BEST CAPITALS: Nara (p. 443), Kydto (p.
473), and Kamakura (p. 219) all once had
A claim 1o being Japan's it-city and have the
sites and sights to prove 1. Takyd (p. 110)
takes the honors at present, but what the
future holds is still open to debate (p, 158).

BEST EXPLOSIVES: The Sumlidagawa
Hanabi Talkal (p. 201), Toky8's biggest
| pyrotechnic show, lights up the city like noth-
ing alse, Ase-san (p. 619) is the world's big-
Best volcanic caldera, belching poisonous
gas over Kylshil,

BEST BATHROOMS: The gold- and plati-
num-tiled beauties at Kanazawa's
Sakuda Geld and Silver Leaf Company
{p. 179) are worth a cool ¥30,000,000.

JUICIEST ATTRACTIONS: Learn about
the wonders of Vitamin C at Okinawa's
Nago Pineapple Park (p. 650). Try the
konatsw in Katsurahama (p. 560)—
round like an orange, yellow like a lemon.

BEST OF JAPAN (2 MONTHS): & full
tour af Japan takes you island-hopping
from sprawling metropolises to cultural
capitals to rural retreats and back again,
Start in the thick of things, with a dip into
the mind-boggling urban hotpot that is
Takyd (4 days; p. 110). Once you've
Caught your breath, daytrip to historic
Kawagoe (1 day; p. 252). Mext stop
Kamakura (1 day; p. 2193) for sefous tem-
ple-sighting, then try your luck {and hiking
boots) against iconic Mt. Fujl (2 days: p.
244). Recover from the climb, then stant
your northward travel with the brilliant
shrines at Nikke (1 day; p. 259). Pass
through Sendai (p. 286) to reach seaside
Matsushima (p. 293), then trek inland to
the mzjestic sights of little Hiralzumi {1
day; p. 301). Dip into folk-tale culture in
Tomo (1 day: p. 302) and the surounding
valley for a refrasher. Keep moving north,
sampéing thie noodles in Mariaka (1 day; p.
304), the volcanic crater lake Towada-ko
{1 day: p. 321), and the samural sights of
. Hirosakd (1 day; p. 314). From Aomori (p.
al7), head to Hakodate (1 day; p. 670),
your introduction to Hokkaidd. Ride the

SECOND-BEST PLACE TO SEE
TRADITIONAL JAPAN: For those who
accepl some imitations, Nakamura (p.
562) saell-identifies as “Little Kyoto.”

Kawagos (p. 252) claims the title “Little |
Edo”; travelers without time machines will |

have to take their word for it

BEST SUNRISE (DISPUTED): Dawn at
Mt Fuji's summit is either incredible or pit-
ful, depending on who you ask (p. 246).
BEST PLACE TO PLAY WITH YOUR
FOOD: The mealtime gimmicks at Tokyd's
Kagaya (p. 146) include crayon-scrawled

menus, choose-your-own intemational ambi- |

ance, and frog costumes, A coupde neighbor-
hoods away is Kappa-bashi-déri (p. 178),
piastic food central.

MUSEUMS MOST LIKELY TO GIVE YOU

A COMPLEX: The Nawa Insect Museum
(p. 387} in Gifu encases scads of creepy-
crawlies, while Freud would have a field
day at Uwajima's Sex Museum (p. 575).

SUGGESTED ITINERARIES

rails up the coast, visiting Shikotsu-Toya
National Park (1 day; p. 679) alang the
way, and ending up in cosmopolitan Sap-
pore (2 days, p. 684), Ship eastward to
fishing port Abashiri {1 day; p. 708), then
take your time poking around vivid, volca-
nic Shiretoko Mational Park (2 days: p.
715). Change trains at Asahikawa (1 day;
p. 698) for northerly Wakkanai (1 day; p.
719), which puts you in spitting distance of
Russia. Ferry out to idyllic Rishirkta and
Rebuntd (2 days; p. 721), then catch the
ferry from Otaru or take the train back to
Honshii. Either way, end up in Niigata {1
day; p. 274). convenient base for culture-
rich Sado-ga-shima (2 days; p. 276). Cas
tle town Matsumoto (1 day; p. 334) is a
good first plunge into the Japan Alps.
Reemerge at urban Nagoya (1 day: p.
324), then wash off the grime at quaint
Takayama (2 days; p. 345) and tradition-
speckled Kanazawa (1 day; p. 377). Nara
(2 days; p. 443), with its horde of historic
sights and giant bronze Buddha, is worth a
long, awed lpok. The contrast of fbarmod-
em Osaka (2 days; p. 430) and its serious
nightlife may be a shocker, but interna-
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8 M SUGGESTED ITINERARIES

WINTER WONDERLAND

hosted the 1998 Winter Olympics and
knows a thing or two about snow sports.
Jump from there to Shiga Kogen (2 days;
p. 331), where 21 ski resorts await; then
soak it aff in the baths at Nozawa Onsen
(1 day; p. 332), also home to a skiing
museum. Ura-Bandal (2 days; p. 272) s
all about snowy slopes and serious hikes,
If you time it right, you can catch “snow
monsters” at Zad Onsen (p. 284), near
Yamagata (2 days: p. 286), but either
way, the weather's fine. Tazawa-ko (1 cay;
p. 310) is in inland Akita Prefecture,
Japan's official snowiest spot. Cross over
to Hokkaidd for Niseko (2 days; p. 677), &
winter spors paradise. Land in Sappore (2
days; p. 684) in early February to catch
the huge Snow Festival, then ship out to
Dalsetsuzan Natlonal Park (2 days: p.
T02) for more skiing and snowshoeing. A
sightseeing cruise that cuts through the
glaciers at Abashirl (2 days, p. 709)
makes for an unusual ending, though you
mardly need an ice breaker when you've
5880 50 much.

THE GUASETROFICS

THE QUASI-TROPICS (17 DAYS):
Don't associate Japan with relaxation?
Start your attitude adjustment by sumound-
ing yourself with the lush forests of Fukue-
Jima in the Gotd Islands (2 days; p. 595).
You won't want to leave, unless it's to
escape the heat in the hot spring town of
Unzen, where legend has it that a path
leads down to hell (1 day; p. 603). Regain
Paradise at the base of a live volcano in
summery Kagoshima, the “Naples of
Japan® (2 days; p. 619), and then begin an
Qkinawan island-hop, starting in the ener-
getic capital of Naha, where you can chill to
a Rylkyl pop beat and it's only & bus nde
to & beach (3 days: p. 639). Forget your
worries an the sun-drenched shores of
Zamamidima (2 days; p. 653), then adjust
your mask and hold your breath as a
menagerie of tropical fish swim by Ishigakl-
Jima's stunning off-shore coral reef (2 days:
p. 658). For a change of pace, ride a bul-
falo cart between the orange-tiled roofs of
Taketoml-jima (1 day; p. 663). Finally, if
you're ready, strap on your hiking boots,
grab a kayak, and head for the uncharted
interior of Japan's |ast true wildemess: Iio-
mote-jima (4 days; p. 663).



3. Tips for the Traveler

PLANNING YOUR ITINERARY

If you want to see everything Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, and Shikoku have
to offer, plan on spending at least a year travelin g about. Barring that, it’s obvious
you'll have to be selective in planning your itinerary. Decide beforehand what your
priorities are.

If you're interested in feudal castles, you'll find them in Osaka, Nagoya,
Matsue, Matsumoto, Himeji, Kumamoto, Okayama, Hiroshima, and Matsuyama.
Japan’s most famous gardens are Kenrokuen Garden in Kanazawa, Korakuen Gar-
den in Okayama, and Kairakuen in Mito. Other beautiful gardens are Ritsurin in
Takamatsu on the island of Shikoku, and Suizenji in Kumamoto and [so Garden in
Kagoshima, both on the island of Kyushu. Japan’s most famous rock garden is prob-
ably the one ar Ryoanji Temple in Kyoto.

If you're a camera buff, my own personal list of picturesque towns and villa
in Japan includes Kyoro, Kamakura, akayama, Shirakawa-go, Tsu mago, Kurashiki,
Mount Koya, and the tiny village of Chiran, south of Kagoshima. As for towns with
historical significance, nothing can beat Kyoto, Nara, or Kamakura, three ancient
capitals of Japan. These three towns are also where you'll find a majority of the
country’s temples and shrines. Other important Shinto shrines in Japan include the
Meiji Shrine in Tokyo, Ise Jingu Shrines located in Ise-Shima National Park, and
Itsukushima Shrine on Miyajima Island. MotineKoya is the place to head if you're
interested in spending the night in a genuine Buddhist temple.
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