


CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Geisha District, Kanazawa; 
traditional sword making; Gujo Castle, Gifu prefecture  
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InsideJapan offers a 14-night Traditional Japan self-guided 

cultural adventure from £2,140 (excluding international flights). 

It includes travel within Japan, stays in Kanazawa, a traditional 

B&B in Shirakawa-go and a guesthouse on the Nakasendo.  

insidejapantours.com

ASK THE 

expertexpert

“Most people visiting 

Japan will travel from Tokyo 

to Kyoto, but a trip away 

from the Golden Route 

means encountering fewer 

people. A 2.5-hour bullet 

train ride from Tokyo brings 

travellers to the coastal 

city of Kanazawa, home 

to well-preserved samurai 

districts and one of Japan’s 

most famous gardens. It’s one 

of the few places outside of 

Kyoto with working geisha 

and tea house districts. With 

the Sea of Japan on one side 

and mountains on the other, 

there is some great food to 

be found here. A two-night 

stay is perfect, and it’s a great 

destination for self-guided 

travellers to explore on their 

own. However, on escorted 

small-group tours the guide 

can share some of the best 

places to visit, especially 

for a good night out.”

Matt Spiller,  
trade sales and 

marketing manager, 
InsideJapan

Seki, for example, blacksmiths still hand-forge everything 

from kitchen knives to samurai swords, using techniques 

passed down through multiple generations. And in 

Gujo Hachiman, a sleepy village under the shadow 

of a 16th-century mountain castle, the pristine waters 

of the three rivers that run through it are still used to 

wash fabrics as part of an indigo-dye process.

Another place famed for being frozen in time by 

its geographical isolation is Shirakawa-go. A Unesco 

World Heritage Site since 1995, the transportative 

village is defined by its Gassho-style farmhouses, which 

resemble Swiss ski chalets with thatched roofs. Villagers 

here once relied on farming and silk production, but 

many have now opened their homes to visitors as 

rustic B&Bs that offer an insight into their way of life.

ISHIKAWA PREFECTURE

My second destination, Ishikawa prefecture, offers 

similar isolation by the coast. 

Its capital Kanazawa is already well known as an 

alternative to Kyoto, and the number of visitors at the 

celebrated Kenrokuen Garden and its buzzy geisha 

and tea house district is testament to this. So my journey 

takes me farther north, to Noto Peninsula.

Thrusting 60 miles out into the Sea of Japan like a 

hook, the coastline is defined by craggy volcanic rock 

formations. As you might expect, life in this remote 

corner is focused on the ocean, with fishing, seaweed 

harvesting and salt production the main industries. The 

exception is at Shiroyone Senmaida, where rice is grown 

on terraces fragmented up the side of a hill; it’s the 

last example of this age-old tradition in the area.

The curvature of the land has also created a 

sheltered bay, where oysters thrive in the pristine, 

nutrient-rich waters. Delicate, briny and faintly sweet, 

they’re delicious plucked right out of the water. Or 

head to any local restaurant and you can have them 

barbecued, fried or cooked with rice.

Good food aside, Noto Peninsula’s close-knit 

communities truly make this part of Japan special.

Take Noto Island, where quaint fishing villages are 

dotted along the coast. Each one hosts its own festival 

during harvest time, and everyone gets involved. Or 

Flatt’s guesthouse in Yanami, where Australia-born chef 

Ben Flatt and his Japanese wife Chikako showcase 

hyper-local ingredients on Wajima lacquerware sourced 

from nearby artisans. Even my taxi to the local airport is 

community-minded – it doubles as the town bus.

Unlike Tokyo or Kyoto, none of my friends will have 

heard of Gifu or Ishikawa. And I’m glad. By skipping the 

highlights, I’ve managed to sample some of the most 

authentic experiences Japan has to offer. TW

Kenrokuen Garden

91TRW2307128.pgs  06.02.2023  12:05    BLACK YELLOW MAGENTA CYAN

A
R
T

P
R
O

D
U

C
T

IO
N

C
L
IE

N
T

S
U

B
S

R
E
P
R
O

 O
P

V
E
R

S
IO

N

a
s
ia

  


