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Left: the Senso-ji temple, built
in 645, is Tokyo’s oldest.
Below: a Japanese tea ceremony
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As Covid-cautious
Japan finally reopens
its doors to tourists,
Yvonne Gordon reflects
on some old and new
sights and experiences
to take in there

ou don’t expect to see green
banners with the word
“Dublin” on them in a
small city in Japan, but
surprisingly that’s what was
hanging from overhead shelters as we
walked along a path in Matsue, on the
southwest coast.
The banners were depicting places
from the life of the writer Patrick Lafcadio
Hearn, whose father was Irish. Born
in Greece in 1850, Hearn grew up in
Dublin and then moved to America
before travelling to Japan in 1890 on an
assignment as a journalist. He loved it so
much that he decided to stay, teaching
English and writing essays that
introduced Japan to the world, until his
death in 1904.
You can visit his former residence
and the Lafcadio Hearn Memorial
Museum in Matsue. The city also has a
“friendship” with Dublin and sometimes
holds Irish festivals. However, the more
famous attractions that draw visitors are
Matsue Castle and a samurai area and
residence. This is why I was in this part of
the Shimane Prefecture — to experience
some of the culture and history of the
older, less touristy parts of this country.
Myths and legends say that this San’in
region, 600km west of Tokyo, is where
Japan as a nation was born.
The elegant Matsue Castle sits on top
of a hill overlooking the town. Built by
a feudal lord in 1611, it has the typical
Japanese castle shape, with its tiers of
pointed gable roofs. For those of us used
to the old stone castles of Ireland, to
remove your shoes and step into a
wooden building that is hundreds of years
old, soaking up the unique scents and
sounds, is a fascinating experience.
Matsue is one of the few original wooden
castles left in Japan (it’s built on a stone
base), having survived fire, storms,
earthquakes and the Meiji era when many
were destroyed.
On the outside there’s black
clapboarding with shutters that can be
lowered to cover the windows, plus
decorative figures and carvings of images,
such as demon faces. Inside there are
wooden stairs and pillars between each
of the five storeys, with exhibitions on
samurai weapons, costumes and art.
There are views of the surrounding
area from the watchtower at the top.
Castle-building materials might have been
different in ancient Ireland and Japan, but
a sign for the “stone-dropping window”,
shows that some of the defence methods
were the same.
The Buke Yashiki samurai residence,
built in 1733, was the home of a feudal
lord and the low wooden structure with
its long walls was typical of Japanese
houses during the Edo period. Rooms
have minimal furniture and are separated
by simple shoji sliding screens made of
paper in a wood or bamboo frame. On the
floors are typical Tatami mats, made from
rice straw with rushes woven into the top
layer. You can stay in ryokan (inns) in
Japan, which still have this traditional
style with mats and screens, plus futons
to sleep on.
I had flown into Fukuoka in the south
and was working my way north, via
Matsue, to Tokyo and then Hokkaido. As
well as experiencing some of old Japan’s
culture, I noticed lots of fun and modern
things along the way, all designed to make
life a bit more comfortable. Pedestrian
lights make a lovely chirping noise instead
of beeping. In chilly weather, the toilets
(even public ones) have heated seats and
you can buy hot drinks such as green tea
Continued on page 26 →
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Electric town —
Akihabara — in the
centre of Tokyo
is about as far
removed from the
calm, old-world
features of Matsue
as you can get
→ Continued from page 25
from roadside vending machines. Matcha,
a slightly bitter powdered tea, is
everywhere, from cakes and flavoured
KitKats to the traditional tea ceremony
experiences. At the Meimei-an Teahouse
in Matsue, built in 1779 by the feudal lord
Matsudaira, a fan of the tea ritual, you
can experience a matcha tea ceremony.
Here, it’s served in small bowls
accompanied by delicate wagashi (sweet
cakes) while you take in views of the
gardens through huge glass doors.
The ceremony was said to have its roots
in Buddhism and it’s a relaxing way to
appreciate how the tea is prepared and
consumed. I tried to keep some of the zen
calm of the teahouse with me while
boarding the bullet train for Osaka and
then travelling on to Tokyo,
where I soon became
completely immersed and
very lost in the massive
subway and metro system. I
finally emerged above ground
at Electric town — Akihabara — in the
centre, about as far removed from the
calm, old-world features of Matsue as
you can get.
There were people everywhere, huge
buildings full of shops selling all kinds
of electronics, with advertising signs
and rows of colourful electronic
billboards overhead. The noise from
gaming centres was mixed with traffic
sounds, and huge pedestrian crossings
filled up with people in seconds every
time the lights changed. Observing the
street fashion here is fascinating, but
people also come to dress in anime and
manga costumes and get snapped in
photo booths with different filters. I went
down into the basement of an electronics
emporium for the full experience,
emerging with some new friends and
a strip of colourful photos.
Over a couple of days I checked out
ramen and sushi bars, strolled among
cherry trees in full blossom in the park
and visited an izakaya where you order
lots of small dishes that are accompanied
by warm sake poured from a teapot.
Japan’s national drink, made from
fermented rice, is served at varying
temperatures around the country. As
with many things in Japan, there are
etiquettes around pouring and receiving
it, such as how to fill your companion’s
cup, or how to hold your own when it is
being filled, which are important parts of
social bonding.
For a glimpse of old-world Tokyo, I
visited Senso-ji, Tokyo’s oldest temple,
built in 645. Visitors milled around
dressed in colourful kimonos. I followed
the traditions of a visit, paying 100 yen for
my “fortune” on a piece of paper, tying it
to a rack, making coin offerings and
browsing the small craft shops.
My final stop was Hokkaido island in
northern Japan, going from the world of
subways and electronics to the deep snow

Akihabara in Tokyo, above, and bullet
trains, right, are very much at
odds with the tranquillity of Hokkaido,
where you can encounter sea eagles,
right, and relax and refresh in an
onsen bath, below. Matsue Castle,
below right, has views of the town
beneath it and is one of the few
original wooden castles left in Japan
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and ice of the Shiretoko peninsula. It was
the perfect calm after Tokyo and an
immersion into the peninsula’s nature,
with a boat trip to see the huge Steller’s
sea eagles on the ice floes.
I also joined a group for a walk on the
field of drift ice that floats from Russia
across the Sea of Okhotsk and gathers on
the shore of the peninsula, cracking into
sheets and floes of different sizes. We each
took a dip in a hole in the ice, protected
from the extreme temperatures with
special dry suits.
Thankfully, taking daily baths in
onsen hot springs is an important ritual
in Japan, so a great way to warm up after
such an outdoor adventure. Onsen
baths are communal pools, usually
divided into male and female baths,
and the hot mineral waters are said
to have health benefits. The first
experience can be a little unnerving as
you don’t wear a swimsuit, but you soon
get used to it.
As a country created on a volcanic
landscape, Japan has thousands of onsens,
so if you’re staying at a hotel with one, the
warming soak becomes a ritual at the end
(or start) of each day and as you relax in
the warm waters, it’s a great time to let
all the experiences of this fascinating
country soak deep into the mind.

