectly warmed.

Upstairs in our room, dinner is served. Ccourse
after delicious course: hom emade graviax: aspara-
£us, mushroom, and shrimp tempura: sushi and
sashimi; clear broth with baby clams: fried shrimp;
mis0 soup: rice and pickles: cold beer in giant bot-
tles, The presentation is both w himsical and exqui-
site; Sprigs of thyme and deficate fresh flowers are
used as garnishes. and some dishes show off ¢y
cumber and radishes cur into the shape of 2
grasshopper ora d ragonfly,

The pext morning, with a soft rajp falling,
Lorne and [ take a walk 10 the shrine. Unlike our
grand arrival at Mivajima the day belisre, when the
torii stood in high water it i now low tide and the
otherworldly gate and shrine rise in the mig ghove
thick, goopy mud, In front of the buildings that
make up the shripe, g group of about twenty
young schoolchildren are Practicing tan chi in the
dawn light, while the sacred deer amble past the
sixth-century stone 2ods and lanterns, The shops
that line the street besjde the shrine are ¢losed:
their plastic food displays fill the windows- noo-
dles and sushi ang axonomivaki, a regional spe-
cialty that resembles an omelet. [n the hills above
Us. 2 five-story pagoda glows orange against (he
eray skyv. We leave this tranguillity with reapet.

. WONDER AS | STAND SUR ROUNDED
by the Japaness Alps, is it possible thar the
ocean is only sixty miles away? My map us-
sures me that the Sey of Japan is just to the
north, Takayvama is a maountam ¢ity small
enough to navigate on foot and charming
enough to have me seurrying to find a room 1o
LAy an extra night, The Fpanese come 1o e

the local Hida beaf sample the region’s famouys

sike, tour the m Wseums, and stroll the streers of
the i'ﬁ:c-n.‘rlr::e:nth-c.-un'.ur]. merchant quarter, the

Sanmachi Suji, with jis wooden, lattice-frant

buildings. We do not secanother ‘esterner during

ourentire stay.

Surrounded by immense national parks, Tak.
ayama is encircled by ten-thousand-fom peaks,
makingitone of Japan's most breathtaking (in both
senises) cities. Walking its grid of streets, | amimme-
diately struck by the profusion of far bye morning
glories creeping up the buildin s and trees dripping
pink and white blossoms—and the plethora of
cafés. After so many days of green teq, the smell of
freshly brewed colfee makes me swoon. Every few
hours, I stop in another cilé and am never disap-
pointed. Whether { Continwed an page 200)

0 I

5 B



- = 3 WF A

ArAN

i Comrimeiced frone page 128 ) the place is durk
and smoky or has vinyl booths and chroms
stools at the counter. like an American
diner of the fifties. in cach one | sav. [ really
likeit here."

The carnivores among us. especially my
50N, $am, can't get enough of the grilled
Hida beef sold on skewers in (he streess. We
stop forthese almost asoftenas we do for cof-
fee. Big wouden signs in several languages
including, happily, English—point the way
1o the town'’s museums. Buzzed on caffeine,
and bellies full, we explore the Sakuravama
Hachimangu Shrine area, o complex of
buildings ona hill housing the shrne itself, as
well us the Hida Folk At Museum, the [nro
Museum, and the exhibition halls of the Lion
Dance Ceremony and the Takayama Festival
Floats —enough museums to keep us buss,
each holding surprises 1o keep us amused.

Tounng the large Noats, which huve been
used in the Autumn Festival for the past
thres hundred vears, we listen to an English
tape so soft and scratehy that we can't really
understand what it says we're looking at.
Even so. the Aoars are impressive, some as
tall as iwenty-three (e, and gaudy, with eol-
orlul decoratiens and ornate carvings. The
price of admission also gets us into the Saku-
rayama Nikko-kan, an exhibition hall next
door. where we are bewitched and complete-
Iy befuddied by an exact replica, one-tenth
the size, of the Toshugu Shrine in Nikko
all vwenty-ight buildings. While we marvel
al this miniaturg city, the lighting changes 1o
simulare sunrise, and then sunset.

The performances of the Larakurs (me-
chanical dolls) in the Lion Dance Ceremo-
ny Exhibition Hall are absolutely stunning.
We follow a small crowd into an auditorium
and listen to a traditionally clad Japanese
woman give an introduction —in Japanese.
I am beginning to think we should leave,
when the audicnce pasps: A mechanical

| samurai, bis sword beld bigh, swoops over

our heads to attack another samurai. The

| batle is followed by anacrobat flipping and

leaping like a Flying Wallenda, Then a me-
chanical geisha appears and performs a tea
service, The automaton chooses Sam and
Girace, first serving them tea, then swects.
Having previowsly sut through robatic pres-
idents stiffly giving speeches at Disnev
World, we areall dazzled by the show.

As [ climb the stairs that lexd 1o Lthe
shrine above the museums, I am captivated
by Jupan, Surprises are hidden evary-
where: nothing is exactly what it seems.
Even as [ lift myv gaze. there is the Main
Hall, then a stone torii with a golden rope
and bells, and. in the distance, the Tapan-
ese Alps. Just bevond them, | can see, lies
the Sew of Japan,

SWE MAKE OUR WAY NORTH

by car toward the sea. just in case | hod

any doubt that Japan is dominated by
wialer, Tvphoon 17 hits, [ don’t think ve
ever seen it rain so hard for so long. Qur
plans to visit Kanazawa. home (o srear cu-
sing and also to one of the three best &=
diensthe famous Kenroku-en, the “Gar-
den of Six Qualities” built in the |6705—
are entirely washed out. Still. we carry an,
following Mikyuko's instructions that 1o
see the true Japan, we must visit the Noto
Peninsula. o windswepl spit of emerzld
land where traditional rice farming and
lishing arestill the main occupations. We're
driving because train service is spotty in this
isolated countryside: in winter, even the
roadsare closed,

Bright orange, red, and yvellow dowers
burst through the gray rain as we drive
through lile villuges of tle-roofed howses
along the Kingo coastal road, Around a
band. two jagged rocks jut from the sea.
Unbelieving, | sev a solden rope strung be-
tween them over the crashing waves, mark-
ing a Shinto shring, Two bells swing crazily
i e wind, and atop the taller of the rocks
stands a bright red torii.

The Noto Peninsula is a challenge, Maps
are vague, towns and siles are spelled several
different ways, and we must navigate while
driving on the left. Here, the sea is always
present, There is sall in the air, and around
every corner wecatch glimpses of the raging
surf or the distant light from the white light-
house on the Saruvamu Cape, nine hundred
feel above sea level. Past the larmers har-
vesting rice paddies, we continue on, The
rains subside. Horizontal bamboo poles ten
fieet high line the curving dirt roads, and
bright green rice hangs from them todry.

As we approach a rice paddy, 1 wonder
why the people working it are so still, Then |
realize that these arz not people atall; [am
walching searecrows dressed in old elothes,
with odd faces topped by the coned straw
hats ol the furmers. Getting closer, | recog-
nice one of the faces: Tam looking at
Ronald Reagan. These scarcerows are
wearng old American Halloween masks.

Another dirt road takes us past people in
rubber boots and straw hats, wheeling wag-
ons heavy with fee, They hand the bundies
up i others who have climbed the bamboo
to fasten the nice to the poles We stop to
strelch owr legs. Blue moming glorics and
vellow sunflowers are evervwhere. Old
wormen, their backs bent and their Caces
weathered, come to touch the biond heads
of my children. At eight years old, Sam
stands as tall as or aller than the farmers.
We press on, occasionally passing an old
maen on i bicycle waving to us. The rice pad-

CANNDE NAST TRAVLELER ¢ cacraveles.com



dies eventually gve way lo the mountains
From the top ol a ridge, we look out at the
peninsula’s vivid colors: Green rice paddies
run down 1o blue sea; the white lighthouse
culs into the still, blue-gray sky; a brown
hawk flies in front of me, so close T think [
could touch it

Wie o oy Bl s Wigima, a eily we've been
Told is best scen on fool. Around a curve, the
river that cuts through the city comes mnto
view, Beside it, we find the crowded Asa-
ichi, or morning market. Old women squat
o the ground selling homemade pickles—
mouth-puckering sours of every vegetable
imaginable. S1alls along Chuo-dort sell trin-
kets, the city’s [amows licquerware, sake,
and fish in all forms—head on, flapping in
tunks, salted, fried. Evervone 1s cager to give
samples, so we nibble octopus and sip sake
dswe wander.

Behind the main stregls is o labyrinth of
small roads where tile-roofed homes boast
Tush gardens and vendors sell sashimi (rom
carts. Children in school umiforms follow us
along Ekimac-don, pomtingand gigaling as,
our mouths on overtime, we munch an pota-
to fritters from one store, sprng oolls from
another and soy-mannated dee balls from
sl & third, Wajiima's manhole covers are
decorated with intricate designs: leaping
fish. 2 weathered Face in a straw hat, or, my
favorite, the citys famous Gojinjo drum-
mers, men in ferociouns masks with seaweed
hair meant to scare away cnemics, At one
bend 1n the road, [ stumble upon an old fem-
ple with worn wooden structures and stone
statues of gods. & wornan, stooped with age,
sweeps Lhe temple grounds. Around the nexe,
iU bascball game begins, The teams chuant
melodically, then face cach other and bow:,

APAN TS ITS LOTUS PONDS, ITS

shrines erected in the seu, the hot waters of

its Lraditional batls, its waterlogged rice
paddies, the water rituals at its temples, und
ils onsens. Choju-kan, a remote inn ar the
Hoshi Onsen in Gumma Prefecture, is
tucked into the mountains, deep in the
woods A holy man named Kuokai is said 1o
have discovered its hot spring twelve hun-
dred years ago. The inn itzalf was built at the
turn of the ninetesnth cantury and became
popular with travelers crossing the nearby
Mikuni Pass, where three prefectures—
Gumma. Magano, and Niigata—meel, Cur
room sits beside the dver that Hows through
these woods, and ils constant, gentle sound
soothes me through thenighr.

Although the men's chestnut-wood bath
14 the moest photographed in all of Japan
{and rightly so, with its high, arched ceiling
and filtered natural light), o me Lhe inn's
hot spring baths arc the real draw. A largs,

b adiliem dond

adgeless pool creutes an illusion of ocean,
its bottom made of stonss of varous swes
and colors, and around 1 large, Gat stones
for sitting. Steam mises cthereally from the
110-degree water. Ourside, bevond the
pool. u waterfall tumbles pink and gray
onto black rocks that form another bath. [
spend a good part of the duy mowving from
the indoor pool to the outdoor one, my skin
growing pink and wrinklad,

That night. L fall asleep (o the sound of
the gurgling water cutside my window. Ac
one-thirly in the morning, | wake up, hun-
gry. Lorne and | pilfer a bag of M&M's
from one of the kids’ backpacks, and wa sit
by the window, watching the water race
past. [t is the middle of the might. and the
thought of thoss hot pools 15 irresistible. On
our way, we stop at the vending machine
and buy two larae cans of beer.

It is just us, wey-cold Sapporo, and water
everywhere we look. The pools are lit by
mant stone lanterns, and that difTused light
combings with the viporous cloud rising
mie the chilly night air to make the atmo-
sphere and everything in it otherworldly. 1t is
easy to believe thal anylhing is possible here,
Owtside, we stretch out on the laroe, smooth
stones in front of the waterfall. As wesipour
beer and watch the hot steam se into the
black might sky. a4 gentle rain begins 1o fall.
As Lsoak in the hot water, T1ift my face (o the
rain. Tam,_ happaly, waterlogged. ]
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