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Lovely tree-lined boulevards
and animal-filled enclaves
make Sendai the perfect
destination for aretreat
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Top right Zuihoden,
mansoleum of Sendai’s founder,
Masamune Date

Above left Musubimaru, the
Miyagi prefecture mascot
Below left Performer at Aoba
Matsuri, Sendai’s oldest festival
Facing page Statue of
Daikannon, one of the world’s
tallest statues

Opening spread Sendai’s tree-
lined main street, Jozenji-dori

PHOTOS: MICHAEL MARTIN; SENDAI CITY TOURISM
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erdant wooded forest
surround everywhere |
turn and lush green shrubs
dotted with brightly colored
flowers encroach the city at every
corner; it's not hard to figure out
why Sendai is popularly known
within Japan as the city of trees.
And their purpose isn't purely
decorative. During the Edo period,
the city’s leaders encouraged
residents to plant shrubs such
as persimmon, chestnut, plum
and bamboo at the edges of
their property. These household
groves had multiple uses, acting as
snow and windbreaks, while also
serving as food, fuel and building
materials. The lingering result is the
numerous pockets of greenery that
are still interwoven throughout
the city and from the vantage point
of the remains of Sendai castle
atop Mount Aoba, rows of varying
shades of green clearly mark
out the streets, forming a green
blueprint of the city.
There are also two towering
figures looking over the town
that you can’t miss. Standing at
the north, is a 100m tall Kannon
(Guanyin), the Buddhist Goddess
of Mercy statue shrouded in white,
one of the tallest religious statues
inthe world. At the other end,
perched on top of Mount Aoba,
abronze figure of city founder
Masamune Date on horseback,
who watches with a proprietary
gaze over Sendai. Masamune
founded Sendai in the early 1600s
and as the lord of this area, he was
responsible for the prosperity
that the city enjoyed under his
leadership. His appearance was
also rather distinct. Having lost an
eye at a young age, he wore an eye
patch and was known as the one-
eyed dragon.
As | stroll through the city,
itis evident of how much the
city embraces Masumune as the
father of Sendai. Zuihoden, the
mausoleum of Masamune Date
and his heirs is filled with intricate
woodwork and sumptuous colorful
gilded paintings that are ajoy to
the eye. Even though this is the
final resting place of dead feudal
lords, it doesn't in the least bit
seem creepy or maudlin here.
With the surrounding copse of
grand old cedar trees, it feels like a
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peaceful resting place for arevered
historical figure. Sendai also takes
alight and loving view of the city’s
founder in the form of the Miyagi
prefecture’s mascot, Musubimaru,
an animated rice ball dressed

up in a samurai costume in the
Date style, complete with helmet
adorned with the clan’s signature
golden crescent.

In the centre of Sendai city is
the winding Hirose river,
criss-crossed by bridges and
flanked by footpaths peppered
with dog walkers and joggers. The
wide streets are clean and orderly,
and the main thoroughfares are
lined with maple, cherry, and
zelkova trees. The trees decorate
the town with a blaze of colors that
change according to the season: in
the spring, the cherry trees become
fluffy pink clouds; in the summer,
dappled light filters through the
deep green leaves providing shade
for pedestrians; and in autumn, the
maples and zelkovas bring a riot of
color inreds, oranges, and yellows.
The branches may be bare during
winter, but they are dressed in fairy
lights that magically brighten the
long nights.

It makes for a charming place
to explore on foot, with plazas and
sculptures to admire as | meander
along the shady walking path, and
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Top Tashirojima, otherwise
known as Cat Island

Bottom left Tashirojima’s furry
residents

Bottom right Cats now
outnumber humans on
Tashirojima

Facing page

Top Sipping on Nikka whiskey,
which is made in Sendai
Bottom left Sendai’s Pageant
of Starlight is one of Japan’s
biggest illumination displays

itis literally a breath of fresh air,
especially compared to the busy
and muggy capital of Tokyo. One
place though that is full of people
is the Asaichi -despite its name,
literally morning market, it's open
all day. It’s bustling with patrons
after fresh produce and just-caught
seafood, and | join the crowd in
perusing the freshly harvested
vegetables from the local area that
are vibrant and much cheaper than
Tokyo: long curving negi onions,
purple-skinned yams by the kilo,
and small sweet pink cherries
from neighboring Yamagata. | walk
away with a hefty haul and into

an alley filled with little trinkets
like handmade kokeshi dolls and
vendors selling delicious street
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snacks. The Iroha Yokocho I'm
inis one of several busy covered
shopping arcades in the city that
is with hundreds of small local
shops in the city. It remains quaintly
old-fashioned and is a delightful
place to explore, while | munch on
kogane-yaki, a chewy grilled red
bean paste-filled cake.

Shopping done, I retire to
Akiu Onsen, a hot spring that was
discovered more than 1,500 years
ago. Here, the seething earth below
makes for soothing conditions to
unwind above and | soak away my
travel weariness by luxuriating
naked in the open-air cypress
wood-lined baths surrounded by
forest overlooking the Natori River.
When | emerge, | find a kaiseki
(traditional multi-course) dinner is
served in my room. On offer are the
region’s specialities: Sendai kuroge
wagyu beef, seafood hotpot, a
heaping bowl of Miyagi prefecture-
grown rice, and Sendai miso.
Every morsel on the tray has been
perfectly prepared and glistens
enticingly. Towash it all down, |
get to choose between the locally
made sake from nearby brewery
Ichinokura and my personal
favorite, the award-winning
whiskey from the Sendai-based
Nikka Whiskey factory.

My agenda for my second day
is clear - exploring the surrounding
rural areas that have been taken
over by creatures of the four-
legged variety. First up, Tashirojima,
better known as Cat Island. This
smallisland is a quick ferry ride
from Ishinomaki, a city an hour
northeast of Sendai and has always
been inhabited by fisherfolk who
would determine if the day of
fishing would be a good one based
on the cat’s behavior. You'll even
find a small shrine dedicated to
cats that date back to the late Edo
period. As soon as we disembark
from our boat, the island’s exalted
residents make themselves known.
Languidly strolling on the dock
and sunning themselves on the
steps, they wait for a fisherman
to share his catch, or feline-loving
visitors to break out their offerings.
Though some are shy, plenty are
friendly, and | quickly make friends
with a little calicowhorolls on
her back when | scratch her ears.
It's said that the cats here now
outnumber the people, but they
look well-cared for, especially when
compared to the buildings on the
dock. At one point a dozen or more
of them swarm around my ankles,
and though for some it might be
off-putting, for me it’s paradise.

About an hour southwest
of Sendai lies another animal
haven. Founded in 1990, Zao
Fox Village allows visitors to get
up close and personal with the
wildlife that have always roamed
this area of the mountains such as
the Japanese red fox. There are
over 250 foxes that roam mostly
freely over on a preserve that
mimics the surrounding natural
habitat. Visitors are welcome to
walk among the foxes, but are
warned not to try to touch or pet
them, as they are still wild animals.
Foxes play an important role in
Japanese mythology and the native
Shinto religion, and | feel a little
bit awed to be among so many of
the creatures that are considered
in Japan to be kami, gods, with
magical powers. Out of the corner
of my eye, | spot a friendly scuffle
breaking out between a few as they
fight over food being tossed from
the feeding platform, while not too
far away lies another, curled up
snugly on a tuft of grass, napping
as if without a care in the world.
Perhaps this is what it means to
be one with nature, undisturbed
by the world around you, and | can
imagine no better place to do this
than in the calm surroundings of
the Miyagi prefecture. @
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Top Jozenji-dori is where Sendai’s
festivals are usually held

Above Tanabata festival in Sendai
Below left Get up close with foxes
at Zao Fox Village

Facing page Okama circle crater
lake, which is also known as “Eyes
of a Witch” as its color changes
depending on the sun’s position
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FLIGHT INFORMATION
TransAsia Airways flies between Taipei

(Taoyuan) and Sendai on Monday and
Thursday. Please refer to our website
for more details.
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