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Letting Tokyo get under your skin and 
wandering its backstreets and niches is 
the best way to discover the city’s true 

soul, says Kimberly Hughes

Senso-Ji temple, 
Asakusa, Tokyo

Lose yourself
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t okyo is a city no two people ever 
encounter in the same way. Of 
course, this could arguably apply to 

any global capital, or even any urban locale. 
But this is the world’s most-populous 
megacity. First-time visitors to the 
metropolis are often astonished at the 
endless stretch of buildings clustered 
together in domino-like proximity, but each 
district has a completely distinct character 
and its own unique story. Ready for a new 
experience? Just hop on a train or, better 
yet, set off on foot to find a new world with a 
completely different vibe, sometimes just 
one neighborhood away. 

Dig deeper and you’ll begin to understand 
some of the more intricate cultural nuances, 
and — ultimately — find your own version of 
the Tokyo experience.

CALMING WATERS
There’s no more quintessentially Japanese 
experience than that of a long soak in a 
mineral-rich onsen bath. Hot springs are 
found throughout the country, including 
many worthy destinations in and around 
the Tokyo metropolis. 

Onsen bathing is a centuries-old tradition 
rooted in medicinal healing. Onsen 
enthusiasts agree it promotes luminous 
skin, improved circulation and a deep sense 
of relaxation.  

Yumori no Sato, located in the western 
Tokyo suburb of Chofu, is an excellent 
option for experiencing the onsen bathing 
phenomenon. Featuring a calm, waterfall-
laced garden setting, its ink-black waters are 
drawn from almost 5,000ft underground 
and are rich in organic minerals. The nine 
different baths are crafted from natural 
materials including bamboo, cypress 
wood, charcoal, power stones and quartz 
crystal, while the grounds are designed in 
alignment with the Chinese principles of 
feng shui to balance energy. 

Prior to entering the baths, wash 
yourself at the provided washing stations 
and remove all traces of soap. Dismiss 
any squeamishness you may have over 
communal bathing, which is completely 
natural in Japan (and keep in mind that 
baths are separated by gender). Just be sure 

to cover any tattoos, which remain strictly 
taboo at most onsen establishments. 

The site’s restaurant includes an array 
of healthy Japanese cuisine, as well as 
purifying teas. Alcoholic beverages are also 
on offer, as tipples such as a beer or shot of 
sake comprise an obligatory post-bathing 
ritual for many onsen-goers.

No visitor to Japan should miss staying 
overnight in a ryokan (traditional inn), 
whose highlights include onsen baths 
(often located outdoors), indulging in 
artfully-presented meals, wearing a yukata 
(light cotton kimono) and sleeping on a 
luxuriantly soft futon atop tatami (woven 
straw) flooring. Excellent destinations 
adjacent to metropolitan Tokyo include 
Hakone to its south, which is also doable as 
a day trip; and the Fuji Five Lakes region to 
its west, featuring sweeping views of Mount 
Fuji, Japan’s most sacred mountain.

A SLICE OF DIVINITY
Explore Japan’s deep spirituality at the 
temples and shrines that dot the streets of 
the metropolis, which provide an interlude 
of stillness to the often frenetic pace of 
urban life. Roughly speaking, shrines are 
associated with Japan’s indigenous religion 
of Shinto; while temples are connected to 
Buddhism, which made its way to Japan 
centuries ago via India, China and Korea. 
The two religions were closely interrelated 
until separated by official edict in the late 
1860s, before which shrines and temples 
were often housed in the same complexes.

It’s customary when visiting shrines and 
temples to first purify yourself by gently 
ladling water over your hands before 
entering the main grounds. You may choose 
to place an offering at the altar and say a 
short prayer; five yen is often the coin of 
choice, as its pronunciation in Japanese is 
the same for ‘luck.’ 

An excellent place for exploration is 
Jindaiji Temple, located a short walk from 
Yumori no Sato onsen. Tokyo’s second-oldest 
Buddhist temple, Jindaiji dates back to the 
early 700s. Browse the stalls lining the 
temple’s surrounding streets, which give a 
feel for the Edo era (early 1600s-mid 1800s). 
Enjoy a lunch of warm or chilled soba 

Right clockwise: Women bathing 
in an outdoor hot spring pool; 
Engakuji temple, Kamakura; 
Jizo (Bodhisattva) statues in 
Kanmangafuchi Abyss, Nikko
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Asakusa 
This neighborhood, one of Tokyo’s 
most-visited, is home to the city’s oldest 
temple, Sensoji, as well as a collection 
of stalls selling all manner of omiyage 
(souvenirs). Take a stroll along the river 
promenade, which has recently had a 
makeover with a number of lantern-
adorned restaurants. Spend an evening 
at the Nui Hostel & Bar Lounge for 
fantastic music, pub-style fare and a 
youthful, edgy vibe.

Aoyama 
This fashionable district lies tucked 
between Shibuya and Harajuku. Walk 
along Omotesando-dori (known as the 
‘Champs-Élysées of Tokyo’) for high-end 
stores and optimal people-watching. A 
short walk away is the Nezu Museum, 
which houses a diverse private 
collection of Asian art and also has a 
cafe and scenic garden.

Nishi-ogikubo
Get lost in this tranquil neighborhood, 
just one train station from Kichijoji, lined 
with hidden cafes and a collection of 
antique stores. For a lovely urban walk, 
take the route from the train station to 
Zenpukuji Park, which has a lake that’s 
popular with birdwatchers and feels 
wilder than nearby Inokashira Park.   

Tennozu Isle
Located along the waterways jutting out 
into Tokyo Bay along the city’s southern 
edge, this neighborhood is lined with 
art studios/warehouses and imaginative 
street murals. The Terrada Art Complex 
runs a collection of galleries, cafés and 
shops, including Pigment, which offers 
workshops and houses a gorgeous array 
of chromatically-arranged watercolors 
and washi (traditional Japanese paper 
crafted from mulberry). Stop by the 
nearby TY Harbor Brewery for scenic 
canal views, fantastic food and a 
selection of craft beer.

(buckwheat) noodles, the local specialty, 
and take a long walk through the beautiful 
botanical gardens. A fire ritual is held at 
the temple twice daily to offer protection 
and answer prayers, providing a fascinating 
window into the Buddhist ceremony of the 
Tendai sect.

Another branch of Buddhism that holds 
fire ceremonies is Shingon, and two of this 
sect’s temples in metropolitan Tokyo are 
very much worth visiting. Takahata Fudoson 
Kongoji, located in the western suburb of 
Hino, dates back to the late 700s. The temple 
complex features a towering pagoda and 
numerous striking statues, and the paths 
ascending the adjacent hillside are lined 
with 88 small Jizo Bodhisattva statues, in a 
nod to the 88-temple pilgrimage on Shikoku 
island. Flea markets are also held regularly 
on the temple grounds. 

The smaller sister temple of Fukagawa 
Fudoson, in the east Tokyo neighborhood of 
Monzen-Nakacho, includes dramatic taiko 
drumming and chanting in its fire ritual. 
Observers are also asked to hand their 
belongings to temple monks for ceremonial 
purification by the sacred fire. Afterwards, 
take a stroll around the surrounding streets, 
which are dotted with shops selling senbei 
(crackers) and other traditional souvenirs, 
along with sake bars and artsy cafes.  

For shrines, visit Meiji Jingu, which 
houses the spirit of Emperor Meiji, located 
adjacent to Yoyogi Park in the youth mecca 
of Harajuku. The shrine’s gigantic wall of 
sake barrel offerings from local brewers 
and its imposing torii (shrine gate) are 
particularly striking. The forested grounds, 
meanwhile, are perfect for a stroll. 

TWISTED ALLEYWAYS 
Tokyo is home to numerous districts whose 
side-streets are lined with stylish cafes and 
atmospheric bars. 

In Kichijoji, located around a 15-minute 
ride from the major hub of Shinjuku, the 
train station is fronted by a snakelike 
collection of small pathways known as 

When to go: There are four 
distinctive seasons and summer 
humidity and winter chill can be 
extreme. Go for the changing fall 
leaves around November or in late 
March-early April for the cherry 
blossoms, which are beautiful. The 
rainy season runs from early June to 
mid-July, but features striking views of 
the blooming hydrangeas
Currency: $1 = 107 yen
Language: Japanese. Some English 
is spoken, and there’s some English-
language signage, but it’s best to 
come prepared with a few simple 
phrases and a dictionary
Getting around: Public 
transportation is excellent, with 
discount train passes available

To book your trip to Tokyo, contact our travel agency.CALL US

Harmonica Yokocho. Its numerous offerings 
include wine bars, Asian bistros and — my 
personal favorite — Maguro No Nakadaya, 
a tiny counter serving up all things maguro 
(tuna). Try the grilled maguro steak accented 
with yuzu kosho (a spicy citrus paste), and 
then pick up a jar to take home in one of 
the numerous food shops found in Kichijoji 
station’s depaachika (department store 
basement) — a Japanese phenomenon that 
is deserving of its own separate article. 
The road leading to the entrance of nearby 
Inokashira Park is lined with a collection 
of shops worth a slow browse, and the park 
itself is one of Tokyo’s most picturesque. The 
lake at its center is bordered by a collection 
of restaurants, including an open-air Thai 
bistro that pulses with energy.

Another neighborhood lined with 
narrow streets that deserves a wander is 
Sangenjaya, located three train stations 
from the central district of Shibuya. Its 
name translates literally as ‘three tea 
houses’, and while the shops that inspired 
its moniker are long gone, this is indeed 
the neighborhood to get your caffeine fix. 
Small establishments with stylish interiors 
include Saryo, featuring hand-dripped tea; 
and Cafe Obscura, which roasts its own 
coffee beans. For those who like a more 
laid-back, funky vibe, make your way to 
A-Bridge cafe and bar. Its shelves are lined 
with a selection of creative books and CDs 
from local musicians and live performances 
are sometimes held on its rooftop terrace.

Further towards central Tokyo, the 
district of Kagurazaka is a fantastic 
area to roam around. Tokyo’s French 
community is based here, and nestled 
amid the neighborhood’s cozy bars are 
several European-style bistros and cafes. 
Boulangerie/patisserie PAUL crafts 
incredibly delicious breads and pastries, 
while Canal Cafe has a sprawling patio 
fronting the outer moat of the Imperial 
Palace. Stop by for a coffee or pizza and 
consider renting a row boat from the 
adjacent docks to explore the waterways.  

Left: Jindaiji Temple, Chofu; La 
Boutique de Joël Robuchon, 
Honshu, Tokyo
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