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TToouurriinngg tthhee LLaanndd ooff tthhee RRiissiinngg SSuunn
| {Kanto / Tokyo}

ΉΉAAlloonngg tthhee SSuummiiddaa--ggaawwaa ῌῌ
FFrriiddaayy || AApprriill 1100,, 22001155

Siiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.
Ahhhhhhh.

It’s the little things that make me happy, you know? Like simply enjoying a can of kohi (₪↑)
on a little secluded bench in crisp morning air, with little to worry about except to enjoy and
cherish the moment. And that’s because you’ll find us in Asakusa, under the looming presence of
Sensoji’s Hondo, enjoying our first full morning in Japan. We’re back!

⁞‒‍! (Yatta!)

Though I may be amongst history here, there’s no
getting around that I’ve very much looked forward
to this first sip of coffee. Sure, I can get coffee back
home, but, the novelty of having a hot can of coffee
dispensed at my pleasure from one of the ubiquitous
vending machines peppered about, and then sipping
it whilst sitting here without a worry in the world is
a great feeling to have. And one I’ve looked
forward to these last couple of years. Besides, we’re
a bit early to actually enjoy any of the usual goings-
on here – partaking in the foods and other goods
available in Nakamise’s various stalls, strolling
about the sacred grounds of Senso-ji, or even
benefiting from the incense the monks usually burn
– and that’s because the sun rose very early this
morning (5:16am precisely here in Tokyo), rousing
us from our slumber right along with it. Though that
may seem rather early to most people, it’s not the
earliest time the sun can rise here – it’s been known
to vary between 4:25am (earliest, in June) to
6:52am (latest, in January); both are still too early for our tastes. We’re used to much later times
in our part of the world, but sunrises there vary by latitude too… as Nicole mumbled as she
crawled out of bed this morning: “this is a Maine-type sunrise.” (The sun peeks relatively early
there too.) I guess heading off to bed early last night was not such a good idea after all?

32,586 steps
15.16 miles
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I must confess that an early bedtime really wasn’t part of the plan. After an on-time landing and
a quick-step through customs, there were hopes we’d have time to do a little sight-seeing upon
arrival. Unfortunately, the N’EX had other plans and a ride in Tokyo proper that should have
taken no more than 60 minutes took over two hours. We were deposited at Tokyo Station right in
the middle of evening rush hour! Fighting through the throngs of people with luggage in tow
took its toll on us very quickly. But we did manage well enough to pick up our JRail passes at
the Marunouchi North Exit/Entrance-way, and then brave the subway – at rush hour, mind you –
to Homeikan. But I digress…

Those of you who may have followed our previous exploits in Japan know this is exactly how
our first full day in Tokyo began – with coffee, from a vending machine, on a bench – and it’s a
similar beginning to the three solo trips I took to Japan – with coffee, from a vending machine,
on a bench – and so it continues today.

Perhaps this very notion – coffee, from a vending machine, on a bench –
will become a new tradition Nicole and I can share when visiting Tokyo
again in the future? Even if not, my wife and I very much missed the fun
and convenience of Japan’s abundant but unassuming legion of vending
machines, so we were quite excited to partake in their exploits as soon as
we could. Why? While this might sound clichéd, but, it’s fun! Not only
are we, as tourists, unfamiliar with most of the products sitting neatly
inside them, trying something new can sometimes be a huge unexpected
treat! The diverse contents of Japan’s vending machines – called
jidohanbaiki ( )– has been thoroughly chronicled by travelers
and tourists alike, as the existence of jihanki (for short) selling

pornography and panties makes for perfect fodder for the writers and consumers of expositions
detailing the quirks and eccentricities of the Japanese culture. But these represent a small fraction
of the 5.58 million or so of these innocuous machines peppered throughout the countryside.

You’ll find them outside subway stations, on
train platforms, near bus stops, along sidewalks,
down dark (but safe) alleys, and even atop Mt.
Fuji. There are probably more vending
machines in this country than there are people –
and that’s saying something! Annual sales reach
almost 6.95 trillion yen, so it’s no wonder
they’re ubiquitous. The first vending machine in
Japan sold cigarettes, and was introduced in
1888. Since then, a wide variety of vending
machines have been developed to sell products
such as drinks, food, stamps, magazines,
flowers, electronics, and daily sundries. They’re becoming increasingly high-tech too; flashier,
and more digital. But no matter how advanced they get I hope to never be far from one… when
you’re on the go and feeling hungry or become thirsty, having one every few feet helps a lot! But
I’m sure you’re not interested in hearing about our love for the vending machines, not with
Asakusa all around us, right?



6

ASAKUSA: Nakamise & Sensoji

Asakusa ( ) can be found at the eastern
end of the Ginza subway line, and for most of
its history, has been the hub of the city’s
entertainment offerings. The area blossomed
when Tokugawa Ieyasu (Shogun) made Edo
(a.k.a. Tokyo) his base of operations in 1603,
which transformed Edo into the 17th century
equivalent of the city that never slept; Asakusa
was ground zero. It became a pleasure quarter.
Eventually the Kabuki theaters came,
followed later by the cinema; the two forms
establishing Asakusa as the entertainment
quarter of the city – a reputation it held
virtually unchallenged until WWII. Though much of the area was destroyed during the war,
Asakusa is still Tokyo’s oldest actively working geisha district, and much of what we associate
with Japanese culture sprang from these grounds and can still be found here.

One of those peculiarities is the harmonious blending of Shinto
and Buddhism, and you’ll find no better representation of this
covenant than at Senso-ji. It was here, according to legend,
along the banks of the Sumida River, two brothers fished out a
small golden statue of Kannon, the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy
in 628 AD. Having recognized the sanctity of their find, the
village’s chief (Hajino Nakamoto) converted his house into a
small shrine so that the villagers could bestow their prayers
upon the Kannon. The diminutive shrine was later converted
into a full-fledged temple (by 645 AD) and through the years
its fame, wealth and overall size grew. Its popularity further
matured after Senso-ji became the tutelary (protectorate)
temple of the Tokugawa clan. Over the years Senso-ji survived
the last shoguns, the Meiji Restoration, and the Great Kanto
Earthquake of 1923 ( ), but not World War II.
Continued firebombing of Tokyo throughout the early 1940s
resulted in much of its destruction. Therefore most of the main

buildings you see today are relatively new. Even with that being said, Senso-ji ( ;
Kinryu-zan Senso-ji) is still an amazing sight.

The moment you step out of the station and round the street corner there’s no mistaking that
you’ve found this magnificent temple’s grounds. The 11.7m tall and 11.4m wide Kaminarimon
Gate ( ), with its bright-red color and huge 1500-pound paper lantern, stands defiantly amidst
the modern world to greet you warmly. But beware: the god of thunder (Raijin, sitting left) and
the god of wind (Fujin, right) guard this path and they don’t take kindly to evil-doers.
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Kaminarimon means “Thunder Gate” for a
reason; besides the gods of thunder and wind
guarding the path, the massive lantern (a
chochin that is 4m tall, 3.4m in circumference)
hung below its main loft is dramatically painted
in vivid red-and-black tones to suggest, some
say, the wind, thunderclouds and lightning
associated with its protective gods. The original
gate, built by military commander Taira
Kinmasa in 942, stood just south of here. It was
erected in its present location during the
Kamakura Period (1192-1333), whereby the
statues of Fujin and Raijin came to rest at either

side. People initially offered prayers to these two statues for the protection of the temple against
natural disasters. Over time, they became the subject of prayers for the benefit of the people,
such as for a bountiful harvest and for peace in the world.

Just beyond Kaminarimon is Nakimise-dori (
⁯), a 250 meter long colonnade,

lined with scores of shops, offering an
abundance of traditional (and non-traditional)
wares to those making the pilgrimage here.
Among these include, but are not limited to:
obi sashes, hair combs, fans, dolls, ukiyo-e,
kimonos, sweets, ice cream, t-shirts, toys,
yakitori, and cell phones. A virtual mélange of
anything and everything imaginable, and quite
a treat to browse!

On the opposite end of the arcade is Hozomon (
), or “Treasure House Gate”, marks the

entrance to the inner complex. Built in 1964 of
reinforced concrete, this two-story gate has a
treasure house upstairs holding a number of 14th

century Chinese sutras (or sacred texts), but it’s
not as if you’re allowed to see them. It stands 22.7
m (74 ft) tall, 21 m (69 ft) wide, and 8 m (26 ft)
deep. Beyond that is the courtyard and the
familiar trappings of a Buddhist temple: a multi-
level pagoda (in this case five stories), a belfry
(which used to ring every hour), and the Hondo,

or main hall. And these are just the structures in the main part of the complex. Others such as the
Yakushido, Rokkadio and Yogodo (with its nice water feature), the Zenizuka Jizo-do hall,
monuments in memory of three haiku master poets, the tomb of Toda Mosui and the “Shibaraku
Statue” are located to the left of and behind the main hall. There’s never a loss for something to
see (or learn) here!




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































