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mountanside, it's hard to helieve we are anly

an hour away Trom the neon beart of down-

tovwer Tokyo, Belliant pink azaleas bloom nexe

tor celieate wild orchids, eliciting eohs and aahs

of delight from a group of chattering women

passengers in white sun hats and bagey cousers. Now and then,

through groves of bamboo and veung maples, we catch glimpses
of a viver plinting in the valley [elow.
Wi are deep o the Hakone Mational Park, backdrop to Mount

Fujt and weekend playground for cscaping Tokyoires, The arca - a

hothed of valoanic activity - is scattered with spa towns, some dat-
ing back bundreds of years. Plumes of steam rise from rocky
crevices high in the mountains and local lore has ic that if you car
an egxg hardboiled mothe hot water that bubbles out of the
ground, you'll add seven vears to your life,

It's nearly 10 vears since | frest visited Japan and ics exhilarating

tor b back. Japanese frends used to compare their society tooan

anion - made up of many layers without 2 central core. During
the three vears [spent here as a freclance writer, 1was fascinated

Dy the cden of peeling away these livers and exploring the coun-

try’s ‘hidden' experiences.

In the intervoning decade, Japan has imprinted itself firmly on

Brinsh consciousness, If
you haven't been reading
Menpoies of a Geinha, you've
probably been eating susli
from Marks & Spencer or
buving your vests from
Muji, Meanwhile, the acs-
thetics of Jepanese design -
from fashion to inceriors
and gardens - have never
beer more papular.
When 1 returned o che
conntry, along with B e

Abowve: The colowrful walkways of
Miyajima's Itsukushima shrime.
Opposite, dockwise from top left;
The active crater at Asa; breakfast
in a Kyoto coffes shop; the
wonderful bathroom in the Tamaki
ryakan, Gora, is the perfect place to
relax; Miyajima's striking tosf gate is
a big drave for tourists; the stunning
landscape arourd Hagi: rush hour in

the laid-back town
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phatogr
than in the adrenaline-fuelled boom of the carly 19905 bue no less
absorbing. Our journey began in Tokye and took us = mainly
glong the route of the high-speed Shinkansen train - down
through the main sland of Honshu and southwest ineo Kyusha,

The Shinkansen, o Bull
it's still an ineredibly fururistic, exciting way to travel, Seeing ey

train, was introduced in che 19608 but

spraw] give way to wooded mountains ceflected in the glassy sheen
of rice paddy terraces is surreal.

[Hakone was our first ston, reached l}:,' :;w[t(;l]ing from the
Shinkansen to the local Odakyu line, before being ushered an
the Tozan mountain teain by o friendly old lady, We were staving

at the family-run Tamaki rpadan (Japanese inn) in Gora, a spa
cown, and here we had cur first chance to relax, [apanese style,
5

concerns, You change inte a jedai (cotton robe) and - i you're @

raying in a medan is Bke entering a cocoon, free from dlaily

hot-spring fanatic like me - head straighe foor the bathroom to serub
aff the day's mrime and sink into 2 large bath. You then eat o meal
of appetising tithits served in vour room, drink lots of sake, mavbe
tike enother bath, and fall sslecp on vour futen. Breakfast usually
includes rice, mise sop, fish, eges, tofu and veperables, Then it's
rme to head oot into the world again,

From Gora vou can join the cireular sightseeing route around
Hakone, switching from cable car to a ropeway which carries you
over a spectacalar plunging gorge, to a boat cruise across the
Ashino-ko like, inside the crater of 2 voleana, On the far side 1s
the bareen landscape of Gwaku-dani, where sulphur gas spews

ot of cracks in the yellowed earth,

Yo can also reach this poiot by bus and ENJOY AMERIng views

aof Mount Fuji - & tremendous presence, even when purtly

obscured by haze. A man in a hue was selling freshly bodled, life-
prolonging eggs in bags of six. Everyone - induding schoolchildren
- was buying and eating six cach, discarding the shells on the
ground to cries of Aah, it's hot!”

We rravelled on to Kyoto, Japan's capital untl 1868 and sl
considered its cultueal heart, Kyoto's palaces and more than 2,000
temples and shrines weere spared the wartime hombing that fac-
tened other cities, bur its historic streets proved less immune to

postwar develepment, Today, you have to lock beyond che high-

rises b experience the real essence of this intriguing oty

The joy of exploring Kyoto is to stumble across old neigh-
bourhoods with narrow alleys of wooden, lattice-fronted houses,
dusty craft shops and the aroma of incense wafting from the

at the Sawai rpedan is the perfect

temples at every corner. Stayin
'\'-'El}' Loy L'K.l]l.'l'i.(.‘['l{:l: 5'.\||.":'| i E)['\H_'L".

Sawal was ane of the oldest rea-liouses in Kyato before it was
narned into an inn by its sprightly sepruagenarian cwners, Mrand
Mrs Tsuchiye, and it's casy to imagine the geisha gliding down its
dirk woaden corridars. From my rarrow baleony 1 could see the
real thing; kimonao-clad geisha claccering past in wooden sandals. It

Wiy 8

turckay evening and the neise of the shoes mingled with
tinkling hair bells and calls of greeting, which grow louder and less
inhihired gs the night wore oo,

Crn Senday morning the ooly signs of lite were ar the local col-
fee shop, where we ate a hreakfast of toast, boiled cgg and salad

Far £'3 each. A short walk away was the blue-green Kamo-gawa
river, overhung by restaurant verandas and paddled in by storks,

and its wonderful trails thas meander along the foochills, linking

ancient Buddhest temples and gerdens.

Frr lunch, we ate in the gasden at Lousen, a verctarian restan
. b S

rant i the Zen Buddhise temple of Daiteku-ii. Under 2 leafy
CANOPY W drank fgreen tea andd sweet plom wing, followed Ly
bowls of crispy vegerable rempura, soup favouncd with aromatic
leaves and an array of tofu dishes.

On our second night, Melsuchiya invited his four puests o sup-
per and his wife, Sachileo, decided thas we should all go out. Before
long, the Tsuchivas were dragging us off o their regular karoke
haune, where they regaled us with Japancse folk songs as the

isha - broke into dance,

wctmid s = former g

eaving Kyoto we continued our journcy southwards o the

sacred tsland of Mivajima in the Inland Sea, a shere train

and ferey rdde from Hiroshima, For me, Miyajima - wich its

remples and pagodas peeping through the forest canopy,
and mountains that dreap sharply away into the calm bay -
embaodies the very essence of the Orient.

Raised on stilts at the shore is the [sukushima sheine, dedicar-
ed to poddesses of the sex. At high tde, both the shrine and its
towwering red s gate appear to floal on the water, & sight thar
attracts a laot of tourisss, Yet mostare gone by Spm and staying the
night means you have this magical island o vourself,

In the evening [ followed a trail inland, crossing streams and

ng in the scent of cedar and pine. Fram the windows of

our spacious rooms i the Kokumin shedade (public ledge), the
views looking out aver the bay were simply stunning, =
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Fram Ogort on the Inland See, it takes
an houre and a ball by bus o cross the
mountaing to the small pottery town of
Hagi on che isolated Japan See coast, Hag's
location - around a pine-fringed sandy bay
- i stunning, and much of its samural legacy
has heen preserved, inclading the homes of
renowned warriors, We rented hikes from
the station {don’t expect anvthing high
tech) and ser off to the western pare of
town. Life here has a letserely, almose time-
less quality and wandering around the

austere-looking samural homes enly inten-

siticd my sense of the past.

Hagi"s pottery is highly regarded in tea
ceremony circles and tea bowls by leading
artists fetch chousands of pounds. Bue there
are plenty of shops sbout town where you'll
find beautiful picces at reascnable prices,

At the lujita b at the edge of a lovely

] a delcious meal, and

".'j'l'Lll'_. WO WO &
the quict secting proved a contmast to the
vibrant, naisy city of Fukuoka in Kvashu,

where we spent the next night.

Fukuekz is a convenient point from
which to visit the hor springs sprinkled
around Mount Aso, one of the biggest
volcanic craters in the world. Ever since [
first ser eyes on the village of Kurokawa -
stracddling the steep valley of the Kurokawa
River on Aso's narthern perimeter, Dve
winted to go back, The village is dedicared
te bathing and its cobbled alleyways and
toathridges are thronged with people in
vt wandering from bath ro bath, There
wre over 20 to try wod & day pass will get
vou inco all af them.

Yet everything abour our own modas,

Sangi, wis s0 ex
stay put. A litle

site [ was tempted o

way from the village,

Sanga's buildings are set into the hillside

and grouped srovnd a gurgling brook. The
cwners, Mr and Mrs Goto, have created a
vetreat that combines natural beaury with
unfussy hospitelity wod superh food. (Be
gware: horsemet is a local spedality and you
may be invited to oy some. )

Polly and | shared a lovely wooden
howse, The bottom ol its large stone bath
weas lined with pebbles and when 1slid open
the window screen, a stream caseaded down
the rocks inches from my nese. A visit
tor the indoor sulphue poal beoughe a visible
sheen to my skin, but my favounte bath was
the ousdoor women's pool, surrounded by
trees and big eroogh o swim a fow lazy
strokes in. In the evening, wooden lanterns
lic the patly and stesm rose off the warer, The
next morning, the surface of the bath was
covered in blossom.

Having got this far, we dedded o ake the
Mso sightseeing bus across the ariginal cracer
aned up to the active peak of Mount Maka-
dake. If the ropeway 1o the summir is open
anel you can handle the sulphur gas, it's an
incredible sighe, lor deep inside the velcano is
a molwen aquamanne lake,

The bus dropped us ar Tochinoki spa,
wliere we spent our last night ac the Oyama
mpadkan, overlooking @ roaring 40-metre
waterfall, When 1 was lasr here, the rrdan
oecupied buildings nearly 200 years old at
the foor of the gorge, However, the bank has
been eroded soomuch ehat if has had o be
rebuilt in a saler position.

Some things, like Oyama, had changed
since my earlier sravels, Yet | found the same
hospitality and felt the same sense of
waonder at the expericness we encountersd,
|.'.I:'k']}-_1 Oyama had retanle irs oatdoor hath,
teaa, and w5 [ sank inwo the deliciously warm
water, it felt good w be back. @

- When to go Karch Lo May ar
Septemoer to Mavember. The rainy
SRS S AN June arkd SLEmer is veny
hat arsd-hurmd inemest places = fate
rlarch torrrid-Aoril-is cherm=blessem
time-and the autumn foliageis from
{ate Cwlober to Movembes, Avcid the
wieek-loncg public holiday in earhy May
= Getting there The Japan Mational
Tourist Srganisatian provides information
oo diffesent regions, accommodation
and travel Call020} 7734 9638, or log
O 0 SeesanEn- o Uk SN0, Qo
ANS as Grect daily flights froem Loncan

Lo Marifa Airport, Toxyo. Frices slart at
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asqund EZCD; call arA \Warld Tours an

D20 TATR 1922 {or reservations.
Veuchers for Japan Rail passes {which
give uriimited fravel on-mostJR-traing,
huzas and ferries across the national
nedworks canbe purchased in e LE
endexchenged for a pass inapan, A
seven-tay pass costs around £1707
T4-diay pass, £260 You need 4o pay
exlea i pou-Travel an private rail lines:
= Where to stay

The President Hotel, Acyama, Tokya,
frorn £ 120 fora tain room-ardl £80 dor
A single, Call 0081 3 3497 011L,
Tamaki Ryokan, Gora, from E50 f=r

oerson with bea meals, Book by fax
ar J0E1- 46021105 orlegonito
hakonetamakicom

Saweal Ryokan, Miyagawa-cho,
Kyote, £30-a night withour fond,
CalbdG81-75 5612179,
Pdori-no-Yada Kokumin Shukusha,
Mlivajima, Tror DR par peraces with
o freats: Book ty-fax on 0051

220 442248

Fujita Ryokarn, Shin Kawa, Hagi,
fram-E40 perpersan with-bas-meals
Book by fax pn O0BT B35 261240,
Hotel Il Palazze, Fukucka, £°20 for
a twir rocen, Call CD871-592 716 3333

Sanga Ryokan, Kurckawa Spa, from
EBC per persan, sncidimg bea meats
Boak by faron OB 967 440570
Oyama Byokan, Tochinoki Spa, from
80 per persoty, ancluding e meals.
Book by fan on 0081 967G 72256 o
rezaryea rocm through-the numbers
nelow: (F charge waill be made).

You can reserve rooms throwgh Japan
Travel Bureau, (020) 7663 6153, and
Japan Travel Centre, (D20 7255 8283
= Useful books

Japan Guide (Dpen Road Pubdishing,
L12.495) fapan's Hidden Hat Springs
by-Rabert Hoff {Chares E Tuitha, £7.95)



