
VISITING JAPAN
There is a certain mystique that surrounds the country of Japan.  While Japan is one of the few countries that rival the United States in technological sophistication and economic advancement, the culture and the language have long been a mystery.  Japan consists of four main islands—Kyushu, Shikoku, Honshu and Hokkaido—and 3,900 smaller islands off the coast of Asia.  From mountains to large cities, from rural fishing villages to coal and timber mines, Japan is a geographically diverse and historically rich country.  There is much to do and see.  Alex Kerr, an American expert on Japan, explains, “The present time, it turns out, is the best of all times to be in Japan.”

If you are planning to visit Japan, keep in mind the following cities:

NARA

(Southern Honshu)

Nara was the capital of Japan from 710 to 784 AD before the capital was moved to Kyoto.  Since the area retained little political power in the years following the move, Nara was spared most of the destruction that affected many of the other ancient capitals.  The temples and shrines that formed old Nara can now be seen as part of a public park, Nara Koen.  The most famous of these temples is Todai-ji, the Hall of the Great Buddha.  Todai-ji is the largest wooden structure in the world, and the bronze Buddha this temple houses weighs over 500 tons.  A second sight that should not be missed in Nara Koen is the Kasuga Taisha shrine.  The sacred symbol of this shrine is the deer, and friendly deer are abundant around Nara Koen, existing on the good will and leftovers from Nara Koen’s visitors.

OSAKA

(Southern Honshu)

Osaka is a sprawling city that has thrived because of its port and its close proximity to Kyoto, the former capital of Japan.  As a city, Osaka is not as international as Tokyo.  Instead, Osaka businessmen focus on the Asian mainland.  There has been speculation that Osaka will one day become the capital of Japan should an earthquake ruin Tokyo.  One of the most popular sights to visit in Osaka is Osaka-jo, Osaka Castle.  Osaka-jo sits in the center of Osaka in a beautiful park surrounded by moats and gardens.  From the top of the castle, it is possible to look out over all of Osaka.

KYOTO

(Southern Honshu)

Kyoto is the seventh largest city in Japan, but it is the first in beauty and ancient sites.  Historically rich in origin, Kyoto still retains many of its original structures.  One book explains that “a decision by the Americans not to bomb Kyoto during World War II—its historical heritage was considered too important—assured that these ancient structures stand today.”  Although there are many, many sights worth seeing in Kyoto, one should be sure not to miss the Kinkaku-ji, the Golden Pavilion, and the Ginkaku-ji, the Silver Pavilion.  Kinkaku-ji sits on the edge of a reflecting pond and is surrounded stunning gardens.  The temple, covered in gold-leaf, is a bright structure and when the sun is shining, a golden glow covers the surrounding park.  In contrast, Ginkaku-ji was never fully completed and remains without its silver cover.  However, this temple is nestled on a hillside and surrounded by exquisite Zen gardens.  The gardens here are green and lush, a perfect place to cool off after visiting many of Kyoto’s beautiful sights.

NAGASAKI

(Kyushu)

Nagasaki is often called Japan’s San Francisco because of its bustling port and its booming Chinatown.  However, the most important sights for any visitor to see in Nagasaki are the Atomic Bomb Museum and the Peace Park.  The museum is new and it explores the origins and the effects of the atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki during World War II, as well as the history and future of nuclear warfare in general.  The nearby epicenter is marked with a stone obelisk.  The Peace Park stands atop a hillside overlooking the city and is home to many beautiful statues that were donated to Nagasaki in commemoration of the destruction.

TOKYO

(Central Honshu)

Tokyo is an international city, crowded and excit​ing.  Visitors to Tokyo should keep in mind that Tokyo can easily be broken down into different districts, each with its own flavor.  For example, Ueno is home to many of Tokyo’s museums, in​cluding the Tokyo National Museum, a three build​ing structure that houses one of Japan’s most exten​sive art collections.  A second example is Asakusa, a famous shop​ping district, bordered by Kaminarimon, Thunder Gate.  Visitors to Tokyo find Asakusa to be one of the best places to pur​chase local delicacies and traditional gift items to bring back to the United States.  A third example is Shinjuku, the “Times Square and Wall Street” of Tokyo combined into one section of the city.  Shinjuku is home to one of the busiest train stations in the world.  This is only a small sampling of what is available to see in Tokyo.

These are just a few of some of the exciting things that Japan has to offer.  For a more extensive look at Japan, visit the travel section of your local bookstore and pick up one of the many guides that are available on this amazing country, or visit the Japan National Tourist Organization Web site at: www.jnto.go.jp/eng/
