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      WELCOME!

      Greetings readers! If you're at any stage of your travel planning for a whirlwind trip of a lifetime to Japan, you've bought the right book! The first thing I will tell you is this book is not filled with loads of colorful snapshots taken at various Japanese tourist attractions used in a manner to entice you to travel to Japan. I assume since you've decided to read this book, you are in some stage of planning your trip, whether it's just an idea or you've started to do some research.

      This book should be used as your research tool and your research reference. You should mark this book with thoughts and notes you can easily reference while traversing Japan by rail, car, or foot.  If that sounds like a bright idea, I didn't come up with it. Our travel party had multiple books that we carried in our luggage, and many of them had little sticky flags (like the "Sign Here" flags that you'd see on an important document). The problem we had with the travel books we traveled with, is they were large. Hundreds and hundreds of pages, and heavy.

      On foot in Japan, the weight of luggage or backpacks is everything. We spent hours on trains and hours waiting for trains or making connections through multiple train stations, and with a heavy pack on my back, I often wished I could re-distribute the contents of my pack right there on the train platform. We walked and walked and walked some more. It was VERY well worth every step we took.  I believe an app on my phone indicated we had walked nearly 85 miles (136km) in the eleven days of our trip, and even shedding just one of those travel books would have been a dream.

      This book is a short number of pages and small enough in size that it will fit nicely in your luggage and should be used when there are "Hey, what did the books say about ________" questions. We hope you find this reference guide extremely useful as we've loaded it with the most pertinent "convenience" factors.

      My wife and I started our Japan planning sessions early in 2021, about six months after our child arrived in Japan for a three-year posting at a military base. Sometime thereafter, Covid hit in full force, squashing any hope of visiting this beautiful country until the Japanese government opened tourism again within its borders.

      We had plenty of time to craft our itinerary through many hours of discussion about the parts of Japan we'd like to visit. We relied on our military child to provide us with the must-sees and the must-dos in Japan, as said child has had multiple short-excursion experiences in Tokyo and could at least give us some starting-point details. Additionally, we relied heavily on social media posts in a prevalent Japan Travel Facebook group which helped us narrow down our itinerary based on the time of year we intended to travel.

      Multiple video conferencing calls with the enlisted child formed a plan for our travel party of seven with the number of days we'd need to experience what we wanted, and the rest just fell into place.

      Our travel journey in Japan was eleven days, inclusive of the days on the front and back ends for travel from the Midwest, USA. However, I did factor in the travel days we'd have in Japan as the time zone difference, and the crossing of the international date line didn't affect us too much with the loss of travel time for our trip.

      Based on the military child's suggestion, we devised our itinerary, which landed us in Tokyo and ultimately would take us as far as 500 miles (805km) from Tokyo to Hiroshima. We now had a base to work around, and the research began to fill in the middle.

      Ultimately we knew that we wanted a trip in Japan that brought us to the biggest and the best attractions that would likely be impactful enough to warrant the yearning for a return trip, and we hit that nail on the head.

      Our itinerary covered four significant cities; Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, and Hiroshima, and also covered a lesser-known town that was by far a highlight of the trip, Kamakura, which is a Pacific Ocean seaside coastal town that could have been easily mistaken for any US Eastern seaboard coastal town.  Although Kamakura is a town that heavily relies on tourism, the sheer quaint feel of the town as one meanders through is appreciated by tourists and natives alike.

      This book will give you what I consider to be the biggest and the best attractions in each of the five cities we visited. Along the way, I'll interject why we chose the cities in the order we did and why we decided to see the sights we did while passing on other tourist attractions.

      This is a "budget-friendly" itinerary, so the book's title eludes to a spend-thrifty mentality. This book does not lead the reader into a dollar amount a person or a family should budget for travel within Japan, as every person and family has a different idea of what an acceptable budget will be for themselves or their families.

      Airfare to Japan from the US is costly by any means. Still, for a once-in-a-lifetime chance of a trip, my partner and I knew it was what it was – and we weren't going to pass on the opportunity to visit the country where our child had been delegated to spend three years performing his military job.

      Our trip randomly had a final layout as it did, meaning the cities we chose to stay in, although they had a small amount of thought put into them, and it seemed the correct order as the trip is now behind us.

      Tokyo should always be the "jumping off point" for all travelers to Japan, as the Tokyo, Japan International Airport (Haneda Airport) is the landing airport for all major international flights worldwide. Haneda Airport is a sight to be had based on its sheer size, and the layout and general flow of the airport have been very craftily thought out.

      From our starting point of Tokyo, we understood that some of our travel itineraries required us to travel over 500 miles (800km) westward from Japan, and that was our basis for determination of which order we would visit the cities. Given that we knew we had a multi-hour Japan Rail train ride from Tokyo to our must-see destination of Hiroshima,  we planned this day trip early in our itinerary as it would be an early morning to possibly late night trip.

      The remaining cities we wanted to visit, Kyoto, Osaka, and Kamakura, are all rich in Japanese history throughout the reign of the Japanese Empires and the Shoguns, that were the perceived military leaders of their time, in addition to the ever-present modern-day Buddhist temples that have some of the most interesting construction methods ever seen from hundreds of years ago.

      Each city we visited was highly regarded when we were doing our research, so by no means do I claim to be an expert at creating a travel itinerary, as I just followed recommendations from hours of research and our child's recommendations based on things learned while stationed in Japan. For our travel days (known) and our total allocation of days spent within Japan, we just knew that we were packing as much as humanly possible into our nine whole days and a travel day at each end of our trip of a lifetime.

      What works for one might only sometimes work for another, so I am giving you the details of our itinerary with a caveat; it may not work for you, and you may find that we need to allocate more time to our Japanese visit.

      Based on the schedule of our military child, we knew we'd have enough time to complete what we set out to do – and that got just a fraction of a taste of what life in Japan is like, based on the cities we visited and the sights and attractions we took in.

      As I said, our itinerary may not work precisely for you as it did for us, and that's ok. We want to provide a baseline of places westward from Tokyo that are well worth their costs to see, and from there, you can derive your itinerary and experience Japan the way you'd most like.

      With that, I bid you safe travels and Arigatou gozaimasu for putting trust into this book to help you navigate a beautiful country rich with history and customs dating back centuries.

      Again, happy reading, and safe travels on your excursion to Japan!
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      Embarking on a journey to Japan is an exciting endeavor that promises a captivating blend of tradition, modernity, and cultural immersion. Careful planning and research are essential to ensure a smooth and rewarding experience. Within this chapter discusses some crucial aspects of planning your trip to Japan, including visa requirements, optimal travel seasons, budgeting, and cultural customs. By equipping yourself with the necessary knowledge, you'll be able to create an itinerary that caters to your interests, navigate the country with ease, and embrace the wonders that Japan has to offer.

      
        	Importance of research and itinerary planning. Before setting foot in Japan, conducting thorough research and creating a well-thought-out itinerary is paramount. Japan is a diverse country with abundant attractions, and knowing what interests you most will help you make the most of your time. Research popular destinations, historical landmarks, cultural experiences, and local events that align with your preferences. Consider transportation options, travel distances, and language barriers to ensure a seamless journey. One of the most popular and useful pre-planning items you could do as a traveler is do and internet search for JNTO, which will bring you to the official tourism guide for Japan travel. Within this website, you can download many colorful guides loaded with information for nearly all 47 prefectures located within the nine regions of Japan. The Japanese Government sponsors this website and provides this information to tourists.

        	Visa requirements and necessary documents. Understanding visa requirements and preparing the necessary documents is essential for travelers visiting Japan. Research the visa regulations applicable to your country of residence and ensure that you have a valid passport with sufficient validity. Determine whether you are eligible for a visa waiver program or must apply for a tourist visa in advance. Keep important documents like your passport, travel insurance, and flight itineraries readily accessible throughout your trip.

        	Best times to visit Japan and considerations for each season. Japan's climate varies across regions, and each season offers a unique experience. Consider the time of year that aligns with your interests and preferences. Spring (March to May) is renowned for its cherry blossoms, while autumn (September to November) dazzles with vibrant foliage. Summer (June to August) offers lively festivals and warm weather, while winter (December to February) showcases stunning snow-covered landscapes. Remember that popular seasons like cherry blossom and autumn foliage attract larger crowds, so plan accordingly.

      

      BUDGETING AND COST ESTIMATION

      Budgeting is an essential aspect of trip planning. Japan offers a wide range of options to accommodate various budgets. Research and estimate the costs of transportation, accommodation, meals, attractions, and activities. Consider staying in budget-friendly accommodations like hostels, guesthouses, or capsule hotels. Enjoy affordable dining options like local eateries, street food, and convenience stores. Research discount passes, like the Japan Rail Pass which can provide significant transportation savings. Consider additional expenses like entrance fees, souvenirs, and transportation within cities.

      Budgeting is crucial when planning a trip to Japan to ensure you make the most of your travel funds. Japan offers a wide range of options that cater to different budgets, allowing you to enjoy the country without breaking the bank. Here are some tips and considerations to help you budget and estimate costs for transportation, accommodation, meals, attractions, and activities:

      
        	Research and estimate transportation costs. Transportation in Japan can be efficient but also varied in terms of cost. and it is highly recommended you research the different transportation options available, such as trains, buses, and domestic flights, to determine the most suitable and cost-effective choices for your itinerary. If you plan to travel extensively within the country, consider purchasing a Japan Rail Pass, which provides unlimited travel on Japan Railways (JR) lines for a fixed period. This pass can offer significant savings, especially for long-distance travel. For shorter trips, local trains and buses are generally affordable and convenient. A good budget for regular in-city subway trips is two to three dollars per trip from station to station. This excludes Shinkansen (bullet train) fares, as those are covered under a JR Pass. Traveling from one train station to another is very affordable, and that dollar figure I gave you was on the high end of the typical fare.

        	Consider budget-friendly accommodations. Accommodation costs can vary depending on location and level of comfort. To save money, consider staying in budget-friendly accommodations such as hostels, guesthouses, or capsule hotels. These options offer clean and comfortable facilities at a fraction of the cost of traditional hotels. Additionally, you can explore Japanese-style accommodations like ryokans (traditional inns) for a unique cultural experience. Look for accommodations located slightly outside city centers or in less touristy areas, as they are more affordable.

        	Explore affordable dining options. Japan is renowned for its culinary delights; you can enjoy delicious meals without breaking your budget. Seek out local eateries, izakayas (Japanese pubs), and street food stalls that offer affordable and flavorful dishes. Convenience stores like FamilyMart and Lawson offer affordable snacks, drinks, and ready-to-eat meals. Take advantage of lunchtime specials or set meals, which often provide a more cost-effective way to enjoy various Japanese cuisine.

        	Research attractions and activities. Research the attractions and activities you plan to visit and consider their costs. Many temples, shrines, and parks have modest entrance fees, but some may offer free admission. Prioritize the attractions that align with your interests and budget accordingly. Look out for discounted tickets or combination passes that offer entry to multiple attractions at reduced prices. Additionally, enjoy free activities such as exploring local neighborhoods, attending cultural festivals, or visiting public gardens and parks.

        	Factor in additional expenses. When budgeting for your trip to Japan, be mindful of additional expenses that may arise. These can include entrance fees for museums, galleries, and theme parks, as well as costs for transportation within cities, such as subway or bus fares. If you plan to purchase souvenirs, allocate a portion of your budget accordingly. To keep track of your expenses, consider using a travel budgeting app or maintaining a spreadsheet to monitor your spending throughout your trip. Additionally, suppose you want to stay "connected" to your smart devices while traveling within Japan. In that case, you'll find information in the book about the options for portable Wi-Fi units that are easy to reserve, pick up and return at the end of your trip.

      

      Some additional expenses we only discovered would be had once we arrived in the country were things like; coffee in

      
      JAPAN IS BUILT FOR CONVENIENCE

      
      
      
        	Smart Planning Tip #1. Exchange your currency from your home denomination into Japanese Yen before your departure day. The currency exchange process at our home airport could have been more convenient, and the service charge to make the exchange was a double-digit percentage fee to make the exchange in addition to a service fee. Most banks in the US provide currency exchange for free as a service to their customers, and it should be as simple as placing the order for the exchange and receiving a phone call notifying you that the currency is ready for pickup. While traveling in Japan, we noticed many restaurants had small currency counters at the host stand, where you would be greeted upon entry. It was only clear what the machines were placed there for once a charming restaurant employee pointed to the machine after a meal when we were trying to offload a pocketful of Yen coins. It then became apparent the placement of the devices was intended for an efficient payment process for your meal.

        	Smart Planning Tip #2. Japan is a very clean country, meaning you won't find refuse or rubbish bins in convenient locations. Often during the middle of the day, if someone in our travel party needed a snack, whatever wrapper that snack came in would be placed in a backpack or a pocket until we entered the next train station. I highly recommend carrying empty plastic bags during the day as temporary trash bags until you get to a train station or a tourist attraction with a trash bin where you can empty your trash. Japan takes great pride in the cleanliness of their cities, and litter while walking anywhere in the cities was almost non-existent.

        	Smart Planning Tip #3. Use technology to make your life easier! As a traveler in a foreign land, there is always a language barrier. The great thing about Japan is the Japanese people are VERY used to tourists meandering around their cities. Because of their acceptance of tourists, the language barrier is not nearly as bad as we expected. Many restaurants have picture menus for tourists to order from. Train station information and infographics displayed on trains accommodate English-speaking tourists. Some of the packaging found in convenience stores for quick snacks or meals are printed in Kanji and English to aid the purchaser. I recommend installing a good translator app on your smart device as it is sometimes handy.  Additionally, a good maps app on your smart device is a must-have.  Our travel party particularly liked Japan Travel; by Navitime Japan Co. LTD. This app is free but offers a paid upgrade for long-term travelers in Japan. The app's free version saves multiple itineraries, with directions and routes to reach the attractions by train. The app includes an in-app map of train stations, ATMs, free Wi-Fi zones, and more. All in all, it was a worthy app to have at your fingertips, especially because you could enter a starting point and ending destination, and it would display the trains, routes, and train times that would get you to your destination. Finally, the rental Wi-Fi options within Japan are very well worth the expense. Most train stations have free wifi, but when you're out walking through a beautiful park, temple, or shrine, it's nice to be still connected as very frequently someone needs to use data to check a train schedule or look for nearby restaurants. There are three or four WiFi rental agencies within Haneda airport that all offer the WiFi module, a spare battery pack, a plug and cord for charging, instructions to get connected, and a return envelope in which to drop your WiFi module in a Red post box station as you depart from Haneda airport.  A tip I learned around the third day of our nomadic trip was; they provide a spare battery pack as the WiFi modules are unlikely to last a full day. After the second day of wondering why the data module was seemingly nearly dead about halfway through the day, I realized that the included battery packs were intended to be connected to the WiFi module all day using the supplied short cord. A constant connection to the battery pack provides worry-free WiFi all day, and then you only need to charge the battery pack overnight instead of both the WiFi module and the battery pack.

        	Smart Planning Tip #4. Luggage. With the breadth of available luggage on the market today, it's hard to know which types and styles of luggage will be most conducive for good travel. A plain old suitcase with a hinge and handle would not be your friend if your travel plans were anything like ours, and that was to spend a few days in each of the cities we were visiting. Our itinerary required us to arrive at a rental location no less than four times and pack up a few days later to reach our next destination. There were numerous luggage styles within our travel party, with the most popular being the ever-present roller luggage with wheels that weren't designed for cobblestone-like terrain, which is often found in Japan. A few of us had traveler-style "backpacking" packs, which were rather large duffel-style bags that had thick padded shoulder straps and typically had a small "day pack" as a companion that doubles as a carry-on bag for flight and would be used as our day trip bags as well. Japan has many sets of stairs; it doesn't matter the region or prefecture, you're going to find stairs. The only escalators noted within Japan were at Haneda airport, and typically there would be escalators in the larger Shinkansen stations on the outgoing (or exiting) side.  Most subway train stations within the cities had flights of stairs on the station's entrance and exit sides, and traveling with wheeled roller bags was a constant exercise of lowering the handle, extending the handle, lowering the handle, and extending the handle. The backpack-style duffel bags seemed the easiest to travel with, given the often ten-minute walks to a train station. With the flights of stairs at the train stations, it seemed easier to manage a pack on your back than a rolling piece of luggage that wasn't built for tiled floors or uneven ground, but we made it work. In our travel party, we had three people that used an Osprey brand travel pack, and these packs were built for exactly what we were doing, which was exploring Japan as urban Nomads. I highly recommend the Osprey brand; they are built for the journey and are rugged and durable.

      

      DAY TRIPS

      
      
      
      CULTURAL CUSTOMS AND ETIQUETTE TIPS

      
      
      
        	Basic Japanese greetings and phrases. Learning basic Japanese greetings and phrases can go a long way in establishing a connection with locals and showing respect. Standard greetings include "Konnichiwa" (hello), "Arigatou gozaimasu" (thank you), and "Sumimasen" (excuse me). Making an effort to communicate in Japanese, even if it's just simple phrases, demonstrates your interest in the local culture and can elicit warm responses from the people you encounter.

        	Bow when greeting or showing gratitude. Bowing is an integral part of Japanese culture and is used for various occasions, including greetings, expressing gratitude, and showing respect. A slight bow of the head or a more profound bow can be appropriate when meeting someone, depending on the situation. Return a bow when someone bows to you, and remember that a more profound bow is usually reserved for formal or solemn occasions.

        	Respect sacred places. Japan is home to numerous temples, shrines, and other holy sites with great cultural and religious significance. When visiting these places, respecting the customs and guidelines is essential. Remove your shoes and hats before entering temple buildings or traditional guesthouses. Maintain a quiet and respectful demeanor, refraining from loud conversations or disruptive behavior. Follow any instructions or restrictions, such as refraining from photography in certain areas or not touching artifacts.

        	Familiarize yourself with proper dining manners. An emphasis on respect, cleanliness, and consideration for others characterizes Japanese dining etiquette. When dining, it is customary to say "Itadakimasu" before starting a meal, which expresses gratitude for the food. Use chopsticks correctly, avoiding crossing them or sticking them vertically into the rice, as these actions are associated with funeral rituals. Slurping noodles, particularly ramen, is acceptable and indicates that you enjoy the dish.

        	Observe public behavior. Japanese society values politeness and consideration for others, even in public spaces. Avoid speaking loudly on public transportation, such as trains or buses, and switch your phone to silent mode. Dispose of trash responsibly by using designated bins or carrying it until you find one. When queuing, maintain a proper distance and avoid pushing or cutting in line. These small acts of courtesy contribute to a harmonious and respectful environment.
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