
It took many decades before I could 
fulfill my dream of visiting the land of 
the rising sun. And when I did, I believe I 
saw the real Japan, that magical land of 
my reveries, in the most perfect way to 
intimately experience a country and its 
people — on foot.

When my husband and I first decided 
to visit Japan, we certainly had many 
options. Independent travel proved too 
intimidating, given the language barrier, 
and a whirlwind group tour through the 
country’s major cities just didn’t appeal to 

us, either. 
After some exhaustive Internet 

research, we decided on what looked to 
be a perfect match based on our expecta-
tions: a guided walking tour through the 
mountainous landscape of Japan on the 
Kiso Road, the central part of the ancient 
339-mile Nakasendo Way connecting 
old Tokyo to Kyoto, the former imperial 
capitol of Japan. 

We selected Walk Japan, one of the 
first companies to promote “off-the-

By Joanne DiBona

I ’ve had a fascination with Japan since my childhood, owing in no 
small part to a geisha doll my uncle brought me after his tour of 
duty in Osaka. That doll — with her shining black hair, stunning 

silk kimono and graceful pose — conjured up all sorts of fantasies in 
my childhood imagination of an enchanted land far across the sea.

romania’s hinterland is rural land of enchantment

By anne-Marie 
o’Connor

MARAMURES COUNTY,  

ROMANiA

A young English writer 
passing through Romania 
was captivated by the farm-
ers who welcomed him into 
their homes and invited him 
to share the customs and 
celebrations of a country 
filled with folk art, storks’ 
nests and fairy-tale castles.

William Blacker stayed 
— for eight years — and 
wrote “Along the Enchant-
ed Way,” a heartfelt 2009 
memoir of the Romanian 
backwater that lured him 

from the hustle and bustle 
of modern life.

On a recent trip to Ro-
mania, I began to under-
stand the temptations of 
a land of medieval towers 
and stone fortresses that 
seem to have stepped out 
of “Hansel and Gretel.”

It began with an urge 
to explore off-the-beaten-
track Europe, an urge my 
husband and I shared with 
another couple. The four 
of us gathered in Bucha-
rest for a weeklong trip by 
train and car through the 
hinterlands of Romania.

Since its people toppled 
the Communist regime in 
1989, Romania has gained 
a reputation for unspoiled 
natural beauty and well-pre-
served historic architecture, 
without the commercialism 
of more established tourist 

industries.
Here in the storied Ro-

manian highland regions of 
Transylvania and Mara-
mures, farmers still till the 

soil with horse and plow, 
hearkening back to the 
Europe of the 19th century.

On our three-day road 
trip through Maramures 

County, we stayed with 
farming families in rural 
compounds and saw people 
wearing the traditional 
Romanian embroidered 
peasant blouses that inspire 
modern fashion designers.

Our first step into the 
past was the village of 
Rogoz for a visit to the 
wooden Church of the Holy 
Archangels. It withstood 
the 1661 Tatar invasion and 
is one of the region’s eight 
wooden churches that are 
part of a UNESCO World 
Heritage site.

The East-meets-West 
shrine at Rogoz combines 
Gothic influences and 
Orthodox traditions, with 
carved keyhole doorways, 
interiors with simple paint-
ed scenes from the Bible 
and a long outdoor table for 
communal celebrations.

At the county fair in 
nearby Targu Lapus, we 
were treated to a parade of 
townspeople in traditional 
Romanian clothing, as well 
as music and dancing. We 
sat down to a delicious 
dinner of chicken, hand-
crafted sausage and locally 
brewed beer.

Hospitality is a point of 
pride here. We spent our 
first night in Rohia at the 
Casa Gherman pension, 
whose owners recom-
mended a trip to local 
monasteries.

The next morning found 
us driving up a dirt road, 
passing stacked beehives 
and hamlets of houses 
whose facades bore geo-
metric designs.

We soon came to the 
Orthodox Christian Rohita 

Medieval settings, 
working farms like 
living in a fairy tale 

This Romanian Orthodox cathedral in Alba iulia, 
Romania, was the site of the 1922 coronation of King 
Ferdinand and Queen Marie.  anne-Marie o’Connor

Magome is one of many towns that served travelers along the historic Kiso Road. Joanne DiBona photos
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Nagoya Castle, which dates back to 1610, is surrounded by cherry blossoms in the 
spring. it’s one of several cultural highlights in the city of Nagoya. 

Stepping 
back in time

Spirit of Old Japan permeates walking tour of ancient highway
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beaten-track” walking 
tours of the country, to 
organize our adventure. 
The company offers tours 
in all regions of Japan, for 
various lengths of stay, 
and for all endurance 
levels.  

The idea of retracing 
the footsteps of pilgrims, 
merchants, feudal lords, 
emissaries, princesses 
and commoners who 
traversed this same trail 
since the eighth century 
fascinated us. We also 
remembered the televi-
sion coverage of the 
1998 Winter Olympics in 
nearby Nagano, when we 
marveled at the moun-
tainous landscape so 
reminiscent of the Alps. 
Intrigued by the history 
and natural beauty we 
would find on this trek, 
we chose the five-day 
walking tour along the 
ancient highway.

Day one began with 
our arrival in Nagoya, a 
metropolitan city that 
boasts several cultural 
highlights, including 
the magnificent Nagoya 
Castle, originally con-
structed in 1610. It was 
early April and the begin-
ning of Japan’s cherry 
blossom season. To see 
this national treasure and 
its surrounding gardens 
cloaked in pink blooms 
was an almost surreal 
beginning to our Japan 
adventure, and definitely 
a good omen.

That evening, we joined 
our knowledgeable and 
effervescent Walk Japan 
tour guide, Emiko, and 
our five fellow trekkers 
for a 10-course welcome 
dinner (the first of many 
such bountiful and deli-
cious feasts we would 
enjoy over the next days). 
The luxurious Royal Park 
Hotel Nagoya served as 
our accommodations both 
at the beginning and end 
of our trip. 

Day two found us travel-
ing by train and taxi out 
of Nagoya to the southern 
gateway of the Kiso Valley. 
The taxi dropped us off at 
the trailhead of the Kiso 
Road, where we began our 
journey. Each day’s trek 

was around 7 miles, but 
we never complained. It 
was such a joy to meander 
past rice paddy fields and 
rustic farmhouses, and 
through picturesque, his-
torical hamlets (some 69 
historical and picturesque 
towns line the Nakasendo 
Way). At times, we left 
civilization altogether, 
hiking through old forests 
and past vernal pools and 
cascading waterfalls.

For accommodations 
that night, we left the 
urban chic comfort of our 
Nagoya hotel to immerse 
ourselves in history at 
the 18th century Maruya 
Inn, constructed in 1789. 
Futons on the old wooden 
floors provided our sleep-
ing arrangements, and 
bathroom facilities were 
shared. But what the inn 
lacked in modern comforts 
was more than made up for 
in the unique opportunity 
to relive part of what the 
Kiso road pilgrims back in 
the 18th century encoun-
tered on their travels. It 
was a priceless look back 
in time.

Modern comforts, how-
ever, were never far away. 
In late afternoon, we 
were bused to a nearby 
traditional Japanese 
bathhouse to luxuriate 
in the natural mineral 
springs gurgling at the 

base of a mountain. Men 
and women were directed 
to their separate areas to 
enjoy a traditional Japa-
nese bath experience au 
naturel in a truly pristine 
alpine setting.

Day three’s trek led us 
to the picturesque town of 
Tsumago, where we toured 
the streets and buildings 
of this charming village. 
Preservation efforts on 
the part of the community 
have helped make it a top 
destination for visitors 
from around the world 
seeking a rare glimpse of 
what life was like in 17th 
century Japan. 

We walked some four 
miles to Nagiso, pass-

ing farmers and school-
children along the way 
who greeted us with 
polite bows and a friendly 
“Ohayo Gozaimasu” (good 
morning). From Nagiso, 
we traveled by train and 
taxi to the Kaida Plateau 
trail head to begin our 
trek over the ancient 
4,500-foot pass. 

This was, no doubt, the 
most rigorous part of our 
hike (due to a late spring 
snowpack), but also the 
most scenic. As a reward 
for our efforts, we were 
blessed with an unob-

structed view onto the 
10,062-foot Mount Ontake 
volcano, for centuries 
revered by pilgrims as a 
sacred site and an active 
volcano to this day.

Day four brought us to 
the Torii Pass, which is 
the second highest point 
on the Nakasendo Way. 
We made our way slowly 
to the crest, where we 
got an inspiring view of 
several ancient Buddhist 
and Shinto god statues. 
They seemed to silently 
stand guard (as they’ve 
done for centuries) be-
fore the majestic volcano 
spewing smoke in the 
distance.

Our descent brought us to 

the charming town of Narai, 
where, in ancient times, 
travelers heading for Kyoto 
found accommodations be-
fore tackling the strenuous 
Torii Pass. This 17th century 
town stretches 1 kilometer 
along a river and has been 
carefully preserved by the 
Japanese government as a 
cultural heritage destina-
tion.

Our adventure on day 
five ended in the mag-
nificent medieval city of 
Matsumoto, located at the 
foot of the Japanese Alps. 
Our final tour that morn-
ing was of the 400-year-old 
Matsumoto Castle, one of 
the oldest castles in Japan 
and a cherished national 
treasure. As we entered 
the grounds through the 
imposing portal, Samurai 
characters, glistening 
swords in hand, posed for 
photos with the visitors. 

Shoes must be removed 
before entering the formi-
dable castle, which remains 
virtually untouched by 
time. It takes some physical 
effort to climb the wooden 
staircases (some of them 
extremely steep) to the 
various levels of the castle, 
but the rewards are great. 
Fascinating displays docu-
menting 16th century armor 
and weapons line the walls 
and the narrow wooden 
windows, once used by ar-
chers and gunmen, provide 
magnificent views onto the 
Japanese Alps. 

Surrounded by snow-
capped mountains and the 
spirit of Shogun Japan, 
we couldn’t have asked for 
a more perfect place to 
bid farewell to our fellow 
travelers and guide, as 
this marked the end of our 
tour. It was also the perfect 
place to find another 
Geisha doll, in a tiny store 
on Matsumoto’s Nawate 
Street, famed for its many 
charming shops.

She was just as beautiful 
as I remember her — and a 
perfect souvenir of our un-
forgettable odyssey through 
the heart of Old Japan.

DiBona is a travel freelance writer.

dave’s destination:

Toll free:

1-877-7 GETAWAY (1-877-743-8292)
www.cruiseplus.us/deals

New bookings only. Fares are per person in the currency noted, based on double occupancy, are capacity controlled, subject
to availability at the time of booking and may be withdrawn without notice. Optional supplier charges may apply and are not
included. Amenities, if offered are available for the first two in a stateroom only. CruisePlus Management Ltd. BPCPA #3325-0.

C ruise roundtrip from San Diego on this exotic 32 night sailing aboard the
beautiful ms Amsterdam. Visit Cabo San Lucas, Mazatlan, Huatulco (over-
night), Puerto Chiapas, Manta, Trujillo and spend 2 nights onboard in Lima

before continuing on to Pisco, Puntarenas, Corinto, Puerto
Quetzal, Ixtapa, Manzanillo and a final overnight
stay in Puerto Vallarta before arriving back home.

This fascinating cruise departs on November 16 and oceanview
staterooms are only $3499 USD pp including a $100 per
stateroom onboard credit and all taxes. This is a terrific cruise
with no air required; don’t miss out, call CruisePlus today!

LAST MINUTE SOUTH AMERICA
Dave

Frinton

Co-founder/
President
CruisePlus /
DestinationsPlus

.ca

CALL TODAY TO BOOK YOUR TROPICAL GETAWAY VALID SEPTEMBER 1 – OCTOBER 31, 2015

CALL:
CLICK:
VISIT:

1-888-467-4889
AAA.com/Tropicaldays
your local Auto Club branch

1Tropical Days Offer: Valid on new bookings made September 1 - October 31, 2015 for travel September 1, 2015 - June 30, 2016. Blackout dates apply December 21, 2015 - January
3, 2016. Requires roundtrip transpacific and international airfare from the U.S. and minimum 5 nights’ accommodation at a participating hotel or resort. Savings is per booking and
applied at time of booking. Savings is not yet reflected in rate. 2Rate is per person, land only, based on double occupancy in city view room accommodations for check-in on January
15, 2016. Rates for other travel dates may vary. Rate shown includes government-imposed fees and taxes. At the time you purchase your package, rates may be higher. Advertised
rate does not include any applicable daily resort or facility fees payable directly to the hotel operator at check-out; such fee amounts will be advised at the time of booking. 3Kids
stay free in same room as adults using existing bedding. Occupancy limits apply. 4Activity voucher does not apply to air/car only booking. Valid toward the purchase of a select
optional activity. Not valid for hotel direct activity bookings.

Airfare, taxes, surcharges, gratuities, transfers, and excursions are additional unless otherwise indicated. Fuel surcharges, government taxes, other surcharges and deposit, payment
and cancellation terms/conditions are subject to change without notice at any time. Rates, terms, conditions, availability and itinerary are subject to change without notice. Other
airline restrictions, including, but not limited to baggage limitations and fees, standby policies and fees, non-refundable tickets and change fees with pre-flight notification deadlines
may apply. Fees and policies vary among airlines without notice. Please contact the airline directly for details and answers to specific questions you may have. Certain restrictions
may apply. AAA members must make advance reservations through AAA Travel to obtain Member Benefits and savings. Member Benefits may vary based on departure date. Rate
is accurate at time of printing and is subject to availability and change. Not responsible for errors
or omissions. The Automobile Club of Southern California acts as an agent for Pleasant Holidays®.
CTR #1016202-80. Copyright © 2015 Automobile Club of Southern California. All Rights Reserved.

TROPICALDAYS
SAVE $200

1

DURING AAA TRAVEL’S

PER
BOOKING

OUTRIGGER REEF
WAIKIKI BEACH RESORT | 5 nights from

$8232

land only

O’AHU, HAWAI’I

• Five nights’ city view accommodations
• Complimentary local shopping and dining discount book
• No resort fees
• Kids 17 and younger stay free3

• Complimentary high-speed Internet

4

japan • Tour retraces footsteps of pilgrims, merchants, feudal lords
FROM E10

If you go

Getting there
Japan Airlines offers di-
rect nonstop flights from 
hubs San Francisco, Los 
Angeles and San Diego, 
with short connecting 
flights to Chubu (Na-
goya) airport. Bullet and 
express trains from Tokyo 
to Nagoya are also readily 
available. The Royal Park 
Hotel Nagoya is located 
within easy walking dis-
tance from the Nagoya 
train station.
packing suggestions
Comfortable hiking/walk-
ing shoes that have been 
broken in are mandatory. 
Depending on the time of 
year and location of your 
tour, the Walk Japan staff 
will provide you with a list 
of essentials to make your 
packing easier, with em-
phasis on dressing with 
layers to be comfortable 
in any weather condition. 
We recommend restrict-
ing your luggage to one 
wheeled carry-on and a 
day bag/backpack.  
More info: Visit walk-
japan.com online for a 
comprehensive list of tour 
itineraries, pricing and 
tour dates.

Tourists walk the Kiso Road to the historic town of Magome. Travelers have used 
the same trail since the eighth century.  JoannE DiBona photos

Japan’s 400-year-old Matsumoto Castle is a national 
landmark. The medieval castle’s narrow wooden 
windows provide stunning mountain views.
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