
PART 1: THE ULTIMATE HIT LIST

48 HOURS IN

TOKYO

> TEMPLE TOWN. 

For a glimpse into old-fashioned Tokyo, head to “Temple 
Street” in Shibamata. The shopping strip ends at Shibamata 
Taishakuten, a Buddhist temple dating back to the 1600s. 
Handsome shops with authentic wooden signboards line the 
street and vendors hawk fresh food, sweets, traditional toys 
and religious items like incense and prayer beads. Get a snack, 
pick up souvenirs and marinate in the nostalgic charm. 
shibamata.net/eng

> SKY-HIGH
PERFECTION

With a population of  
13 million (and nearly 
38 million in the greater 
metropolitan area), the 
magnitude of Tokyo can 
be hard to wrap your head 
around. Put the busy city  
in perspective from the 
beloved 333-metre Tokyo 
Tower, where you can see 
across the vast metropolis 
and beyond – all the way to 
Mount Fuji, 135 kilometres  
to the south-west. At the  
foot of the tower, Tofuya  
Ukai restaurant offers 
exquisite multi-course  
meals in a classic garden 
setting with dishes such as 
deep-fried tofu with miso  
and char-grilled wagyu beef. 
tokyotower.co.jp; 
ukai.co.jp/english/shiba/

—Tokyo is a whirlwind  
mash-up of the hyper-new  
and traditional culture. Local 
Selena Hoy curates the best 
things to do on a weekend 
getaway in this enticing city—

 “TEMPLE STREET” IN SHIBAMATA 
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> ENERGY BOOST.

If you love coffee, head 
to Café Trois Chambres 
in the hip Shimokitazawa 
neighborhood of western 
Tokyo. The coffee house 
has been around since 1980 
and locals like to linger here 
over a book. If you’re in the 
area after dark, pop into 
a club such as Basement 
Bar to catch live indie and 
punk performances. 
toos.co.jp/basementbar

> BACK TO CENTRE.

As you step off the upscale Omotesando avenue, a bamboo-
lined walkway ushers you into the oasis that is Nezu Museum. 
The museum has a collection of more than 7000 pre-modern 
Japanese and East-Asian artworks, including many Buddhist 
pieces. The sleek building, designed by architect Kengo Kuma, 
is a modern foil to the ancient works, while the garden outside 
lets you amble along winding paths, over tinkling brooks and 
past tiny tea rooms shaded by Japanese maples.
nezu-muse.or.jp/en

> ETHICAL CUTENESS.

With the growing popularity of animal cafés where you can 
coo over creatures such as owls, hedgehogs and, of course, 
cats (where it all began), a dark side has emerged – there is 
concern over animal welfare and some establishments have 
been shut down. However, there are some that are doing it 
right – Neco Republic’s mission is to stop the culling of stray 
cats in Japan and the cats at the café are adoptable. All the 
snuggles and helping cats too – it’s a win!
neco-republic.jp

> CONTROLLED CHAOS.

They may look like disordered 
ants from above; everyone 
dodging and weaving through 
the famous Shibuya Crossing 
surrounded by big, blaring 
screens but the crowd quickly 
clears as the light changes. 
After snapping the obligatory 
pics from the Starbucks 
overlooking the crossing, join 
the fray and hit up an izakaya 
(casual pub) such as Shunju, 
which features dishes like 
made-to-order steamed pot 
rice with mushrooms. Then, 
duck into one of the many 
karaoke venues that pepper 
the streets to belt out your 
best J-pop renditions. 
shunju.com/shibuya

  LOCAL TIP.
Karaoke joints charge by 

the half-hour and most 

require that you buy one 

drink, so make sure you know 

the price before you go in.

NEZU MUSEUM
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As I sit down at the eight-seat counter of 
Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience, I’m struck  
by how immaculate and calm it is. My head  
is swimming with to-do lists and adding  
to that is the urge to take out my phone and  
start snapping pictures. 

Instead, I stifle the urge and take a deep 
breath, drinking in the serenity of the place  
as I ready myself to drink lots of green tea. 

Green tea is thought to have first been 
brought to Japan from China during the  
ninth century and has been a mainstay of 
Japanese culture ever since. Traditional tea 
ceremonies have been elevated to an art form, 
with a prescribed set of tools and a strict set  
of procedures, down to the way that the tea  
is scooped and the orientation of the design  
on a tea bowl as it is offered to the guest. 

Today it’s also the norm in hotels, office 
break rooms and homes. There’s even a room  

PART 2: TIME FOR TEA

48 HOURS IN

TOKYO
—It’s easy to get swept up in  
the chaos of Tokyo. But Selena 
Hoy discovers that a modern, 
meditative tea experience can 
uncover Japanese culture better 
than most tourist hotspots—

in traditional Japanese houses named for tea: 
cha no ma, which means “tea space”. 

Tea master Shinya Sakurai opened Sakurai 
Japanese Tea Experience in 2014. Just as 
sencha tea ceremonies were popularised  
in the Edo period (1603–1868) – marking  
a departure from the matcha-based tea 
ceremony, which uses powdered green tea 
rather than whole leaves – Sakurai wanted to 
rethink the preparation of Japanese tea and 
experiment with pairing tea and alcohol. 

Though the tearoom is small, there is  
a feeling of space. Burnished copper panels 
gleam in the kitchen and an L-shaped counter 
made from polished black wood acts as a canvas 
for tea presentation. Staff wear white jackets 
reminiscent of lab coats and as they wield  
their tea ceremony tools with precise motions,  
it resembles a science experiment in progress 
(in fact, the Japanese name for the place is 
closer to “Sakurai Tea Research Institute”).A
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“IT’S SO QUIET I CAN HEAR THE SOFT CRACKLING 

OF THE KYOTO TEA LEAVES AS HE ROASTS THEM 

AND THE STREAM OF WATER AS IT IS POURED.”
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One of the well-coiffed staff comes to take 
my order. I choose hojicha (roasted green tea) 
with wagashi (Japanese-style sweets) and he 
offers a selection of six teas from different 
tea-growing areas of Japan to choose from.  
I had thought that green tea was all the same 
but he explains that this one is spicy, while 
another is sweeter, a third flowery. I pick  
a Kyoto leaf, then peer into a set of stacked 
bamboo boxes to select my accompaniment, 
awamochi – a sweet dumpling made with 
foxtail millet and red bean paste. 

As he swirls the leaves over a brazier in  
a small ceramic pot, it’s so quiet I can hear  
the soft crackling of the Kyoto tea leaves as he 
roasts them and the stream of water as it is 
poured from a copper kettle across the room. 
After a minute or so, he brings the pot to me, 
wafting it under my nose, and the freshly 
roasted smell of the tea, deep green and  
smoky, washes over me. 

He ladles water with a bamboo dipper  
into a small teapot, placing it in front of me. 
After letting it steep for 40 seconds, he pours  
it into a cup that he’s pre-warmed with hot 

water, coaxing out every drop with an exacting 
flick of the wrist. A fragrant vegetal steam rises 
from the cup, sending a promise of flavour. 

I feel the warmth of the ceramic and the 
smoothness of the glaze on my fingertips as  
I wrap my hand around the cup that’s been 
presented. “With the first infusion, the tea  
is strong and bitter,” the bartender explains. 
The first cup pairs well with my awamochi,  
the sweetness playing off the boldness. 

He then takes me through three infusions, 
inviting me to compare them, explaining that 
the character of the tea changes each time.  
At home, I never use my tea leaves more than 
once but he again pours water over the leaves, 
this time steeping only 30 seconds, as the 
leaves have already been activated. “On the 
second, the leaf opens up and the tea is 
aromatic. On the third, it’s mild and easy  
to drink.” The second cup rolls over my  
tongue, rounder than before. By the third,  
the astringency has faded and it tastes  
soft and almost sweet. 

By this stage, I’m feeling quite mellow.  
This space and experience couldn’t be more 
different from traditional tea ceremonies  
with geishas and tatami mats, yet the calmness 
and focus I’m left with is exactly the same. 

I walk away with a bag of Kagoshima tea  
I picked from the on-site shop to try at home 
and a delicate flavor left on my tongue. It is  
a keepsake more fleeting than a photo but  
from an experience more deeply felt. 

  628 GRAMS THE AVERAGE AMOUNT 
OF GREEN TEA CONSUMED PER CAPITA 

EACH YEAR IN JAPAN
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TEA MASTER SHINYA SAKURAI

Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience Spiral Building, 
5-6-23 Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku. sakurai-tea.jp
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