
TRAV 009

Saturday, February 28, 2009THEAGE 9

FAST FACTS

Getting there Air New Zealand flies to
Tokyo for $1098 with an aircraft change
in Auckland. Philippine Airlines flies for
$1100 with an aircraft change in Manila.
Malaysia Airlines flies for $1196 with an
aircraft change in Kuala Lumpur. (Fares
are low-season return from Melbourne
and Sydney excluding tax, which varies
with itinerary, airline, stops and time of
payment.) There are regular express
(about two hours) and slow trains to
Nikko from Tokyo•s Asakusa railway
station with a change at Shimo-Imachi
station. For those with a Japan Rail Pass,
the JR Tohoku Shinkansen (from Tokyo
or Ueno Station) to Utsunomiya Station
and transferring to the JR Nikko Line is
the choice, taking about 100 minutes.
Staying there Turtle Annexe in Nikko is
a mid-range ryokan with good rooms
from 1200 yen ($20) and a private
onsen bath.
Touring there The autumnal koyo front
moves slowly southwards from the
northern island of Hokkaido from mid-
September until it reaches the lower
elevations of central and southern Japan
towards the end of November.
See japan-guide.com/e/e2014.html.

Sacred ... (from far left) Futarasan shrine;
Narabi-jizo statues; the famed monkeys.
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ate, others tiny and isolated in the forest. You
could spend a day or more hiking around the for-
est trails trying to find them.

The warm, sometimes steaming Daiya-gawa
River flows through the town and features the
red-lacquered Shinkyo sacred bridge, one of the
most photographed sights in Japan.

We stay on the river out of town a bit, on the
edge of what is known locally as the Gamman-
ga-fuchi abyss. It is not what I expect of an abyss
… just a gentle walk beside a rocky stream … but
part of the path is decorated by 50 or so decaying
stone statues representing Narabi-jizo, the Budd-
hist saint of travellers and children, each decked
out in a red knitted beanie and bib.

Our ryokan, or traditional Japanese inn, is
the Turtle Annexe, a family-run affair that•s a
little posher than its sister, the Turtle. One of its
main attractions is a private onsen thermal bath

available to guests and featuring views down to
the river. A sliding glass door allows bathers to
step naked and steaming into a small garden
outside. Being able to open the windows is
more than just a connection with the outside; it
allows a bit of temperature control, because the
onsen and its room are as hot as a vegetable
steamer.

Another important attraction of Nikko (and
concern for Fireman No. 2) is the Tamozawa
Imperial Villa or royal holiday house. It is one of
the biggest wooden buildings in Japan. Construc-
tion began in 1899 using the frame of an older
structure. Nikko was chosen as a pleasant place
for royalty to escape the summer heat and
humidity of Tokyo, not to mention the
occasional typhoon.

The building was used for this purpose nearly
every year from 1918 until the final stages of

World War II, when it became clear to all but
the most diehard zealots that Japan was getting
walloped. The emperor was a demigod in pre-
war Japan and represented the soul of the
country, so to protect the succession, his eldest
son, Japan•s current Emperor, Akihito, was
evacuated here for the final year of the war as
the US showered Tokyo with bombs.

The building is now a museum and, in tra-
ditional Japanese style, is very low on furniture.
One of the curiosities is the blue-patterned silk
bordering the tatami-mat flooring. It contains a
pattern for the exclusive use of the Emperor and
guests are told not to walk on the silk. Being an
egalitarian, I confess to putting a toe on it.

The villa is a rambling place looking out to
spectacular views of hills and gardens and
inward to raked-stone courtyards. Curiously,
there is one piece of furniture on clear public dis-
play … the emperor•s personal throne, or lavatory
as it is described in the English-language plaque.
It seems this bodily function was performed
without walls. I guess that•s what happens if you
are destined to be a demigod.

Back at the Bell Teahouse, our friends are
joined by another man and three women in tra-
ditional kimonos. One of them speaks good Eng-
lish, which is just as well because by this stage
our friends• English has deteriorated. Not down
to the level of our Japanese, fortunately.


