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​Toyama: Japan's Best-Kept Secret
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​The Antidote to the Crowds

The New York Times named Toyama one of its “Places to Go for 2025.” Their headline for the city: Enjoy cultural wonders and culinary delights while skipping the crowds. I couldn’t have put it better myself, though I would’ve been snarkier about those crowds. A lot snarkier. Because the “crowds” are the single biggest variable that can make or break a trip to Japan. They are the difference between a moment of quiet contemplation in a Kyoto temple garden and a Black Friday stampede. 

This book is about the antidote to crowded Japan. It’s about a place where you can find the Japan you were hoping for, the one you saw in the brochures before they added the thousand other tourists. This is Toyama.

Toyama is Japan’s getaway city, tucked against the western base of the Hida Mountains, the spectacular Japanese Alps. Toyama manages to be tranquil but not boring, traditional but not stuffy, and popular with those in the know but blissfully uncrowded. Snow-capped mountain peaks rise behind a modern cityscape as if it were no big deal. The beach, and the vast Sea of Japan, are a thirty-minute tram ride away. It’s a place that hasn’t been completely packaged for mass consumption.

We’re going to learn Toyama’s secrets, understand its stories, and discover why it might be the smartest place to visit in all of Japan.

​The Trolley That Saved a City
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As you wander around, you’ll see them: sleek, colorful trams gliding silently past, or charmingly old-fashioned ones clattering around a corner. You’ll hop on, pay your flat 240 yen, and think, “Neat. A trolley.” But to dismiss them as just another quaint feature of a pleasant Japanese city is to miss the entire point of Toyama.

These trolleys are the heroes of a story. They more or less saved Toyama. The trolleys are the physical manifestation of a city that stared into the abyss of depopulation and a slow, creeping death and decided to do something radical about it. You see, Toyama has had two rebirths. The first was literal, rising from the ashes after 99% of the city was incinerated in a 1945 bombing raid. But these trolleys tell the story of its second rebirth, a recovery from the suffocating decay of 20th-century urban planning that was hollowing out the city from the inside.

For years, Toyama’s tram network was a tragic love story: two systems kept apart by the hulking, impassable barrier of Toyama Station. On the south side, you had the traditional city trams; to the north, a completely separate, dying former heavy-rail line. But in 2006, in a move that would make it a legend among urban planners, the city took over the failing northern line and transformed it into Japan’s first full-fledged Light Rail Transit (LRT) system, the “Portram.” Then the shinkansen came along. The massive national project to bring the Hokuriku Shinkansen bullet train to Toyama required the entire station to be elevated. This once-in-a-generation disruption created a blank slate underneath the new, soaring platforms. Instead of just rebuilding the old, separate terminals, the city’s planners seized their chance. They dug a trench, laid new tracks, and on March 21, 2020, Toyama’s two tram lines were finally, gloriously connected. For the first time in Japan, a tram line ran directly underneath a Shinkansen station, and the long-overdue coupling was complete.

This was the backbone of Toyama’s “Compact City” strategy, which the city planners described with a fantastic food metaphor: “dumplings and skewers.” The idea was to concentrate housing and businesses into dense, walkable hubs (the “dumplings”) all connected by public transport (the “skewers”). The results were nothing short of staggering. LRT ridership exploded, increasing by 110% on weekdays and an incredible 230% on weekends. The population drain from the city center completely reversed. Toyama was named a national “Eco-model city” and even partnered with the World Bank to share its success. The pleasant, seamless experience you have as a visitor isn't an accident; it's the direct result of this visionary civic battle. So, yes, by all means, enjoy the ride. 

Footsteps to the Roof of Japan

That sleek, efficient city is just the beginning. An hour by train from central Toyama are two of the most spectacular adventures in all of Japan: journeys into the heart of the Alps.

First is the Kurobe Gorge Railway, a charming, almost toy-like "Torokko" train that clatters along a narrow-gauge track clinging to the mountainside. 
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This train is a piece of living industrial heritage, a gritty line blasted out of the rock face in the 1920s to haul workers and materials up the gorge to build the massive hydroelectric dams that power this region. A railway built for tourism would have taken the easy path. This one was built out of necessity, forcing its way through extreme and otherwise impassable terrain. The result is an authentic adventure through one of the deepest V-shaped gorges in the country. And thanks to a 2024 earthquake that damaged the track further up the line, there’s a limited-time opportunity to visit Nekomata, a working station normally off-limits to the public, offering a rare, behind-the-scenes pass to a part of the gorge most visitors never see.

The other journey is so monumental it transcends the category of “day trip” and becomes an expedition. The Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route is a full-day, multi-stage traverse of the Northern Japan Alps, a range so high it’s called the “Roof of Japan.” Yes, the how-tos are all in this guide. You’ll use seven distinct modes of transport, including cable cars, electric buses running through tunnels bored straight through mountains, and a breathtaking ropeway that glides across a massive valley without a single support tower in sight.

Now, here’s the most important thing I’m going to tell you. Most guidebooks, and indeed most tourists, will tell you to start the Alpine Route from the Nagano side. That way lies madness and crowds. The vast majority of visitors flood the route from the east, creating a massive human traffic jam. We, my friends, are going to be smarter. By starting from our home base in Toyama and taking one of the first trains out of the city, we will ascend the mountain against the main flow of traffic. We’ll arrive at the glorious summit of Murodo early in the morning, giving us precious hours to experience its majesty in relative peace before the mass wave of humanity washes over the peak. And if you come in the spring, your reward is one of the most surreal sights in the world: walking through the Yuki no Otani, a canyon of solid snow with walls towering up to 20 meters high.

​A Tale of Two Tastes

Toyama’s culinary soul is a story of dramatic contrasts. On the one hand, you have a centuries-old legacy of pristine, delicate seafood. The city's reputation among Japanese foodies is the stuff of legend, and for good reason. Toyama Bay is a geographic miracle, its floor plunging into a deep canyon right near the shore, creating a "natural fish tank" where cold, nutrient-rich water keeps everything fresh. Back around 700 CE, Toyama’s poet-governor Otomo no Yakamochi was already writing verses about how amazing the local seafood was, from the glowing firefly squid boats to the taste of the fresh catch. This is the taste of pure, unadulterated nature, headlined by the delicate, sweet white shrimp (shiro-ebi), the so-called "jewel of Toyama Bay."

But that’s only half the story. Toyama has another culinary soul. The one that’s loud, aggressive, and unapologetically in-your-face. I’m talking about Toyama Black ramen. It tells the story of a city that is more than the tranquil getaway it is today, but one that was built on grit, sweat, and heavy industry. It started around 1947, in the rubble of post-war Japan. Laborers working long hours to rebuild the city’s flattened factories needed fuel, calories, and salt. The solution was a ramen with a jet-black broth made from a brutally concentrated dark soy sauce, loaded with black pepper. But here’s the key: it was never meant to be a soup. It was conceived as an okazu, a side dish, an intensely salty condiment for plain white rice that workers brought from home. It’s a salt bomb by design, a taste of the city’s past that most tourists will completely miss. To eat here is to taste both the delicate bounty of the sea and the salty soul of the city’s resilience.

​Culture Without the Velvet Ropes

Toyama gets its share of rain and snow. But there’s a solution for those days when you don’t want to go outside: Toyama’s museums. They’re spectacular, and spectacularly uncrowded. While everyone else is getting elbowed in front of a temple in Kyoto, you could be standing in a nearly empty room in Toyama with an original Picasso.

If Toyama has a cultural centerpiece, it’s the Toyama Glass Art Museum. Forget everything you think you know about glass art. The building itself, designed by renowned architect Kengo Kuma, is the first exhibit. Its stunning, angular façade of granite, glass, and aluminum is designed to shimmer and reflect light like the snow-covered peaks of the Tateyama mountains in the distance. The interior is a soaring, cathedral-like atrium lined with local cedar, creating an experience “like that of being in a forest.” Your journey culminates on the 6th floor in the glorious “Glass Art Garden,” a permanent installation by the undisputed rock star of contemporary glass, Dale Chihuly. It’s an immersive, joyful, and utterly dazzling wonderland of color and light.

Just as remarkable is the Toyama Prefectural Museum of Art and Design (TAD). This museum has works by Picasso, Chagall, Miró, Dalí, and Jackson Pollock. Yes, all of them. Yes, originals. In Toyama. But what makes TAD truly special is its unpretentious spirit. And the single greatest feature might just be on its roof. The “Onomatopoeia Rooftop” is a sprawling, whimsical public park and playground, free to access, with a magnificent, uninterrupted panorama of the city, Kansui Park, and the spectacular Tateyama Mountain Range. It’s a genius piece of civic design that transforms the museum from a formal gallery into a community hangout. It perfectly encapsulates Toyama’s approach to culture: world-class, but for everyone.

​Where Your Souvenir is a Story

Toyama has what might be Japan’s most unique shopping experience: roll your own pills. Wait, don’t call the DEA! This is all legal. Didn’t you know that Toyama, thanks to the plant life as well as mineral deposits nearby, was long a center of pharmaceutical manufacturing? 

Welcome to Ikedaya Yasubei Shoten, a 200-year-old medicine shop that’s part apothecary, part museum, and part hands-on workshop. It’s a monument to the Edo Period, when Toyama became the center of Japan’s pharmaceutical industry. But the main event is in the center of the shop, where a staff member demonstrates how they used to make their signature pills on a fantastic, old-fashioned machine. And here’s the best part: after the demonstration, you get to try it yourself. For free. They’ll hand you a tool and a slab of medicinal paste, and you’ll spend a few minutes trying to roll it into perfect little round pills. You get to take your lumpy, misshapen creations home in a little paper packet. It is, hands down, the weirdest and most memorable souvenir you will ever acquire.

This is the spirit of Toyama. It’s a place that invites you to be a participant. A place where you can blow your own glass masterpiece, cast your own tin sake cup, or make your own traditional washi paper. It’s a city that understands the best things you bring home are the stories you can tell.

​Find Your Toyama Adventure

So, who is this city for? It’s for anyone smart enough to get off the beaten path. Depending on your travel style, here’s a taste of what’s in store:


●  For the Urban Explorer: Your mission is to discover the soul of a city that reinvented itself. Don't miss riding the full loop of the Centram trolley to see the "Compact City" in action. For an insider's secret, find the original Nishicho Taiki for a taste of salty, post-war history in a bowl of black ramen.

●  For the Nature Adventurer: Your mission is to conquer the "Roof of Japan" and its wildest ravines. The can't-miss experience is taking the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route and walking through the towering Snow Wall. The insider's secret? Ride the open-air car on the Kurobe Gorge Railway.

●  For the Culture Vulture: Your mission is to experience world-class art and design without the crowds. Gaze at Dale Chihuly's "Glass Art Garden" in the Toyama Glass Art Museum. For a local secret, relax on the free "Onomatopoeia Rooftop" at the TAD museum for the best mountain view in the city.

●  For the Food Pilgrim: Your mission is to taste the legendary bounty of Toyama Bay and beyond. For a true insider experience, try a sake tasting flight at Saseki in the historic port of Iwase, the heart of a modern culinary revival.

●  For the Hands-On Historian: Your mission is to bring home a story, not just a souvenir. Make your own tin sake cup at the Nousaku factory workshop in Takaoka. For the weirdest and most memorable souvenir you will ever acquire, roll your own (probably lumpy) medicinal pills at the 200-year-old Ikedaya Yasubei Shoten.


​Your Hideout in Japan

Toyama is a city of stories. It’s a story of rebirth, of a community that pulled itself back from the brink not once, but twice. It’s a story of epic nature accessed by industrial grit, where monumental feats of engineering become the gateways to pristine wilderness. It’s a story of culinary contrasts, where the most delicate flavors from the sea share a table with the saltiest, most aggressive tastes of the city’s past. And it’s a story of accessible, world-class culture, where you can see a Picasso for the price of a coffee and the best view in town is from a free playground on a museum roof.

This book is your key to unlocking all of it. It’s the insider’s guide to Japan’s best-kept secret.

Toyama is my hideout in Japan, where I go to relax, walk, ride trolleys, and eat sushi.

Let me show you.
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​Where to Sleep in Toyama
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Picking a hotel can make or break a trip. You might spend weeks planning the perfect itinerary, only to end up in a place with the charm of a DMV. You came to Toyama to escape the crowds and the stress, not to find new and exciting ways to be miserable.

This is where I introduce you to your new best friend in Japan: the business hotel. Forget the soulless corporate box you’re picturing. The Japanese business hotel is a marvel of efficiency and providing exactly what a smart traveler needs and nothing they don’t. They are clean, they are safe, they are packed with amenities like free WiFi, laundry facilities, and a 24-hour front desk, and they are perfectly designed for people who are out exploring all day and just need a comfortable, convenient place to crash.

In Toyama, the midrange hotel scene is dominated by these excellent business hotels. Your challenge isn’t finding a good one; it’s finding the right one for your specific travel style. And that’s where things get interesting. The competition for your yen, especially among the domestic tourists who flock here from Tokyo, has created a kind of “amenity arms race.” A simple clean room is no longer enough. To stand out, these hotels are offering perks that would cost a fortune elsewhere, most notably a full-fledged onsen (hot spring bath) right on the premises. This is a massive win for you, the savvy traveler. You get a taste of luxury spa culture included in a midrange hotel price. But it also means you need a guide — someone to help you navigate the choices and the cultural quirks that come with them. That’s me. Let’s find you a place to sleep.

​The Great Divide: Station-Side Convenience vs. Downtown Vibe

Your first big decision is a geographical one. Where you choose to stay in Toyama will fundamentally shape your daily experience. The city’s central area is pretty compact, but it has two distinct centers of gravity, each with its own personality, pros, and cons.

​The Station Zone: Your Launchpad for Adventure

If your Toyama itinerary is packed with ambitious day trips — conquering the Tateyama Kurobe Alpine Route, chugging through the Kurobe Gorge, or zipping off to Takayama — then the area around Toyama Station is your command center. This is the zone of pure, unadulterated convenience. The ability to roll off the Shinkansen, walk five minutes, drop off your bags, and hop on a Dentetsu train to the mountains is a logistical superpower.

This is where you’ll find the newest, slickest hotels, like the Daiwa Roynet Hotel Toyama-Ekimae and the Hotel JAL City Toyama, both of which are practically attached to the station and offer modern, comfortable, and utterly hassle-free stays. The downside? You’re in a bit of a culinary dead zone. The area immediately surrounding the station is a black hole of mediocrity, sustained by transient Tokyo weekenders who don’t know any better. The vibe is efficient, but it can feel a bit sterile. You’re staying at an airport, not in a city.

​The Downtown Vibe: Sogawa and the Castle

About a 15-minute walk or a short tram ride south of the station is the city’s true heart: the area around Toyama Castle Park and the Sogawa shopping arcades. This is where the locals live, eat, and shop. It’s for the traveler who wants to feel the city’s pulse, to be a stone’s throw from the best izakayas, the most authentic sushi joints, and that historic bowl of Toyama Black ramen.

Staying here means you’re within easy walking distance of cultural highlights like the magnificent Glass Art Museum and, of course, the castle itself. Hotels in this neighborhood, like the legendary Dormy Inn, feel more integrated into the fabric of the city. The trade-off is that 15- to 20-minute journey to the main station, which can feel like a bit of a schlep when you have to catch a 5:57 AM train for the Alpine Route.

​The Contenders: Your Midrange Hit List

With that geographical choice in mind, let’s look at a few of the top players in Toyama’s business hotel scene. Each offers a different answer to the question of what makes a great stay.

​For the Onsen Pilgrim: The Dormy Inn Experience

https://maps.app.goo.gl/ui7HSLT2pGnfNNHq6 [image: ]

The Dormy Inn chain has a cult following among Japan travelers, and for good reason. Staying at a Dormy Inn is subscribing to a lifestyle built around the holy trinity of bathing, eating, and sleeping well. Their Toyama outpost, located squarely in the downtown Sogawa district, is a perfect example of



​For the Modern Minimalist: The Daiwa Roynet Hotel Toyama-Ekimae




​The Top Pick: Your Home Base at the Toyama Manten Hotel



​Location, Location, Location (On a Tram Line)




​The Onsen with a Million-Dollar View


​Family-Friendly Features


​The Nitty-Gritty: What to Expect


​A Final Word: How Not to Screw It Up
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