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​Introduction
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Yokohama! Japanese people know Yokohama as the easygoing port city just south of Tokyo: the one with a spectacular waterfront, lots of foreign influence (including a world-famous jazz festival), and goofy family-friendly attractions. Yokohama is more easygoing, friendlier, and cheaper than nearby Tokyo. Yokohama has long been a popular destination for a day trip away from Tokyo’s mad rush.
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Yokohama also holds an air of decadence in the Japanese cultural imagination. Commodore Perry arrived in Yokohama in 1854. The Port of Yokohama opened to foreign trade in 1859. With foreign trade came foreign culture, foreign goods, and all kinds of foreign influence. Wild stuff in 19th century Japan. You can still see that foreign influence in Yokohama’s jazz culture, its trade and business activity, and its surprisingly many (for Japan) foreign-run restaurants and other businesses.

Despite being a completely separate city from Tokyo, Yokohama is only a half-hour train ride from Tokyo Station. Some Japanese people informally consider Yokohama a suburb of Tokyo, although that’s not fair to an independent city of four million residents, Japan’s second biggest. 

Meanwhile, foreigners know Yokohama for... car tires? It’s not on top of anyone’s list, at least not foreign tourists’ lists. Visitors on cruises or cargo voyages will know Yokohama by necessity, as that’s where their ships pull in. Other than that, foreigners seldom visit Yokohama, and that’s a pity.

Or not such a pity. Because now while Japan enjoys (or suffers from) a tourism boom and Tokyo and Kyoto are crowded with selfie-snapping foreigners, Yokohama is still... just Yokohama. 

There are still very few foreigners in Yokohama, especially tourists. Most of the foreigners around town are teaching English, or working in the multinational corporate offices here. Isuzu, JVC, and Nissan, among other mega-companies, are headquartered in Yokohama. We’ll go visit that Nissan headquarters, by the way.

I love so much about Yokohama. I’ve spread my enthusiasm for it to my friends and relatives, and now I want to share my enthusiasm for it with you. 

Yokohama is a great introduction to Japan for newbies, or a great level-up for visitors who want to go beyond Tokyo. It’s less intimidating than Tokyo, but it also has much more of a feeling of still being undiscovered and untouristed as compared to Tokyo.
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After many visits and longer stays here, and a good trove of local contacts, I know Yokohama well. I’m Taiwanese American, not Japanese. I speak only very basic Japanese. But that probably makes two of us, and you and I can both have a blast in Yokohama even as non-Japanophone foreign visitors.

Why not Tokyo? Tokyo is amazing. But from Yokohama Station, I can be in Tokyo in half an hour. Tokyo is one of those “nice to visit” places. I can easily hop over to Tokyo when I want, but I don’t have to stay in Tokyo. Yokohama is a lot comfier, quieter, and less crowded than Tokyo — while still bursting with that urban neon Japanese energy we come here for.

The other advantage of Yokohama over Tokyo? Staying here is so much cheaper. Shh, don’t spoil it. But $100 USD per night gets you a (modest) luxury hotel in Yokohama. No, I didn’t forget a zero. Try that in Tokyo. And in Yokohama you can stay in a comfortable three-star business hotel for around $50 USD. In Tokyo, for $50 a night, you’d be crawling around a coffin, I mean a capsule hotel. And again: Tokyo is just a half-hour train ride away.  

I’ve focused this book on in-depth Yokohama experiences and “hidden gems” that you won’t find in a standard tourist overview or mass-market guidebook. I’ve included general information about traveling in Japan, such as discussing Suica cards, but there is a wealth of free general information about Japan travel available online. Devour it. What you won’t find online are the detailed Yokohama spots and advice in this book. That’s what this book is for. It’s the same concept as my previous guidebook, Loving Taipei.

Yes, I’m the same Cindy Liu who wrote that very popular Taipei guidebook, Loving Taipei. I hope you liked it. Many people did. I hope they, and you, also like My Yokohama. Because it’s all my passion, enthusiasm, and boots-on-the-ground details of Yokohama.

In case you’re new here, I don’t tell any establishment that I’m reviewing them. I have no relationship with any of the places I recommend (or warn about!) here, other than being a customer like anyone else. That too: unless otherwise noted, I have personally visited all the places recommended here, usually many times. I pay in cash, and my books don’t show my face, so I get the same random-tourist experience you’d get.

That’s a long way of saying I work only for you, with no other motivations. I don’t even do affiliate links.

I’ve arranged this book to give you a broad overview of basic-level Yokohama here in the beginning, along with airport arrival, transportation, hotels, and other necessities. Then we’ll discuss food (important, right?), live music, and cafes. After we’re done with that, we will wind back to more in-depth Yokohama experiences, such as visiting an onsen and attending a Japanese baseball game. In fact, you can structure your visit in a similar way. Start by getting a broad overview of the place, then sample food and music and the jazz listening bars if you’re into that — then dive into the advanced-level local stuff in the second half of this book.

Let me show you what makes Yokohama amazing. Put on your walking shoes, charge your phone, and let’s go!
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​Geography and layout
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Yokohama sits 27 miles (43 km) south of Tokyo, in Kanagawa Prefecture, on the island of Honshu, Japan’s most prominent island. Yokohama is famously a port city. It used to be Japan’s busiest port but is now second-busiest, second only to Nagoya, thanks to Toyota’s massive operations in Nagoya.

Yokohama has almost four million people, with a population density second only to Tokyo’s within Japan. 

Yokohama’s major neighborhoods are all basically walkable from one another, depending on how good your legs are. You’ll probably spend most of your time in Minato Mirai and Kannai, and those are about a 20-minute walk apart, very doable. Of course there’s excellent public transportation, and we’ll talk about that later in this book.

​Minato Mirai

This is the glitziest area, sitting at the “top” of the city, where it meets the water. It was redeveloped in the 1980s-1990s boom years; previously MM had been a gritty slum near the port. Yokohama’s famous waterfront is in Minato Mirai, as are its most luxurious hotels and malls, especially Landmark Tower. However, there’s not much old or “authentic feeling” (whatever that means!) in MM. Almost everything is in a glitzy mall or office building.

​Kannai

Kannai is a slightly gritty area that plays host to most of Yokohama’s “local life,” including especially its small restaurants, izakayas, and of course, its jazz culture. When I say gritty, I don’t mean it’s dangerous. I just mean the buildings tend to be old and sometimes a bit run-down, and the streets are narrow and not designed for modern car traffic. 

​Yamate (The Bluff)

Hilltop Yamate was the foreign settlement at the turn of the century — 1900, not 2000. It has spectacular views over the city, lush gardens and walking paths, and quirky museums, historical houses, and cafes. It might just be my favorite place in Yokohama. 

​Sakuragicho

This is the area near Yokohama Station and nearby Sakuragicho Station. Sakuragicho Station was one of the first two train stations built in Japan, on Japan’s first train line, between Yokohama and Tokyo. There are small restaurants and izakayas in the Sakuragicho area, including under the Sakuragicho station.

​Chukagai (Chinatown)

Famously, Yokohama has Japan’s biggest and oldest Chinatown. As a destination, Yokohama’s Chinatown is sort of a tourist trap, although a very popular one. I like the busy streets and the street snacks you can buy, though this isn’t among my favorite parts of Yokohama.
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​What to bring to Yokohama
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The most important thing to bring to Japan: a camera translation app on your phone, so you can point your camera at a Japanese sign, menu, vending machine, or washlet control panel and get it translated to your native language. I swear by Google Translate’s camera translation feature, but there are other translation apps too. I do think Google Translate is the best one. My Japanese friends love to “challenge” me and my Google Translate by pointing me to hand-scrawled Japanese and obscure, slangy terms on signs — and Google Translate gets it right every time. So much for us foreigners being clueless in Japan. 

The second-most important thing to bring, and I swear I’m not sponsored by Google, is Google Maps. It has public transportation directions that will let you use Yokohama’s buses and subways, as well as Japan’s long-distance trains and buses, like a pro. I’m sometimes at a bus stop in Yokohama where the local Japanese people are fretting about why the bus hasn’t come yet — and I pull out my Google Maps and show them not only when the bus is coming, but where it was delayed, and exactly where it is now. Magic!

You will need a data plan for such feats. Yes, you can just barely get by with the offline Google Maps and Google Translate features, but it won’t be great, you won’t get updated info, and you won’t be able to look up info on the spot.

There’s a lot of free wifi in Yokohama — but also many places, including coffee shops and malls, with no wifi. We’ll go over the data-plan stuff later in the book.

As an optional additional app for Japanese-assimilation extra credit, you can install Line on your phone. It’s a Japanese chat app that everyone here uses, and some restaurants even use it for ordering. It has an English version, and it’s pretty non-intrusive. If you make new friends in Japan, they’ll most likely want to exchange Line IDs with you, although WhatsApp is also popular among the more internationally minded.

Besides apps, the other thing you have to bring to Yokohama is good walking shoes. You will need to walk a lot in Yokohama. The public transportation system is excellent, but there’s always a five or ten minute walk to and from the station, and those minutes add up quickly. 

My step counter shows me averaging 15,000 steps a day in Yokohama, and I consider myself lazy and averse to walking. You will notice Japanese people wearing athletic shoes even with otherwise fancy clothes. Please leave your high heels and Ferragamos for back home, or carry them with you while you wear walking shoes. Even if you are willing to pay for taxis or Uber everywhere you go, there are many places in Yokohama that aren’t accessible to cars, and where you’ll have to walk no matter how much you pay. 

If you don’t know how to use chopsticks, bring your own eating utensils. There are cute pocket-size sets sold on Amazon. Few small Japanese restaurants will have forks and knives around, and even if they do, asking for it to be brought out will be awkward if there’s a crowd of customers they’re trying to get through. Just bring your own. Or better yet, learn to use chopsticks!

That’s it. That’s all you’ll need for your trip to Yokohama.
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​Yokohama weather and fashion
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Yokohama’s climate is about the same as Taipei’s — though that might not mean much to you. It’s also about the same as the San Francisco Bay Area’s, but with more rain. Yokohama is usually just slightly on the verge of room-temperature and chilly, and pretty perfect for walking. 

July and August get into the 80s Fahrenheit (high 20s Celsius). December, January, and February dip down into the 40s Fahrenheit (5-10 Celsius) at night and 50s Fahrenheit (10-15 Celsius) during the day. Otherwise, it’s comfy room temperature weather all year around. 

It does rain a lot in Yokohama — you might have guessed that from the lush greenery popping up in the photos. Like in Taipei, it’s usually light drizzle on and off, seldom torrential downpours. You can bring an umbrella if you want, but hotels have them to lend out, and convenience stores sell them for around 500 yen.

Japan is a bit dressier than the US, and athleticwear is less accepted in non-athletic settings. It’s weird to wear shorts in urban Japan unless you’re exercising. You’re a foreigner, so you’ll get a lot of leeway. And if you’re just walking outdoors, then who knows:  maybe you are exercising! 

But for going into any sit-down restaurant, even a simple ramen shop, wear long pants, and don’t wear anything revealing like a muscle t-shirt or yoga pants. You may not be explicitly told to get out, but you’ll get that very Japanese reaction of Oh goodness me: this foreigner is doing something very bad, but pointing it out to her would only make the situation worse. 

Even in the hottest months, you will rarely see anyone wearing shorts or athleticwear in urban Japan, unless they’re kids, foreigners, or out exercising. On the other hand, athletic shoes are accepted in all settings. There’s a lot of walking. Unless you really want to show off, don’t bring any shoes other than athletic shoes. (Better if low-key and neutral-colored, not your dad’s velcro-strap white New Balances, but even those will be fine.)

Last thing about footwear: onsens (public baths) make you go barefoot. I have snuck water shoes (the kind you wear when swimming) into those places because I’m scared of catching athlete’s foot or other nasties, but it is very much against the rules. (Definitely take them off before going in the hot water — they’ll melt!) Nobody’s complained about it to me, but maybe they just weren’t checking out my feet, or didn’t want to bother. Up to you. Those water shoes are not easy to buy in Japan, especially in bigger sizes, so bring them if you want to try sneaking them into onsens.

Most business hotels (APA brand and similar) have onsite laundry machines for their customers. But these aren’t laundry machines like you might be used to back home. You don’t have to buy detergent or fabric softener. You don’t have to move from wash to dry. All you do is put in your clothes, put in your coins, push a button, choose a pin code (to lock your stuff), and come back two hours later. The machine takes care of all the detergent and softener, and both washes and dries. And it keeps your laundry under lock. Don’t forget that pin code though. At APA hotels, those machines always cost 500 yen (for wash and dry together) and only take 100 yen coins. 
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So don’t worry too much about getting your clothes dirty. You can easily wash them in the hotel. And please don’t pay what the hotel wants to charge you for laundry (unless your company is paying) — they usually charge more than 500 yen for just one piece of laundry.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Paperwork and Haneda airport arrival
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​Haneda vs Narita

Tokyo has two airports: the old one, Haneda (HND), and the new one, Narita (NRT). Haneda Airport is officially a Tokyo airport, but it’s very much also Yokohama’s airport. It’s only 12 miles (20 km) from Haneda to Yokohama, while it’s 47 miles (75 km) from Narita to Yokohama. Both Haneda and Yokohama are southwest of central Tokyo.

Theoretically, Narita focuses on international flights, and Haneda on domestic, but that’s not a hard-set rule. Most international airlines do fly into Haneda, but it’s usually a more limited schedule, with higher prices, than the flights into Narita. And both Haneda and Narita have lots of domestic flights.

If you’re going to Yokohama, try for a Haneda flight if you can, although they can be more expensive because of less competition than Narita. Haneda is a lot smaller than Narita and less hectic. And train travel time from Haneda to Yokohama Station is less than an hour (and about 200 yen), while from Narita it’s about two hours (and about 1500 yen). 

Getting from Narita to Yokohama isn’t difficult. Don’t fret if you’re flying into Narita. It’s just a much longer train ride, since Narita is on the opposite side of Tokyo from Yokohama. Haneda is much easier all-around.

​Visa-free

Most first-world countries’ citizens have visa-free travel to Japan, as long as they meet Japan’s requirements (no previous overstays, no criminal record anywhere). US citizens can stay for 90 days without a visa. For the currently updated



​Arrival forms






​Don’t have a rap sheet






​Immigration processing






​Luggage pickup and customs processing



	Find a QR scanning kiosk to make your customs declaration.






	Stare at the luggage carousel and not find a QR scanning kiosk and not answer the kiosk’s questions about your luggage. In this case, you’ll have to exit only through a staffed exit gate, and have the human customs officer ask you the questions the kiosk would’ve asked you.



​SIM cards and getting set up with mobile internet








​Taking the train into Yokohama









​Other transportation options
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