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Santa's watching you; 
don't take me home! 
Read me online.
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Alpine DreamChubu, Japan
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WANDERLUST / Japan

As winter makes its last stand in the Japanese Alps, spring enlivens 
Chubu – the central region of Japan’s main island of Honshu – 
where the best of both seasons meet amidst an atmosphere fi lled 
with blooms and snowy illuminations.

Alpine Awakening
WORDS Abby Yao   PHOTOGRAPHY Ariff  Shah Sopian
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Interestingly, Shirakawa-go's 

gassho-zukuri farmhouses, 

constructed without the use of 

nails, can withstand heavy winter 

snowfall in the Japanese Alps.
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I'd had second thoughts about 
being outdoors as gusts of wind 
threatened to fl ip my umbrella 
inside out the moment I stepped off  
the bus. 

We'd sought refuge in the 
Begonia Room, a large bright hall 
where thousands of potted fl owers 
– most of them larger than my 
hand – were in full bloom. I'd felt 
like Alice in Wonderland, entering 
a mad horticulturist’s greenhouse 
decked with tree ferns instead 
of giant toadstools. Fat fl owery 
boughs dripped from the ceiling 
like giant nests, while the scent of 
myriad blooms blended into a heady 
fragrance. 

When it came time to step outdoors 
again for the most photographed 
section of the park – a 200m tunnel 
lined with 1.2 million light bulbs 
– the rain had turned out to be a 
blessing, as it made the scene even 
lovelier when the puddles refl ected 
the mesmerising spectacle on the 
ground. For the fi rst time, I hadn't 
minded that the rainwater had seeped 

D
o you know the sakura 
song?” our guide Kazumi-
san asked, as our tour bus 
made its way through Mie 

Prefecture on a rainy spring night. 
Kazumi-san passed around sheet 
music of Sakura Sakura, the famous 
folk song in celebration of cherry 
blossom season in Japan. In a mat-
ter of minutes, our group of 20-odd 
Allstars (AirAsia staff ) was singing 
in unison in Nihongo (Japanese 
language). It was a fi tting tune for 
the time of year, as spring coaxed 
the buds awake from their slumber 
in the Japanese Alps.

The Light Fantastic Converging at 
Nagoya train station earlier that 
evening to begin our whirlwind tour 
of Chubu, we had boarded our tour 
bus and gone straight to Nabana no 
Sato, a garden famed for its Winter 
Illumination, a dazzling lights 
festival that runs from October to 
May, well into spring. The inclement 
weather that night meant that few 
visitors had dared to brave the rain. 

“ into my shoes, and was making my 
socks squish with every step. 

Takayama Tribute The following 
morning on our way to Takayama, a 
400-year-old city in Gifu Prefecture, 
we witnessed what the Japanese call 
the wedding of the fox – when the 
sun shines through a downpour. I 
wondered if our singing from the 
night before had prompted the 
‘wedding’ display!

We alighted at a small restaurant 
famous for its hoba miso-yaki (Hida 
beef grilled with miso on a magnolia 
leaf). After a scrumptious lunch of the 
eatery’s signature dish, we proceeded 
on foot towards Sanmachi, which 
encompassed three streets within an 
old quarter, lined with sake (Japanese 
rice wine) breweries. Today, many 
of the wooden buildings here are 
shops selling snacks and souvenirs 
such as sarubobo, which literally 
means ‘monkey baby’, a red good 
luck charm.

As we walked through Sanmachi, 
Kazumi-san explained that the 

1

1. The spectacular 

Yuki-no-Otani snow 

wall on the Tateyama 

Kurobe Alpine Route 

draws visitors even 

through spring. 2. A 

statue of a samurai 

near Takayama 

Jinya. 3. The drizzle 

doesn't stop tourists 

from exploring 

historical Takayama 

city by rickshaw.
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samurai (warriors of feudal Japan) 
were regarded highly in ancient 
Japanese society. The samurai 
fought for the shogun, or military 
chief, considered the most powerful 
person in the country. From the 17th 
to 19th centuries, the Tokugawa 
shogunate, based in Edo (now 
Tokyo), controlled Takayama 
through a governor. The governor’s 
residence called Takayama Jinya 
was also his offi  ce, and is the only 
building of its kind from that era still 
standing today.

The fl oors of Takayama Jinya 
were covered with tatami mats 
(traditional Japanese fl oor mats 
made from rush grass), and as we 
moved from room to room exploring 
the well-maintained building, we 
noticed that the mats were of three 
distinct types. Kazumi-san informed 
us that each type of tatami indicated 
the social status of the person who 
occupied the room: pattern-fringed 
tatami mats were reserved for the 
elite, black-fringed ones were for 
the middle class, and fringe-less 
mats for the masses. I couldn’t help 
feeling privileged to be able to visit 
every room in the old residence.

House of Silk & Gunpowder 

Takayama is by no means the only 
historic place in Gifu. Modern 
tunnel networks built through the 
terrain of the Japanese Alps paved 
the way for an express one-hour 
journey from Takayama to the 
world-famous Shirakawa-go locale. 

Designated a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site, the villages of 
Shirakawa-go and neighbouring 
Gokayama are renowned for their 
gassho-zukuri farmhouses. The 
buildings (some of them more than 
two centuries old!) have a distinctive 
feature – their thick straw roofs 
resemble hands clasped in prayer. 
The steep-pitched roofs of the 
A-framed gassho-zukuri houses 
are designed to withstand the thick 
snow that blankets the valley during 
wintertime from December to March.

In the spirit of yui (meaning 
‘bonded’), traditions of communal 
togetherness unite the village every 
30 to 40 years for the re-thatching of 
the gassho-zukuri roofs, a practice 

“The rain turned out to be a blessing, as 
it made the scene even lovelier when the 
puddles cast refl ections of the mesmerising 
spectacle on the ground.”

2

Centred 
Goodness

The cuisine of Central 
Japan uses a diverse 
selection of ingredients 
that will broaden your 
culinary horizons.

HOBA-MISO YAKI Tender 
Hida beef topped with tasty 
Kobayaki miso is cooked 
on a Japanese magnolia 
leaf over a special ceramic 
charcoal grill to lend it a 
smoky aroma.

HITSUMABUSHI Nagoya’s 
famous fl avourful eel 
dish is enjoyed in various 
ways: with or without 
condiments, tempered 
with delicate dashi 
(broth made from dried 
kelp) stock, and cooked 
however you please! 

GOHEI-MOCHI A 
favourite street food in 
Gifu Prefecture, this snack 
on a stick is a fl at or round 
grilled rice cake coated 
with sweet miso, soy or 
sesame paste.

3
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A shopkeeper at a 

traditional eatery looks 

out for customers in the 

streets of Takayama.

that continues to this day. It takes 
100 volunteers about three days to 
remove an old roof, and another day 
to instal a new one.

The bus dropped us off  at the 
Shiroyama observation deck that 
overlooks the quaint village of 
Ogimachi – the most well-known 
village in Shirakawa-go, with a 
modest population of 500 – for a 
bird’s eye panorama of 59 gassho-
zukuri farmhouses. Transportation 
to the village is limited, so we 
made the gentle descent from the 
observation deck to the village 
on foot. The trickle of fl owing 
water from the melting snow 
accompanied me as I walked down 
the slope, passing small huts with 
moss-covered roofs. 

The group stopped to admire the 
Wada House, the largest among four 
gassho-zukuri in the village that 
are open to visitors. Over 200 years 
old and still very much lived-in, 
the handsome house aff orded me 
a peek into an age-old way of life. 
Inside the well-kept house, straw 
snow boots hung over the fi replace 
and directly overhead, slats in the 
ceiling allowed heat to rise into the 
attic, where farmers once reared 
silkworms.

Kazumi-san introduced me to 
the head of the family, Masahito 
Wada, a community leader and 
retired schoolteacher who hosts 
visitors in his family home almost 
daily. The Wada family has enjoyed 
good standing in the village for 
generations; Masahito’s father was 
once the mayor of Ogimachi, and 
the family’s prominence is refl ected Im
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in the size of their house. According 
to Masahito, the 12m high-330sqm 
structure can accommodate as 
many as 15 people. Now, six family 
members live in a section of the 
house cordoned off  to visitors. I 
thanked Masahito for his gracious 
hospitality before continuing to 
explore the house. 

Aside from their spaciousness, 
gassho-zukuri farmhouses were 
designed to allow for suffi  cient light 
and ventilation to enter – necessary 
for the cultivation of silkworms, 
which was a good alternative source 
of income for farmers, owing to 
the high local demand for silk in 
the old days. But that was not the 
only commodity that came out of 
rearing silkworms – interestingly, 
fermented silkworm waste was 
made into gunpowder! Climbing 
the steep wooden steps to the attic, 
I found traditional implements used 
in silkworm cultivation, prompting 
me to imagine how life used to be in 
feudal Japan. 

Snow Canyon The following day, I 
fell asleep on the bus and awoke to 
the sight of the snow-covered peaks 
of the Northern Alps en route to the 
Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route. 

Tateyama is one of the three 
most sacred mountains in Japan, 
alongside Mount Fuji and Mount 
Haku. For centuries, mountain 
worship has been practised 
in Tateyama. In Shinto belief, 
devotees climb tall mountains as a 
pilgrimage of purifi cation, wearing 
white kimonos symbolising death 
and rebirth.

Today, visitors make a pilgrimage 
of a diff erent nature. The Tateyama 
Kurobe Alpine Route has become 
a must-visit in Chubu during 
springtime. Now, less a spiritual 
path and more evidence of Japanese 
effi  ciency, the route can be 
completed within a day via various 
modes of transport, all adhering 
strictly to commute schedules.

After riding a cable car, then a 
highland bus and a trolley bus, I 
reached the fi rst highlight of the 
Alpine Route – the Yuki-no-Otani 
(snow wall) at Murodo, the highest 
point on the route at 2,400m above 
sea level. I donned my down jacket 

"I frolicked in the slushy snow, surrounded by 
nothing but snowy peaks, and enjoyed the 
excellent butter chocolate and vanilla milk 
ice-cream from the gift shop."

2

1
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and gloves before walking along 
the snow wall. It was four degrees 
Celsius out and somewhat foggy, 
so I braced myself for the cold 
as I walked along the dedicated 
pedestrian lane, fl anked on either 
side by the white snow wall that was 
etched with messages in diff erent 
languages from visitors both local 
and foreign. Just 400m down the 
corridor, the snow towered 19m 
above me! I marvelled at the work 
of GPS-enabled snow ploughs. 
Throughout spring, as temperatures 
gradually rise, the snow wall slowly 
melts, until fi nally in late June, Yuki-
no-Otani is closed to visitors.

After riding another trolley bus and 
the largest ropeway gondola I’d ever 
seen, we reached the observation 
deck at Kurobedaira, a resting spot 
midway through the route. I frolicked 
in the slushy snow, and enjoyed the 
excellent butter chocolate and vanilla 
milk ice-cream from the gift shop. 

Mission: Possible The Alpine Route’s 
other highlight is the mighty Kurobe 

Dam, which we reached after a short 
cable car descent from Kurobedaira. 

Harnessing the powerful Kurobe 
River was seen as the only solution 
when electricity was vital for post-
WWII economic recovery eff orts. 
However, taming the rough terrain 
came at a steep cost; 171 workers 
lost their lives in accidents during 
construction of the dam. As I 
traversed the breadth of the dam – 
almost 500m – I could only imagine 
what a laborious task building it 
must have been. Today, the dam 
supplies half the electricity demand 
of western Japan.

Peering over Kurobe Dam, 
surrounded by the vast snow-glazed 
mountainscape, I spotted cracks 
in its icy surface, which gave way 
to glimpses of jade-coloured water 
beneath. Above us, the sky was 
fi nally showing its clear ultramarine 
hue and the sun bathed the 
panorama with its warmth. 

“How do you capture all this?” 
one of my companions wondered 
aloud, gesturing to the expanse of 

GETTING 
THERE

AirAsia fl ies to Osaka 
from Kuala Lumpur, 
and to Nagoya from 
Sapporo. airasia.com

mountain and sky. I too was at a loss 
for words.

As I boarded the bus, a snow 
monkey scampered along the 
roadside, and I noticed that the trees 
were slowly overcoming the winter 
spell, as shades of green spotted the 
tree line.

Soon, I found myself back at 
Nagoya station, bidding farewell to 
Kazumi-san and my companions. 
On my train ride to Osaka, I recalled 
the tunnel of light, the snow wall, 
the wooden farmhouses and the 
cherry trees in bloom. As the 
seasons change dress, magical 
Chubu entices, transforming from 
a wintry wonderland to a spring 
playground, summer paradise, 
autumn escape, and back to a snow-
covered dream. 

1. Cooked on a 

ceramic grill, hoba 

miso-yaki is a local 

specialty in Takayama. 

2. AirAsia Allstars 

enjoying the snowy 

mountain 'playground' 

on the Tateyama 

Kurobe Alpine Route. 

3. Nabana no Sato's 

famous light tunnel 

looks even more 

magical in the rain. 

3

Aqua Firefl y

Don’t be surprised if 
you are served pinkie-
length fi refl y squid in 
the Japanese Alps. This 
small bioluminescent 
sea creature, which 
emits a pale blue light, 
setting the waters of 
Toyama Bay aglow, is 
among the area’s most 
sought-after seafood, 
alongside white shrimp 
and Himi yellowtail. The 
unique delicacy may be 
enjoyed boiled in a miso 
vinaigrette, deep-fried or 
pickled in soy sauce.
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