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April 2017
 
A note about blog entries:
I’ve included the addresses on my blog where I’ve added the photos I took of the places we visited. If you’re one of the first people to read this zine, then I might not have posted all of them yet. The addresses will still hold true.
 

Introduction
 
So I won a free trip to Japan in a competition. I entered a prize draw at a Japanese food fair. The first prize was a trip for two to Kyoto, the second and third large quantities of sake. Of course winning a trip to Japan isn’t a thing that happens, so I thought it was fake when I received the email.  
 
It turned out to be real, but as it took a long time to organise via emailing PR reps at the airline and hotel and working round the restrictions of when we were allowed to use the freebies, it didn’t feel real until I had the actual reservations on paper.
 
I decided to travel with my friend Vicky who runs Pen Fight distro (especially as it was around her birthday). It seemed silly to go all that way for 5 days and only see Kyoto, so we decided to get a rail pass and see as many other places others recommended as possible. With the best organisation of dates and the fact that rail passes are only available in 7 or 14 day chunks, we ended up going for 16 days.
 
The packed itinerary and the fact that we were both pretty broke due to sparse work over the winter made things not as relaxing as they could be. It was the best way we could do it though, the hotel had no availability for peak tourist seasons of April and May, in June it rains constantly, in July and August it’s unbearably hot, and the flight voucher ran out on the first of September. So March it was, and we’d make it work even if we had no money.
 
I’m not really interested in video games or manga, common things people want to see in Japan, I’m more interested in architecture, scenery, gardens and food, and I certainly didn’t have any spare cash for lots of shopping or drinking. Sadly museums also charge entry in Japan, so I didn’t see as many as I would have liked to. Luckily there are plenty of temples, shrines, old houses, mountains and coastlines that are free to see.
 
The fact that I had been working in Austria teaching school workshops for 6 weeks beforehand, and was only back in the UK for three days before going to Japan also complicated matters. I didn’t actually live anywhere, all my stuff was in storage in boxes at my mum’s house, making packing a bit more difficult (and also meaning I had to buy the train pass in Austria- no mean feat). 
 
I also managed to pick up a stinking cold from the kids that I never quite managed to shake off the whole time we were travelling. The prospect of returning to the UK unemployed and of no fixed abode was not that tempting either. If the trip hadn’t’ve been mostly free, then of course I’d never plan such a big trip when my life was so unsettled, but I couldn’t turn it down or postpone it either.
 

Here is the itinerary:
 
09/03 Stay overnight at Heathrow hostel
10/03 Fly Heathrow - Paris - Osaka at 9.40 am UK time
11/03 Arrive at Osaka 9.45 am Japanese time (basically losing a whole day) and stay overnight
12/03 Travel to Tokyo- 4 nights in a hostel
13/03 Ghibli museum
16/03 Travel to Kyoto- 5 nights in the Hyatt hotel
19/03 Vicky’s birthday
21/03 Naoshima
22/03 Okunoshima
23/03 Onomichi/Hiroshima
24/03 Hiroshima
25/03 Hiroshima/Nara
26/03 Nara/Osaka
27/03 Fly Osaka - Amsterdam - Heathrow at 10am
 

Travel Anxiety
 
I’m a born worrier. Before any long trip I’m always convinced disaster will befall me. I try to channel it into something productive by preparing myself thoroughly. This time I was especially anxious because it was a big trip, I was on a very tight budget because I hadn’t had much chance to save up beforehand, and there were some complicated logistics involved getting to small islands.
 
So I spent many evenings doing things like printing off ferry and train timetables and working out connections and Plan Bs.
 
I guess I just don’t want to be stranded at a rural train station in a foreign country, panicking. I can never really relax at airports either until I’m safely on the plane. I’m always convinced that disaster will happen and I’ll miss the flight. I have never actually missed a flight, instead I have spent a lot of time reading books and wasting time aimlessly looking at duty free in airports.
 
Japan doesn’t make things easy for tourists either. A lot of things can’t be booked online, you have to fill in a form on a website and wait to be emailed back. Lots of places and events don’t sell their own tickets on the door or a website, they use a ticketing company who have vending machines in Lawson supermarkets. 
 
This is really convenient if you live in Japan, you can just book a ticket while you get some food, but of course makes things really difficult if you’re only visiting and need tickets for something that sells out in advance (here’s looking at you, Ghibli Museum). It’s like they haven’t even thought that you might not live in Japan.
 
Even something as simple as a SIM for your phone gets complicated. To buy a SIM card you need a Japanese address (and not a hotel). Tourists can only buy a special data-only card or hire a portable modem. Vicky bought one of the SIMs, but there were reports of issues setting it up with my phone, so I decided to not risk wasting the money as they were not refundable. Imagine all those dodgy calls tourists would make if they were allowed to phone people.
 

The joy of maps
 
Like many people, I enjoy looking at maps. Having a window sea and a touchscreen of the plane’s flight is heaven. Especially when it turns out the outward flight goes via the Baltic, Lake Baikal and the Russian/North Korean border. 
 
I thought it would be dark when we flew over Lake Baikal, but actually I awoke at dawn with everyone else asleep, right when we were flying over it, which was magical. One day I’ll visit it on the ground. 
 

Arrival and jetlag
 
Immigration took a really, really long time. Our fingerprints were scanned on pastel pink machines, and we waited in a long pastel pink hall for everyone, Japanese or otherwise, to have their passport very carefully checked and stamped. 
 
Once we were on the train into the city, the first thing that struck me was how pastel a lot of the buildings are, and how the sky was a different, more pastelly duck egg blue shade than at home. There was also cardboard adverts hanging from the ceiling of the train carriages, making me think that back home people would pull them down and shred them.
 
We stayed in a “Business Hotel” aka a hostel with small individual rooms. The rooms we were given were traditional Japanese style, with tatami mats and futons. 
 
Venturing out to get some food, the incredible number of convenience stores (especially after being in Austria where convenience stores don’t even exist) and drinks vending machines, the peeping cuckoo-clock sound of zebra crossings and sirens and the covered market street nearby all seemed strange and novel. By the end of our time in Japan they seemed totally normal.
 
Jetlag affects different people in different ways. I couldn’t get to sleep, and Vicky couldn’t stop waking up at 5am. Spending the first night in Osaka rather than plunging straight into Tokyo was probably a good idea.
 

Illiteracy
 
Not being able to read well was a big issue in Japan. I bought a phrase book and read the grammar section. Pronunciation and grammar of Japanese is fairly logical. There are no genders or plurals, and word markers show you the cases of words and main topic of the sentence. People understood my attempts at asking for things. 
 
Becoming literate in Japanese takes a long time though, and is quite complicated, and not being able to read it makes you miss out on things, for example restaurants which only have the menu outside in Japanese. 
 
Supermarkets were even harder, as all the food was only labelled in Japanese, and I’m vegetarian and there is no vegetarian friendly symbol on packaging in Japan. Even knowing the words/characters for beef, chicken etc don’t really help you when scanning ingredients (and Google’s new photo translation app is rubbish). Surprise meat is never fun.s
 

Surprises in Japan
 
Cycling
Even in Tokyo, people cycle everywhere and the setup is very bike friendly. The main avenues have broad pavements with cycle lanes, and the back streets are small lanes with no pavement but very few cars, so it’s safe to cycle.
 
ATMs
Cash machines are mainly indoors, and are huge and 80s looking. They have clacketty plastic keys like an 80s computer, sections for paying in coins, and a little phone to ask for help. Almost none of them would take my VISA bank card, despite having the logo on. Most of the ones that would take my card wanted me to withdraw a minimum 10,000 yen, which is about £70. I had to resort to only getting money out at Aeon supermarkets. Different machines would accept mine and Vicky’s cards.
 
1 ply toilet paper
The toilet paper in Japan is thin stuff that falls apart easily. The famous high-tech toilets with washlets don’t come with high-tech toilet paper. Some public toilets make you bring your own or buy some from a vending machine. (I didn’t see many of the promotional tissue packets everyone talks about).
 
Love of French things
People in Japan seem to love French things and giving things strange and often meaningless or incorrect French names. I guess it has a romantic and exotic image not to be spoilt by the existence of the real France next door.
 
The vending machines all sell drinks
Japan is famous for its vending machines. They really are everywhere. However pretty much all of them sell drinks, and the same soft drinks and canned coffee. I saw one ice cream machine, and no snack ones.
 
Japan is not particularly weird
Japan often gets portrayed as being extremely weird and difficult to understand. It’s really pretty normal when you’re there. People don’t dress strangely, and the weird products and celebrities you see on TV and the internet are nowhere to be seen. I have a strong feeling that the weird stuff that is portrayed as “typical weird Japan” is also weird and funny to Japanese people, and probably lots of it is intended as a joke in the first place.
 
The incredible number of cake shops
There are bakeries and cake shops on every corner, often with a queue outside. Makes sense in a country where a lot of people don’t have an oven at home. Every train station has a gift shop with elaborately wrapped boxes of local cake specialities for £7-£10. It’s a tradition to take a box back to share with work-mates when you visit somewhere. I’m very pro this tradition.
 
How cheap food is and how expensive drinks are in cafes
Often a soft drink or coffee costs as much or sometimes more than the giant bowl of noodles you’ve ordered. (I didn’t even try any bars in Japan, as I was so broke and germ-ridden).
 
Shabby buildings
I was also surprised at just what a large percentage of buildings are nondescript prefabs from the 60s and 70s. It’s not all temples and neon lights.
 
Price of fruit and vegetables
Japan has an image as a very expensive country, but this doesn’t hold true for a lot of things. Eating out and staying in hostels is very reasonable for example. However fruit and veg are surprisingly expensive. Strawberries are a luxury product and are sold in packets of ten to twelve perfect berries for the equivalent of about £4. Don’t even look at a watermelon. 
 
Dry climate
I had the idea that Japan is very humid. Maybe this is true in the summer, but it was dry and barely rained the whole time we were there. All the grass was yellow, and you see bare dry soil and gravel in a way you wouldn’t in the UK, it would immediately have wild grass on.
 

Tokyo

www.anoteonarainynight.com/tokyo
 
 
We stayed in Taito, an area by the river in the east of the city. Although the hostel was cramped, the people who ran it were friendly and welcoming. The river and the park with a big temple in helped the area to feel more open and relaxed.
 
While we were there, we met up with Josie, a friend of a friend, who is teaching English in Tokyo, and saw a women-only art exhibition. It was nice to have someone with local knowledge to show us around.
 
Tokyo without a lot of money was overwhelming. To save money we walked 25 mins to Ueno station to use the JR pass, and avoided using the metro station next door. 
 
The biggest things to do are shopping and eating out, and it can be hard when you really don’t have any spending money. The poor air quality also badly affected my asthma.
 

Neon golden

The central districts of Tokyo really are neon wonderlands. The famous scramble crossing of Shibuya, although huge in real life, is not actually scary to cross, as the lights give you a long time, and the drivers are considerate. 
 
We walked round streets of lit up love hotels and host/hostess bars. It was interesting that even the strip club’s photos of the female employees used a cutesy aesthetic in the portraits. 
 
Weirder was the adverts for host clubs. Giant lit up photos of cute young boys styled after David Bowie in Labyrinth, with the promise that if you paid them enough, would shower you in attention and flattery. It was a bit alarming in a low-key way. I guess this is what the world is like for straight men. Constant images of sexualised people aimed at appealing to you, except they are used to it and don’t feel deeply uncomfortable.
 

Purikura
 
Photo stickers are a well-known Japanese thing. We had expected to find the old style photo sticker machines, with kitschy borders and sheets of tiny stickers. They seem to be long gone - I didn’t see them in places like train stations or shopping centres. 
 
Instead there are huge full-length booths with built in Snapchat-style filters, found in special arcades. The arcade we went in even had a dressing room with mirrors and flattering lighting, and costumes for hire. Every other customer seemed to be a teenage girl, and there was a sign warning off solo men from coming in to creep.
 
The machine suggested poses, and then automatically applied a horrendous “flattering” filter to our photos that made us look almost deformed. Our illiteracy in Japanese meant we couldn’t turn it off, and using a pen on the screen to add decals is tricky when you don’t quite understand what all the buttons do. So good for a laugh, but not quite a treasured souvenir.
 

Don Quixote Donkey and one hundred yen shops
 
I had heard from multiple people that Don Quixote is a ridiculous chain of shops filled with bizarre products. The shop was certainly ridiculous, but the stock wasn’t so weird- standard housewares and stationery. 
 
It was more overwhelming. Goods piled high from floor to ceiling, the company’s jingle on a constant loop, and bigger branches open 24/7. One visit was really enough for me. I wonder if they have psychological tests to find out who is tough enough to take working there without losing their mind.
 
100 yen shops were more promising. (100 yen is around 70p/$1). The goods were generally good quality (especially in Seria), and particularly Daiso and Seria had a great selection of stationery, sweets and small items ideal as gifts. The first time you go in, it’s like “Wow! I can afford everything!”, but later visits aren’t so exciting, as of course all the branches sell the same things.
 

Japanese art shops
 
As well as stocking the usual selection of paints and pencils (and Posca markers at less than £1 each), there are also some surprises in Japanese art shops. Letraset Screentone (basically halftone pattern that comes on a transfer sheet) not only still exists, but has its own aisle with a large selection of different patterns- probably for use in manga.
 
Riso’s Print Gocco kits are not on the market any more, but another company called Taiyo-Seiki manufactures a similar one, and also mimeograph kits. I would have loved to get one of either, but I didn’t have the money or luggage space. (And the screen exposer was 100v).
 

The Meiji Shrine
 
We visited the Meiji Shrine, as it’s a big sight in Harajuku, although at the time I didn’t realise the nationalist/right-wing significance of the place. I bought some good-luck pencils, labelled as “success pencils”. The woman on the till was unusually rude, which was very unlike any other shrine or temple I visited. 
 
I later found out the pencils had weirdly nationalistic good luck messages on, like they were telling me to do well for the sake of Japan. As if they were covered in “Good Luck! God Save the Queen”. If the lengthy novel I must write with them doesn’t make my fame and fortune, I guess I will have to sue the Meiji Emperor. 
 

Ghibli Museum

www.anoteonarainynight.com/ghibli
 
The Ghibli Museum is housed in a Hundertwasser inspired building in a park in a suburb of Tokyo (if you have not heard of Friedensreich Hundertwasser, I recommend looking him up, you will not be disappointed). Getting tickets outside Japan turned out to be a total pain, we ended up having to buy them via a travel agent (see previous info about buying tickets via Lawson convenience stores). 
 
There are standard museum style displays of sketches and cells, but the rest of the museum is arranged in a more imaginative and magical way. There are stained glass windows of artwork from the films, and toy marbles encased in the balustrades of the building. Even the ticket is a little film strip. (No photographs are allowed inside).
 
There’s a Catbus room that’s covered in fur and padding so you can sit inside him- far too comfortable to leave. There’s a mockup of Miyazaki’s studio and one of the Ghibli studios with copies of their reference photo albums, storyboards and sketches you can flick through, and little details like the pencil graveyard- a big glass jar with all the used up stubs of pencils from the studio, plates of snacks and full ashtrays (you’d never see that in a Disney musuem), paper silhouettes stuck to lampshades and battered old tape players with classical music tapes. 
 
I was surprised but somehow not surprised to see that a lot of the photos in the architectural inspiration album for Howl’s Moving Castle were from Strasbourg and Nancy in Eastern France.
 
Everything was arranged with care and attention, and I’d love to go back. Even the book shop, as well as having books related to the Ghibli films, was mostly dedicated to Miyazaki’s own favourite books by other authors. There were a surprising number of English-speaking children’s writers from the 60s and 70s. Not just Diana Wynne Jones, author of Howl’s Moving Castle, but also people like Alison Uttley and Rumer Godden. I’ve made a long reading list of the books I found in the shop on the blog entry.
 
(Also, if you are a fan of Howl’s Moving Castle and/or Diana Wynne Jones, I also have a zine of essays about her work- Being Editors #1)

The Hyatt
 
Part of the holiday prize was five nights in the Kyoto Hyatt (the same chain as Lost in Translation), a five star hotel. I have never stayed at a luxury hotel before, and it felt strange. Staff bowing at you, insisting on carrying your bags and nothing being too much trouble. One day I came into the room while it was being cleaned, and there were three people cleaning it at once. 
 
I have this deep-seated urge to not cause service staff any inconvenience, and to not leave any mess in hotel rooms, so there was something mortifying about this.
 
The breakfast buffet was incredible. I ended up having four course breakfasts and taking a handful of cakes and pastries for later. There were still snotty rich people complaining about their exact whims not being catered for thought. The same people who closed lift doors on me and barged me out of the way. I bet they leave horrible messes in their rooms too.
 

Kyoto
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/kyoto
www.anoteonarainynight.com/namesake
www.anoteonarainynight.com/moss
 
Kyoto is very different to Tokyo. Older, quieter, fresher air. A calmer atmosphere. The local speciality is tofu. There’s a temple or shrine on every corner. There are a lot of zen stone and moss gardens to see as well. Getting anywhere in town from the hotel involved walking along the wide calm banks of the Kamo river, with herons and crows. The cherry trees along the river weren’t quite out yet.
 
Shinto shrines (and some Buddhist temples) have fortune-telling slips taken either from numbered drawers or a lucky dip box. If you get a bad fortune, you leave it behind tied to a tree. If you get a good one, you take it home and treasure it. Both fortunes I got were lucky ones, and one was the highest category of luck. 
 
Google translate however can’t cope with the poetic old-fashioned Japanese of the text. (Thank you Satori for translating mine). 
 
You can also fill out a wooden ema plaque with a message, and hang it up at the shrine. There are massed in displays at every shrine. I started making a collection of photos of the ema from different shrines, and bought one with a wild boar on, but took it home rather than hang it up. Some Buddhist temples also have monks on hand who will do calligraphy for a donation. Plenty of Japanese people have an album with calligraphy from different temples on each page.
 
I was brought up without a religion, and have always found Christianity, especially the American evangelical kind, quite alienating. However my academic background is in Ancient History, so the focus on rituals over belief at the shrines and temples, and the way people will visit both felt familiar.
 
I put money in the donation boxes, but I didn’t feel comfortable ringing the bells or washing my hands with the ladles, because I didn’t know how to do it the right way, or I guess want to be more than an observer. 
 
I did however buy a clay cow figurine from a shrine in Kyoto. I was upset when I got back to the hotel and it had smashed already. I realised though that it was made of unfired clay, and was intended to smash to reveal a fortune inside, like something from Borges’ Lottery in Babylon.
 
In Kyoto I also met up with local zinester Kiyoshi Murakami (@travelinswallow on Twitter). He had come to a zine fair I’d organised in London, and met some of my friends.
 
He showed me his favourite places- Croixille second hand book shop in an old house, Muraya social centre with its zine collection, and his friend’s record shop. We also went for some vegetarian food, and then a coffee at HiFi Cafe, a traditional tatami room which is also a folk and jazz record shop. This is probably the only time I’ll sit on a tatami mat listening to Davey Graham. A quiet and soothing place. 
 
A big thank you to Kiyoshi for showing me places I would not otherwise have found.

Naoshima
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/naoshima
 
Naoshima is a small island in the Seto Inland sea devoted to modern art. Getting there involves a selection of small local trains much like the Spirited Away train, and a short ferry ride, much to my joy as I love harbours and boat rides. The Benesse Modern Art museum has a hotel, but it’s very expensive, so we arranged to stay in a bed and breakfast in the fishing village of Honmura. 
 
On arrival at the island, a Yayoi Kusama themed polka dot pumpkin minibus with about 5 seats picked us up to transport us across the small island. This is the only island bus. It goes up and down winding hillside roads in a loop all day between the two or three villages on the island.
 
Honmura is a cluster of small wooden houses and narrow lanes filled with flowers arranged round a small harbour. When we couldn’t find the bed and breakfast, a cheerful old man insisted on taking us there and saying hi to the owner. 
 
The b&b itself was … odd. It was advertised as having lots of cats, but we never saw them. Instead the bed sheets had a cat pattern. The way the room was decorated also looked like it used to be a child’s room and had been hastily repurposed. It felt like being ten and having a sleepover. We were only there for one night so it didn’t really matter.
 
Finding food in Honmura proved difficult. There were places to eat, but they all turned out to be closed. As did the architecture museum (which was still lovely from outside). The joys of small towns in the off-season. Once again we had to resort to snacks from the one small supermarket in town. Even if we couldn’t eat, it was beautiful walking around. Naoshima feels peaceful and far away from everything, and nothing is in a hurry.
 
We walked along the coastline to the museum, passing a beach tora gate and Yayoi Kusama pumpkin sculpture along the way (a selfie magnet). The museum itself strongly reminded me of the Louisiana in Denmark, especially with the coastal setting and stark modernist building. 
 
The collection itself was excellent, full of things like Basquiat and Yves Klein paintings you don’t get to see much elsewhere. The major downfall was that there was no information or context about anything, in any language. It just assumed you knew it all already, which is terrible from an accessibility point of view, and also means that visitors get less out of the experience. There was also an obnoxious rich French family who kept shouting in the galleries.
 

Okunoshima
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/wabbits
 
Okunoshima is another small semi-tropical island which is filled with rabbits rather than art. In the Second World War it was a secret chemical weapons research site. Now it’s a national park filled with rabbits and no predators. Legend has it that the rabbits on the island are the descendants of the lab rabbits. 
 
Getting off the island of Naoshima and onto Okunoshima involved some tight scheduling of ferries and local trains, and a horrible moment at 7.45 am where I couldn’t find the return half of my ferry ticket while stood on Honmura quay.
 
On the ferry out, we were joking about Jurassic Park. When we got there I was taken aback by just how tame the rabbits are. I think of rabbits as timid animals, even domestic ones, but these ones have no fear. 
 
If you sit down, they will hop onto your lap for treats and petting, and they stand on their back legs and beg for food like a dog. I ended up being interviewed for Japanese TV because I had four rabbits sitting on my lap and eating from my hand. I have no idea what TV channel it was for. Maybe they have dubbed me with a voiceover as a stupid tourist, Eurotrash style.
 
We wandered around the coastal trail and up to the light house, stopping every now and again to feed needy rabbits. You can buy bags of approved food at the ferry port, although some people had brought lettuces and carrots. 
 
There was a hotel on the island, but it had bad reviews and was overpriced, so we opted to stay on the mainland. Once we saw the hotel, we were glad we hadn’t booked there. It screamed “ex army barracks” and there was an abandoned swimming pool filled with algae and mould. When the rabbit rampage starts, I suppose that’s where the survivors will hole up however.
 

Onomichi
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/onomichi
 
Onomichi is a small coastal town near Okunoshima. We only really visited because there was a reasonably priced hostel there, but we were pleasantly surprised by it. The hostel was a little old house, where we had the entire top floor. The sink was outside in a courtyard in between the house and the small cafe that owns it, and it was strange brushing your teeth in the street, but fine for one night.
 
There’s a covered arcade street nearby, like you find in many Japanese towns, full of little craft shops and cafe, and it just seemed like a sweet, creative little place that was making a real effort to do some interesting things.
 

Hiroshima
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/hiroshima
 
I felt quite conflicted visiting the Peace Dome in Hiroshima. I’m anti-military, anti-nationalist, anti-war, and pro-unilateral nuclear disarmament. The Peace Dome is a monument to the war crime of dropping nuclear bombs, and there was a local man offering tours and copies of a book he’d written right next to it. 
 
When you leafed through the book though, there was no mention of the war crimes and massacres the Japanese army had committed themselves, and no mention that they were allies of the Nazis. (An attitude the current Japanese government also seems to take). It was like the Second World War had barely happened. 
 
The books were available in English, Spanish, French and Chinese, but not Korean (very unusual for tourist things in  Japan). I wonder how Korean or Philipino visitors have reacted to those books. It gave me a bad and complicated feeling, especially as I was sat in the Peace Park reading a Korean book- The Vegetarian by Han Kang. 

We were also supposed to go to the island of Miyajima, but were just too exhausted by this point. I was happy to take it a bit easier and quietly read after 14 days of travel and a packed schedule in the previous few days.
 
 

Nara
 
www.anoteonarainynight.com/nara
 
Nara was at one time the capital, and like Kyoto is full of old houses and temples. Unlike Kyoto however, the temples are in a forest full of tame deer.
 
We arrived in the evening, and the walk from the station to the hostel didn’t seem that far. The hostel was in the forest, and as we trundled the cases along the dark path, increasingly regretting lugging them along a forest path, hundreds of deer sat and stared at us like they were judging us. It was very much like something from Princess Mononoke.
 
The hostel was strange. It was clearly still not finished being built, and had a staircase to nowhere. Some parts of the building were done up very fancily, but then our room and the kitchen were covered in black mould and damp (enough to strike fear into the heart of asthmatics). 
 
There was only one member of staff, who was very helpful but clearly overworked, and she had to sleep in the room with us. She said she’d started recently and they had “problems” getting staff.
 
The next morning, despite exhaustion and an asthma attack, we were ready to explore the forest and temples. Along with coachloads of the rudest, most obnoxious kind of Mainland Chinese tourists. The kind who shout all the time, spit on the floor, and barge people out of the way. At least it’s easy to get away from rude people in a forest.
 
The deer are as tame as the rabbits. And much more alarming as they are large and strong, and determined to get their treats. I wouldn’t want any of them sitting on my lap. Luckily very few of them have horns. They reminded me a lot of goats and llamas at petting zoos, friendly but slightly obnoxious, tugging at your clothes for attention.

To do:
 
Things the Japan trip has inspired me to do:

1) Get some loose swingy wide-leg trousers
Loads of women wear these in Japan and they look really comfortable and stylish

2) Start a pencil graveyard like Miyazaki
All the pencil stumps in a big jar

3) Wear my slippers more often
I have some nice rubber soled ones, with knitted panda tops, but I hardly ever wear them, which is a shame
 
4) Make a little moss garden
I saw a bonsai moss garden in Japan, and want my own. My dad’s lawn is over-run with moss, so the materials will be free.
 

Return
 
I got hit with some painful jetlag on the way home. A week of rising at 5am whether I liked it or not. 
The main thing that struck me about the UK on my return though was how incredibly solid and heavy all the buildings seemed. Everything is made of brick and stone, and the average house is over a hundred years old. The benefits of not being in an earthquake zone I guess. The other was how lush and almost neon green the grass seems in comparison to the thin yellow Japanese turf.
 
Contact
 
Email:
emmajanefalconer@gmail.com
 
Website
www.emmafalconer.com
 
Read my blog:
www.anoteonarainynight.com
 
Instagram:
@emmafalconerart
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