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J U S T B AC K
Georgia Rae
Dunkley
Tokyo, Kyoto,
Osaka and
Hiroshima were
just a few of the highlights on
Georgia’s jam-packed first-timer’s
trip to Japan.
Memorable moment: Hiking
up Mount Hiei and spotting
cherry blossom at the top.
Sophie Walker
Sophie joined
the Hands On
Japan small
group tour and
took part in everything from rice
planting to taiko drumming.
Memorable moment: I travelled
to Izu Peninsula after the tour and
stayed in a villa with a private pool
at the ABBA Resorts.

IAT 006 // Autumn 2017

Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours
www.insideasiatours.com

Insider's
Hoi An
Explore Vietnam’s
riverside town

+ Exclusive interview
with Michael Booth
+ Winter highlights
in Japan

WIN
!
A GOPRO
SEE P31

Welcome to East
Get beneath the surface: This simple strapline has been with InsideAsia
Tours since the company first opened its doors in February 2001. It’s still at
the heart of everything we do, taking travellers to the right place at the right
time to experience what life in that country is really like.
In this, the 6th edition of East, senior travel consultant Liam gets beneath

Festival in Burma

Toddlers in Tokyo

Luxury Travel

the surface of Burma (Myanmar) as he stumbles across a local rocket festival

in the hills of Kayah State. Amidst the crowds of villagers from across the remote mountainous
region, he learns about some unusual cultural practices including dating the Burma way.
When InsideJapan Tours’ Brisbane-based Harry Sargant lived in Niigata, you’d most likely find him
in the izakaya pubs or turning out for the local teachers’ football team. 12 years later Harry and his
wife Sveta return to Japan for a very different trip, introducing their toddler to everything from soft
play J-style to friendly bullet train drivers. Turn to p.22 for his tips on travelling to Japan with a toddler.
Our Insider’s Hoi An article on p.8 has enough inspiration to last a full two-week holiday. Cooking,
diving, cycling, mysterious ancient ruins, local crafts – even that made-to-measure custom suit
you’ve always coveted. There’s more to Vietnam’s most picturesque town than lanterns.
Finally, there is the small matter of the world’s largest rugby competition, coming to Japan in
2019. Get in touch to register your interest and you’ll be the first to know about our travel packages.

Alastair Donnelly

Simon King

Graeme Dunn
Graeme has just
returned from
exploring the
finest resorts in
Vietnam and Cambodia. It’s a hard
job, but someone’s got to do it…
Memorable moment: Fulfilling
a lifelong dream by surfing in
Vietnam.
Kate Sanderson
Kate saw a lot
of Burma in
three weeks,
visiting Yangon,
Ngwesaung beach, Loikaw, Inle
Lake, Mandalay, Monywa, Bagan
and Mount Popa!
Memorable moment: Being
the only people looking over
the plains in Bagan – one of the
perks of visiting in May.

- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours
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INSIDESCOOP
Japan hosts international rugby 2019

D id y o u k n
ow?

InsideAsia To
urs are on
Twitter! Follo
w us for daily
updates and
inspiration fro
m
Burma and Ind
ochina:
twitter.com/In
sideAsiaTour
s

JAPAN
The largest rugby competition in the
world is coming to Asia for the very first
time! Japan will play host to 20 nations
taking part in 48 matches. As the best

There are fixtures up in Hokkaido in the
north of the country, through the length
of Honshu and down to the southern
island of Kyushu, so you can plan your

international players descend, the whole
country is going to be buzzing.

route around the games and see the
best of Japan.

DO IT: Go to insidejapantours.com/
japaneserugby for more news
and to register your interest.

cambodia

4

Cambodia’s answer to Attenborough?
Meet Cambodia’s wildlife on this brand new itinerary; spot rare birds, track elusive
gibbons and meet the elephants. Don’t forget your walking boots!
DO IT: The best time to see wildlife is December to April, but November and May
are the shoulder seasons and still good times to travel. The Wild Cambodia
itinerary starts from £3,300 for 15 nights (exc. intl. flights). Call one of our
Cambodia experts on 0117 244 3464 to find out more.

- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours
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While we’ve always known
that isolated Japanese island
Okinoshima and ancient
temple Sambor Prei Kuk in
Cambodia are special, they’ve
finally been recognised as
UNESCO World Heritage Sites.

Burma

INSIDESCOOP

Hitch a ride to
the Golden Rock
Reaching the Kyaikhtiyo Pagoda, also known as the
Golden Rock, will become a whole lot easier from
October with the introduction of a cable car to the top.
DO IT: Reach the Golden Rock on our Kipling’s Burma
itinerary, from £2,650 for 14 nights (exc. intl. flights).
Call one of our Burma experts on 0117 244 3465
to find out more.

Vietnam
Bookworm’s boulevard in Hanoi
Following Ho Chi Minh City’s lead,
Vietnam capital Hanoi has followed suit
with a pedestrianised “book street”.
Find quiet places for reading, coffee areas
for discussing and lots of bookshops with
prints in Vietnamese and English.
DO IT: “Book Street” is located on
December 19 Street in Hoan Kiem
District, Hanoi.

JAPAN
TASTY TRAINERS
If you thought you knew
sushi, think again… Chef Yujia
Hu’s take on trendy kicks,
shoeshi, are made entirely
from raw fish and rice!

Craft sake
in the capital
cAMBODIA

JAPAN
“Kanpai” means “cheers” in Japanese,
so as the name of London's first sake
distillery, it couldn’t be more apt. Founders
Lucy and Tom were so inspired after their
InsideJapan Gastronomic Adventure three
years ago that they began making rice
wine in their spare bedroom and holding
sake parties for friends. They’ve swapped

the bedroom for a brewery and are now
stocked in Selfridges. “Kanpai” to that!
DO IT: Spend 13 nights eating and
drinking your way through Japan with
soba, sushi and, of course, sake on our
Gastronomic Adventure, from £2,670
(exc. intl. flights).

JAPAN

Ghibli’s Totoro theme park
Everyone’s favourite Studio Ghibli
character is going to have his
own theme park. The Japanese
animators have revealed plans for a
‘My Neighbor Totoro’ theme park to
open in Nagoya in 2020. Fittingly,
with 200 hectares of gardens and
trees it will be a place to ponder
nature at your own pace (don’t
expect any hair-raising rides!)

DO IT: If 2020 seems too far away,
don’t fret. A visit to the Studio Ghibli
Museum in Tokyo can be added to
any of our itineraries. Call our Japan
experts on 0117 244 3463 to find
out more.

burma

Paddleboard in Burma
Big cities and water-sports? Burma is
full of surprises. Try stand-up
paddleboarding on Inya Lake’s
serene waters in Yangon and, once
steady, spot the golden Shwedagon
Pagoda through the trees.

DO IT: Give paddleboarding a go
on our Burma Honeymoon itinerary,
from £2,600 for 10 nights (exc.
intl. flights). Call one of our Burma
experts on 0117 244 3465 to find
out more.

Japan

Much like MiniDiscs (remember
them?) vinyl records were
destined for the scrap heap. But
music-lovers old and young are
embracing the humble record
again - Sony are even pressing vinyl
for the first time since 1989. We’ve
caught record fever too! On our
new Insider Experience we drop
into the best musical hangouts,
meet local collectors and dig out
obscure bootlegs in Tokyo.

Burma

Hungry in Hackney?
Head to trendy London Fields to
try brand new Burmese restaurant,
Lahpet. It takes its name from the
Burmese pickled tea leaf dish,
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of which there’s plenty to be found
alongside “Mandalay” fritters, fish
chowder, Shan tofu and delicious
coconut noodles.

- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours

DO IT: 5 Helmsley Place, London,
E8 3SB, reserve a table online:
lahpet.co.uk

DO IT: Whether you’re into soul
music or synth pop, we can tailor the
Insider Experience: Hunt for Rare Vinyl
to suit you. Call our Japan experts on
0117 244 3463 to find out more.

© Myanmar Yachting Federation, Tree Top Explorer, iStock.com/paylessimages, InsideAsia Tours staff

Sony vinyl back in style

Slip off your shoes at tatami mat Starbucks

INSIDESCOOP
laos

Japan

Swoop over Song Hua
Starbucks has more cafés in more
countries than you can shake
a soya latte at – each with that
trademark green logo and wooden
interior. This Kyoto townhouse,
once home to geisha, really

breaks the mould though. Find
an unassuming entrance behind
noren curtains, silk prints on the
walls and tatami mat floors with
plump cushions to sit on inside.
A nice spot to get your caffeine fix

on the way to the Kiyomizu-dera
Temple and the Jishu shrine.
DO IT: You can find this Starbucks
on Ninenzaka Street, Higashiyama
District, Kyoto.

JAPAN

Observatory opens in Odawara
The long-awaited Enoura Observatory
in Odawara, just an hour from Tokyo,
is opening its doors in October.
This art complex, surrounded by
12 acres of forest and farmland, is
designed to channel the pre-modern
era with a 100m long gallery to

burma

Alternative map of Yangon
Thahara have released an
illustrated map to their favourite,
lesser-known places in Yangon
with some handy insider tips.
Download it for free: bit.ly/
YangonMap.

frame the sunrise, a stage made
from the wall of an Edo Castle and
a Tensho-an tea ceremony room.
Look out to panoramic views of the
Boso Peninsula, Oshima Island and
the edge of Hakone; famous for hot
springs and views of Mount Fuji.

Trek through coffee plantations,
stroll through small villages and
fuel up with a picnic overlooking
a waterfall to reach this zip line in
Laos. Once safely harnessed, fly
past lush forests and skim over
mountain mist in the unspoilt Song
Hua National Park. After all that
excitement, sleep soundly in your
very own treehouse in the canopy.
DO IT: Our Laos Overland
itinerary includes a zip line over
Song Hua and a night in the
jungle treehouse hotel, from
£2,700 for 15 nights (exc. intl.
flights). Call one of our Laos
experts on 0117 244 3464 to
find out more.

CAMBODIA
Accessible Angkor halfmarathon - 3rd Dec 2017
Unlike pounding the pavement at
home, this unique international
half-marathon will see you running
past the temples of Angkor Wat.
If that sounds a bit intense for a
holiday, pick one of the shorter
routes starting from 3km. The
marathon raises money for victims
of landmines in Cambodia, and
both able-bodied and disabled
people are welcome to sign-up.
DO IT: Don your trainers during
our Essential Vietnam and
Cambodia itinerary, from £1,700
for 11 nights (exc. intl. flights). Call
one of our Cambodia experts on
0117 244 3464 to find out more.

- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours

7

Chinese assembly halls, Japanese pagodas and balustradefronted French houses are the legacy of Hoi An’s heyday
as a major trading port. Today, lantern festivals, cookery
courses, talented tailors and pristine beaches make
Vietnam’s prettiest town well worth exploring.

INSIDER'S

HOI AN
BECKY MCGILLVERAY

Becky visited Hoi An as part of
a round the world trip to more
than 20 countries. She now
resides in the small group tours
team in our Bristol office.
Ambling around the yellow streets
of Hoi An, I stepped into part-shop,
part-social enterprise ‘Reaching
Out’ quite by accident, but I’m so
glad I did! Beautiful quilt covers
and textiles, art-prints, hand-painted
pottery, and intricate pieces of
jewellery cover every wall. After
showing an interest in pretty much
everything, I was invited to see
the workshop where a busy group
were handcrafting items. The
shop was set up to give people
with disabilities the opportunity to

8

learn skills and gain meaningful
employment, and they are more
than happy to chat and give an
insight into how they work.
You could easily lose a few
hours seeing the workshop before
whiling away the afternoon at their
teahouse. Staff take the stress out
of choosing a brew with their tea
taster options, and team it with a
handmade sugary sweet
treat such as green
tea coconut candy.
Although I did
indulge in a piece
of jewellery, I wish
I’d brought an extra
suitcase to bring
more things back!

- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours
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REACHING OUT SHOP

[ VIETNAM ]

Vietnam Essentials
POPULATION: 92.7 million
CAPITAL CITY: Hanoi

Hoi An

MAIN RELIGION: Mahayana Buddhism
LANGUAGE: Vietnamese
TIME: GMT+7
GETTING THERE: Flight time
from London to Hanoi: 11h 40
direct or 14h 35+ with one stop.
Danang airport is 40 minutes from Hoi An, flight time
from Hanoi: 1h 15.
WHEN TO GO: February to April is the optimum time
to visit Hoi An. It’s rainy season between October and
January, and the weather is particularly hot between
May and August.
VISAS: UK citizens do not need a visa to enter Vietnam
for up to 15 days, an e-visa is required for visits up to
30 days via evisa.xuatnhapcanh.gov.vn. Consult the
Vietnamese embassy for longer trips.
CURRENCY: Vietnamese dong (VND). £1 – approx.
VND 30,000. USD widely accepted in tourist areas.
More online: www.insidevietnamtours.com

ALI MUSKETT

GREEN BAMBOO COOKERY SCHOOL
Ali, a senior travel consultant
for trips to Japan, tried her hand
at Vietnamese cooking on our
Indochina Encompassed tour.
You might think that arriving in
waterlogged Hoi An to find that the
lantern festival had to be cancelled
would have ruined my trip, but
that couldn’t be further from the
truth. Regardless of the rain, I fell
in love with this saffron city almost
immediately and it remains my
favourite place in Vietnam.
A major highlight was the class I
took at the Green Bamboo cookery
school - even gathering the ingredients
from the market was an adventure.
The busy stalls continued trading as
usual after the heavy rain and Van, the
energetic head of the school, expertly

waded through the water to get the
pick of unusual fruit and veg!
She had specifically asked us to
each pick a different recipe, which
could have been chaos. But as we
huddled around a big table with our
fresh ingredients, she somehow
managed to split herself 12 ways
to help us without the aid of a
cookbook.
In the final part of the
class we saw the
method in her
madness as we took
turns trying each
other’s dishes. Even
now, her leaflet of
recipes helps me to
create a taste of Hoi
An at home.

CLAIRE ALLISON

TAILORING IN THE
OLD QUARTER
PR and marketing assistant
Claire first travelled to Hoi An in
2014 and counts it as one of her
favourite places in Southeast Asia.
Getting something tailor-made
in Hoi An has made it onto many a
traveller’s bucket list – mine included!
There’s nothing quite like sketching
out ideas on a scrap of paper, picking
silk from a book of swatches and
seeing your ideas transformed into
bespoke pieces. My boyfriend had
a tailored suit made, but it’s not just
clothes; on my last trip to Hoi An I
came home with a gorgeous pair of
red suede sandals which I still proudly
dig out each summer.
Hoi An is home to some of the
most skilled and affordable tailors in
the world, and the streets of the Old
Quarter are bursting at the seams with
shops. With so many possibilities, it
can be easy to get carried away and
leave with a suitcase full of ill-fitting
clothes that you’re almost guaranteed
never to wear.
To stand the best chance of
getting exactly what you want, my
advice is to do your research, know
what you’re happy to pay and
exercise a modicum of restraint.
Tailors in Hoi An outnumber other
businesses two to one, so be sure
to read reviews and follow personal
recommendations. I had a great
experience at Bebe Tailors - they
even gave me a cake for my birthday!

ELISA FERRONI

HEAVEN & EARTH BICYCLE TOURS
Group tours manager Elisa
remembers Vietnam fondly,
particularly her time on two wheels.
By the time I reached Hoi An I
thought I was used to the eccentric
scooters in Vietnam; I had seen a
family with five children piled high as
they puttered down city roads, giant
crates carrying live pigs attached to
the back and bicycle riders swallowed
up by mountains of flowers.
But it still took me aback when a
petite lady arrived at my hotel with
countless bicycles loosely slung over
her scooter.
A small group of us set off on the
bikes with a tour guide towards the

harbour. As we boarded a rickety
boat with the locals, I turned around
for a perfect view of Hoi An from
across the water. Once safely on
the other side, we rode leisurely
through lush green countryside,
and past interesting architecture,
small farmhouses, rice paddies
and towering palm trees; a very
memorable way to spend a few
hours. Ask your hotel to jot down
their address in Vietnamese in case
you can’t find your way back - the
locals are happy to help, but often
don’t speak English. Also, don’t forget
to pack some water! All this pedalling
is thirsty work.

[ VIETNAM ]

JAMES MUNDY

CHAM ISLANDS

© InsideAsia Tours staff

PR and marketing manager
James swapped the busy town
for an island idyll.
When stepping off the boat to the
Cham Islands, you’re greeted with
the perfect subtropical picture: white
sand, palm trees and thickly-forested
mountains. Surprisingly this UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve is only a 2-hour
rickety boat ride or 30 minutes in a
speedboat from bustling Hoi An.
As a diver, I was keen to see what
the islands offered, but while a dip
beneath the water does reveal a

decent amount of marine life, the
empty undeveloped beaches are
the real draw. If you can tear yourself
away from stretching out on the sand,
take some time to see the laid-back
local life. The islands have been
inhabited for over 2,500 years and
were sacred to the Cham people, but
there are now just two small fishing
villages. For me, a dive, a dip in the
sea and a fresh seafood barbeque is
the perfect way to see a different side
of Hoi An for the day.

CHARLOTTE BOWER

MY SON RUINS
Senior travel consultant Charlotte
has travelled extensively through
Southeast Asia, so we trust her
when she says My Son is worth
the trip!
Although they’re only an hour from
Hoi An, the My Son ruins, surrounded by
countryside, are a world away from the
arty riverside town. The temples were
constructed between the 7th and 13th
centuries by the Champa Kingdom and
are now recognised as a UNESCO World
Heritage Site; visiting them is a great
opportunity to soak up some history.
If you’re feeling a bit templed out
you might wonder why it’s worth
the trip, but this site is particularly
interesting for two reasons. Firstly, the
temples are dedicated to Hinduism and
the god Shiva; the majority of temples
in Vietnam are of other religious origins
such as Buddhism or Taoism, so they
have very different styles.
Secondly, the area was heavily
damaged during the Vietnam War.
The effect this had on the ancient site
is very interesting – what might look
like a design feature e.g. a pond, is
on closer inspection in fact a bomb
crater. Look out for the small museum
at the entrance for some of the best
examples of Cham sculpture that have
been removed for their own safety.

DO IT: With plenty of free time, take your pick of Hoi An activities on our Highlights of Vietnam small group tour, £1,810 for 11 nights
(exc. intl. flights). Call our Vietnam experts on 0117 244 2464 to find out more.
- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours 11

WINTER
IN

JAPAN
Rausu
Tsurui
Sapporo
Niseko

Nagano

Yudanaka
Mount Fuji

[ Japan ]

Escape the crowds and visit Japan in winter
Tour leader Steve Parker shares his top tips for this magical season
Winter might not spring to mind as the best time to visit Japan, but eschewing the cherry blossom crowds, humid
summer and autumn leaf mania has its rewards. Only in winter can you watch rare birds dance, meet cheeky
monkeys, take to the slopes on fresh powder snow and see the elusive Mount Fuji.

Let's dance
The rare red-crowned cranes used
to be hunted for their fancy feathers.
Now protected, they are
safe to dance in Hokkaido

Mount Fuji: Spot the summit
Mount Fuji; this looming volcano is a symbol of
Japan, its snowy summit always framed by cherry
blossom, reflected in a lake or sloping down to a
city below in photographs. It’s on a checklist for
lots of visitors, but the highest mountain in Japan
is also surprisingly shy. Due to cloud cover and
rising humidity levels, it is often tantalisingly close,
but completely hidden. In January and February
though, the clearest blue skies reveal the
mountain behind the mist. You can get a bird’s
eye view from the plane, see it from all angles
through the window of a shinkansen (bullet
train) or spot it in the distance from a Tokyo hotel
window or high-rise observation deck.

The slopes
The glorious, reliable, too-powdery-to-makea-snowball-with snow has made Japan a

14
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magnet for ski-lovers and snowboarders from
the southern hemisphere. With a terrain that is
70 percent mountainous, and extremely cold
Siberian airstreams that sweep across the sea
creating copious fluffy drifts, Japan’s unique
conditions provide the best of the white stuff.
There are a huge number of places to hit the
slopes across the country, ranging from small
mountain villages with a couple of runs, up to
huge resorts with buzzing nightlife. The Japanese
do love skiing but tend to go at the weekend, so
between Monday and Friday you might hitch a
ride in the ski lift and peer over the mountains
without another track in sight.
Out of hundreds of ski resorts across Japan,
there are three in particular that stand out.
Niseko up in Hokkaido is known for off-piste
skiing and challenging terrain, but with four
main ski areas there are slopes for all abilities.

The resort has a village atmosphere, so in the
evening you can head to one of the many
restaurants and bars. The other two are down in
Honshu. Hakuba is best known for hosting the
Winter Olympics in 1998 and with more than
200 runs across 800 acres it is one of the largest
resorts. Nearby Nozawa Onsen is a traditional,
family-friendly option with no less than 13 public
onsen for resting weary limbs. You can dip into
nature’s own hot tubs at any resort in Japan
though; soaking in volcanic spring water, warm
sake in hand while snowflakes float around
you is very special. Once fully refreshed, feast
on crispy gyoza (dumplings), lightly-battered
tempura, Japanese curry or okonomiyaki, a
savoury pancake with your choice of toppings for
après-ski with a difference. Tuck into a steaming
bowl of nabe, Japan’s version of a hotpot, to
really warm the cockles.

© David Lovejoy, Mike Reddy

“Soaking in volcanic spring water, warm sake in hand,
while snowflakes float around you is very special”

[ Japan ]
Meet the monkeys
While “Hell’s Valley” doesn’t sound like a pleasant
place for a day trip, Jigokudani National Park in
Yudanaka is worth a spot in any Nagano itinerary.
The nickname derives from its rugged volcanic
landscape and the ice formations that clutch its
natural geyser in winter. But this thickly-forested
park hides some very special residents indeed;
“snow monkeys”. Over 100 of these celebrities
live in the area and are renowned for coping with
chilly winters by plunging into the onsen. The
practice of monkeys warming up in this way is
actually relatively new; after spotting locals bathing
in the 1960s, the monkeys followed suit and
were soon given their very own spa.
The national park adjoins Shiba Onsen, an
unassuming hot spring town, so a day meeting
the Japanese macaques can be tied in with
a stay at a ryokan (traditional Japanese inn)
and an onsen for humans. Start the day with
a hearty breakfast from your hosts and put on
sensible shoes to wend your way up the 1.6km
woodland path. After crunching through the
snow and past rock faces, you reach their pool; a
demarcated space where they hangout, seemingly
unperturbed by goggling tourists.
Even as they nimbly climb the trees, or slink
around the edges, all is calm and quiet save
for the sound of flowing water. Observing the
monkeys up close, you can appreciate their
incredibly dexterous hands, the tender bond
between mothers and their babies, the wide-eyed
curiosity of the very young, the comical way that
siblings groom each other and the boisterous
playfulness of the infants.
Their reputation precedes them so do expect
the clicking of a camera or two. If you’re staying
at a nearby ryokan, walk up to see them earlier in
the morning for a chance to avoid any crowds.

Winter wonderland
Japanese macaques make the most of cold
winters by rolling snowballs to play with
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Dancing cranes
Four hours east of Sapporo in the heart of the
Kushiro Marshland, two birds pass each other
slowly, heads turned towards the sky as hot air
escapes from their beaks. Backs arched, they
pause to spread their wings, unravelling soft
black and white feathers. An elaborate show
ensues; wings aflutter they bounce from one
foot to the other, push out their posteriors,
dip their heads and swap places, this time
with meaning. The snow-covered marshlands
become their stage.
This synchronised duet in the tiny village of
Tsurui in the east of Hokkaido comes from the
tancho (red-crowned cranes). They are one of
some 170 species of resident or migrant birds
in the area, but with all this posturing, they have
become the main attraction.
After the agricultural exploitation of the Meiji
Period tancho were long believed to be extinct.
Rediscovered in the early 20th century, frantic
efforts were made to increase their numbers;

work started to restore their natural habitat and
feeding centres began providing food in winter.
The population has now increased from just a
handful to well over a thousand.
Rise before dawn to drive to Otowa Bridge the best vantage spot to see these magnificent
birds congregate in their natural habitat. Makoto
Ando, a naturalist who recently accompanied
Joanna Lumley in the region, along with other
tancho experts, teaches groups about the
fragility of this marshland ecosystem and often
takes them to this spot. Tancho kip by the river,
so as the sun rises the early morning mists
part to reveal the flock embarking on their early
morning rituals.
It’s not unusual to spot rutting stags in the
riverside areas around Tsurui, or a lone fox
crossing a barren field, but experts like Ando
can easily pick out a White-Tailed Sea Eagle or
Steller’s Sea Eagle in the distance. If you want to
see these raptors up close though, head further
east to Rausu on the Shiretoko Peninsula.

Sapporo Snow Festival
Fierce concentration furrows the brows of
focused residents, the Japanese military, and
international visitors as they frantically hack away
at giant hunks of snow. After gently chiselling
out the finer details, these icy drifts begin to
take the form of anime characters, celebrities
and famous buildings such as the Taj Mahal
or Himeji Castle. These busy days before the
Sapporo Snow Festival in February can be just as
compelling as the main event when tree-lined
streets become a veritable winter wonderland.
Every year, around two million people travel
to Japan’s fifth biggest city to see these vast
snow structures take their places in the skyline.
They’re centre stage in Odori Park, the main
festival site, while neighbouring Susukino plays
host to intricate ice sculptures. Tsudome, the
third location, has plenty of activities for the
young (and young at heart); take a shuttle bus
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from the city to toboggan down icy slides, get
lost in the snow maze and craft sculptures of
your own.
Thick scents of street food stalls fill the air
around Odori Park, a chance to try dishes from
Sapporo’s well-established gastronomy scene.
Local specialities include Hokkaido soup curry
and fresh seafood such as grilled uni (sea
urchin) and hotate (scallops) all washed down
with a glass of Sapporo beer.
By night, up-lit illuminations can make the
gargantuan structures look haunting (especially
the year that Darth Vader was the main event),
while projected animations make others come
to life with the illusion of movement; cars grow
wheels, trees light up around the White House,
and girls dance in the windows of St Paul’s
Cathedral. In between these projected shows
rock musicians, popstars and taiko drummers
take to icy stages.

[ Japan ]
Early risers
Arrive before dawn to see the
cranes wake from slumber

Snow much fun
Tsudome keeps kids busy

A frozen world
Rausu, a small coastal fishing town bordered by
a mountain range wrapped in snow, is roughly
150km from Tsurui. In winter, the surface of
the water here is covered with masses of tightly
packed drift ice that has travelled hundreds of
miles from the Amur River in eastern Siberia and
through the Okhotsk Sea.
Each day groups armed with binoculars take
to the deck of a sturdy vessel to see it crunch
through these great sheets of ice. The Steller’s
Sea Eagles gather in trees on the cliff-tops waiting
for boats to leave the port; feeding time. A little
encouragement in the form of rotten fish tossed
from the vessel, and they put on a grand display
of avian agility, swooping down over the ice to

claw out breakfast. Put the camera to one side
to take in the raw beauty of this frozen world; it
leaves an indelible mark on the memory and a
feeling that Tokyo really is on a different planet
altogether.

Is winter worth it?
Winter in Japan is like nowhere else on Earth.
One mountain awaits your skis while another
prepares for its photo call, hardy and humorous
wildlife adapt to the snow, and locals keep the
streets buzzing with great food and lively festivals.
I did forget to mention one thing though. If you
need to thaw out, tropical Okinawa in the south
boasts winter temperatures in the high 20s, but
perhaps that’s a story for another day…

Steve Parker is a tour leader for InsideJapan. He is often travelling up and down the
country, but home for him is Tokyo.

© David Lovejoy

DO IT: See Japan in the snow on our Winter Highlights small group tour, £4,150 for 14 nights
(exc. intl. flights). Call our Japan experts on 0117 244 3463 to find out more.
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Loikaw
Kayah’s cultural capital
WORDS AND PICTURES BY LIAM KOEHLER

[ BURMA ]

S

uddenly there was a loud
bang and a plume of
smoke leapt into the air.
Our van swung around
a corner and ahead a
commotion of people blocked our
route and began shouting with their
hands raised. Concerned, I leant
forward in my seat trying to figure
out what was happening. But when
I looked over at my guide he was
grinning from ear to ear, “today is a
very lucky day for you, this is the day
of the local rocket festival!”
Pa'O Rocket Festival
We were travelling through the Shan
Hills towards Loikaw, the capital of
Kayah State, when we stumbled
across this festival in a small town.
The event involves dozens of
schools from the area competing
with one another in a display of
dance, drumming and singing. This
was to be my first experience of
ethnic minority life in the mountains
of Burma; what a way to begin!
People were more than happy
to let us wander around the festival
to learn about local customs,
see the occasional rocket and
fill up on snacks at the stalls. It
became clear that the festivals
here have an important social
function, giving communities from
remote mountainous villages the
opportunity to catch up on local
news, and the younger generation
the chance to meet a future partner;
I saw adolescent boys and girls
peeling off from their families to flirt
and gossip away from prying eyes…
Loikaw itself is pretty with
peaceful tree-lined streets, a central
market bursting with the bright
colours of flowers and fresh fruit,
and a pagoda on a unique rock
formation in the centre of the town.
If you get peckish, there are plenty
of treats for food lovers; The Golden
Lion that overlooks the main river,
and the lakeside Master Restaurant
were great places to stop.
Cultural practices
Away from the town and up into
the hills that stretch across Kayah
State and spill over into Shan

Kayan customs
A Kayan lady with the most
brass coils in her village

“Today is a very
lucky day for
you, this is the
day of the local
rocket festival!”

State live a diverse range of ethnic
minority groups. They each have
unique cultural practices, from the
blackening of teeth to piercing
various parts of the body. I was
particularly interested in exploring
Loikaw town to visit the Kayan ethnic
group, known for the women who
wear brass neck coils. They’re worn
from an early age and over time the
coils push down the clavicle, giving
the illusion of extending the neck
to a seemingly impossible length.
The practice is dying out due to the
discomfort it can cause, but some
girls still continue the tradition.
- Travel inspiration from InsideAsia Tours 19

Loikaw

“I was greeted warmly by everyone I met and local
families were keen to share their stories with me.”
Meeting villagers
It has recently become possible to
meet the villagers thanks to local
guides who understand the regional
customs and have built positive
relationships with the communities.
The guides encourage tourism to
bring much-needed resources and
employment opportunities. Many of
the guides grew up in these villages,
and after studying in the regional
capital, Loikaw, they return to guide
tourists around their home towns.
After the construction of a new road
visitors can drive to their villages, but
trekking to them is also possible. I
approached the Kayan villages with
an excellent local guide, emerging
from a hiking trail that cut through rice
fields against mountainous scenery.
I was greeted warmly by everyone I
met and local families were keen to

share their stories with me; they even
let me have a go at weaving!
Sustainable development
Kayan women often emigrate to
Bagan or Chiang Mai in Thailand
to make money by having their
photo taken in ‘zoo-like’ settings. But
meeting the villagers here felt like a
genuine and authentic experience.
Tourists visiting the ethnic groups
of Kayah and Shan states can play
a significant role in contributing to
sustainable community development.
Local crafts are sold by villagers
to supplement their income from
farming, and donations can be made
to help improve the community’s
healthcare and infrastructure. This
helps families to stay together and
continue time-honoured traditions
like that happy rocket festival.

Liam Koehler is a travel consultant for trips to Burma and
Indochina and is based in our Bristol office.
DO IT: Travel to little-visited Loikaw on our Hidden Trails of Burma
itinerary, from £2,400 for 13 nights (exc. intl. flights). Call our Burma
experts on 0117 244 3465 to find out more.
20
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Burma Essentials
CAPITAL CITY: Naypyidaw
MAIN RELIGION: Theravada Buddhism
LANGUAGE: Burmese
TIME: GMT + 6.5 hours
GETTING THERE: Flight time from
London to Yangon: 13h 25+ with at
least one stop. Within Burma, domestic
flight is the quickest and most reliable
way of getting to each destination.
Driving to Loikaw from Inle Lake is a
six-hour scenic car journey.
WHEN TO GO: The winter season
between November and February is the
best time to go with temperate weather
during the day and cooler evenings
(pack a jumper for the highlands).
Alternatively, brave scorching
temperatures for the Pa’O Rocket
Festival that takes place between April
and July.
VISAS: UK citizens will need a visa to
enter Burma, get an e-visa via
http://evisa.moip.gov.mm.
CURRENCY: Myanmar kyat (MMK). £1
– approx. 1,750 MMK. USD is the most
popular form of currency accepted
for conversion to kyat, which can only
be done at official banks and currency
exchange offices, not through hotels and
other tourist services.
More online:
www.insideburmatours.com

[ BURMA ]
Next generation
Fewer girls are choosing to
continue the brass coil tradition

Top of the rock
Views across the town from
Taung Kwe pagoda

[ FAMILY TRAVEL ]

TOP 4 TIPS:

Tokyo, temples and a toddler
Harry Sargant and his wife lived in Japan for three years before moving to Australia
I travel back to Japan most years so like to think I know it pretty well. With a toddler in tow it wasn’t quite like
the worry-free visits of our pre-parenting days, but we had an amazing two weeks and our little one loved it.
Planning a trip to Japan with a toddler is definitely possible, but these tips might make life a little easier.

1

STRUCTURE YOUR DAYS
A variety of activities were
important to keep our son
entertained, but we didn’t want
a whole holiday of child-friendly
options. For a good compromise,
mornings were set aside for “grownup” sightseeing, while we spent
afternoons at children’s attractions.
In between this, lunchtime gave him
the chance to test his taste buds on
something new and naptime gave
us a couple of hours to ourselves.
We took it in turns to take him for
an early morning stroll; the daily
“ohayo” (“Good morning”) from
the locals, which he managed to
master, was a really uplifting start to
each day.

2

FIND PLAY AREAS
Most toddlers love soft play
areas, playgrounds and
kiddie parks. A small but perfectly
22

formed indoor playground in
Shibuya with amazing views of
Tokyo skyscrapers from the sandpit,
and a free indoor play-area in the
centre of Kyoto were highlights.
They were all welcoming and
spotlessly clean – in one place the
staff seemed to follow the kids
around, dusting each toy after they
played with them ready for the next
child! It’s particularly sweet when
they roll out a mechanical musical
organ four times a day for the kids
to have a sing-along.

3

PRAM VERSUS SLING –
LEARN TO ALTERNATE
The endless debate, and a
very relevant one in Japan. Many
stations, shopping centres, temples
and shrines have a lot of stairs, but
the convenience of a pram meant
resigning ourselves to the “find the
lift/elevator” treasure hunt. While the
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majority of stations in Japan do have
lifts, it eats up time trying to find
them and then waiting for space
to jump in. Most days we carried
our son in a sling, but he is on the
verge of being too big for it, so while
we were able to whizz through
stations and hop on escalators, we
needed plenty of time to sit down
and refuel. Alternate pram and sling
days, and plan them accordingly. Be
sure to rule out department stores
on pram day!

4

REMEMBER THAT JAPAN
IS AN EXCITING PLACE
FOR TODDLERS
There is always something new to
see or hear in Japan, and our son
found pleasure in things that we,
as adults, hadn’t even considered;
cuckoo noises in stations, video
adverts on giant TVs and Tokyo’s
trains were easy entertainment. A

favourite memory is of him waving
with delight as each shinkansen
(bullet train) arrived then departed
at Shinagawa station in Tokyo. The
drivers and conductors have a soft
side that you don’t often see, and
many of them happily waved back.
I’ll never forget how he christened
underground trains “wombat” trains
– digging their way through the
tunnels of Tokyo – you can take the
boy out of Australia..!

Harry Sargant is our business
development consultant at
InsideJapan Tours’ Brisbane office
DO IT: Take a trouble-free holiday
with a toddler on our Golden Route
self-guided itinerary, from £1,790
for 9 nights (exc. intl. flights).
Call our Japan experts on 0117
244 3463 to find out more.

Asia in style
A little bit of luxury can go a long way when planning the trip of a lifetime;

VIETNAM

Halong Bay by seaplane

While heading from Hanoi to Halong Bay by
car is perfectly acceptable, there’s nothing quite
like a bird’s eye view of those limestone pillars
drawing closer. Take a seaplane flight between
the two and swap a 4-hour journey by road
with a 45-minute aerial experience over one of
the most magnificent and impressive natural
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wonders in Vietnam. Soar over miles of patchwork
countryside, rural villages and rambling rivers
before weaving around 2,000 islands and islets
on your descent into Halong Bay.
DO IT: Call one of our Vietnam experts
on 0117 244 3464 to find out more.

© iStock.com/MarcelStrelow, iStock.com/Dislentev, InsideAsia Tours staff

we’re delighted to give you access to some very exclusive experiences.

[ LUXURY EXPERIENCES ]
JAPAN

Sushi with Michelin
masters

You can’t go to Japan without trying your hand at
sushi making – it is listed as a UNESCO Intangible
Cultural Heritage, after all! While sushi is available
everywhere in Japan - from corner shop shelves
to food markets and cafés - high-end restaurants
have extensive waiting lists for the most
internationally sought-after itamae (sushi chefs).
After taking a lesson with master chefs who have
either trained at Michelin restaurants, or are part
of itamae dynasties, you will never look at sushi
in the same way again. To capture your first sushi
masterclass, we can also arrange a photographer
to snap the whole process.
DO IT: Call our Japan experts on 0117
244 3463 to find out more.

BURMA

Balloon over Bagan

From the ground, the countless pagodas
scattered across the plains of Bagan seem like
a hazy mirage rising above the trees in the
distance. Get a different perspective of the
silhouettes on the horizon by spending an hour
suspended in the sky. From the basket of a
hot air balloon you can get a real sense of the
enormity of the site, and early in the morning the
stupas glow in the sunrise. Upon landing, sup on
sparkling wine before being swept back to your
hotel. You may find yourself spending the day
(or perhaps the rest of your trip) flicking through
photos to relive every moment.
DO IT: Call one of our Burma experts on
0117 244 3465 to find out more.
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BURMA

Private charter on the
Andaman Sea

Burma’s tourism is burgeoning, but the Myeik
Archipelago still feels positively undiscovered.
Play castaway by day, padding the first footsteps
on palm-fringed sands before ducking below
the surface of the sea. Another world awaits
for scuba divers; spot busy marine life, rainbow
coral and synchronised shoals. When diving feels
like too much work, return to your private yacht
bobbing on inky waters. Dry off on deck as the
crew navigate the Andaman Sea, and dig into
the freshest three-course fare while discussing
tomorrow’s adventures. An individually tailored
sailing itinerary gives you the freedom to pursue
your own island-hopping experience.
DO IT: Call one of our Burma experts on
0117 244 3465 to find out more.

LAOS

Mountainous Muang La Resort

Around the grounds, find a farm-to-table
restaurant serving the finest fresh food and a spa
with a sauna, hot spring bath and traditional Lao
massages on offer. Spend the day with an expert
guide to get to the heart of the region, before
returning to this secluded sanctuary.
DO IT: Call one of our Laos experts on
0117 244 3464 to find out more.

© David Lovejoy, Muang La resort, Burma Boating

Luang Prabang is often the northernmost point
for travellers to Laos, but the imposing limestone
mountains, dense forests and preserved villages
of the rural north are well worth the trip. While the
roads there twist and turn somewhat, reaching
the Muang La resort on the banks of the Nam
Pak River is a sweet reward. Private villas await in
tropical gardens; each with a terrace overlooking
either the gardens or a river - a tricky choice and
both scenic spots for an aperitif…
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[ LUXURY EXPERIENCES ]

JAPAN

Memoirs of a maiko

A private evening with a geisha is normally
reserved for Japan’s elite, making this experience
perhaps the most exclusive. A dresser arrives
at your hotel, kimono in hand, to help you look
the part before you’re whisked off to a private
garden party in a Kyoto temple. There will be a
preliminary tea ceremony and a zazen Buddhist
meditation experience with a guide. Following
this, you will be introduced to a geisha and a
maiko (trainee geisha) for an insight into this
hidden world. Watch the maiko, resplendent
in silk kimono and elaborate kanzashi (hair
ornaments), dance while accompanied by
traditional instrument, the shamisen. Spend the
rest of the evening mingling with them both
over drinks and nibbles while a professional
photographer captures the evening.
DO IT: Call our Japan experts on 0117 244
3463 to find out more.
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[ INTERVIEW ]

Soba

Sushi

Tonkatsu

Okonomiyaki

meets...

MICHAEL BOOTH
Michael Booth is best known for his 2010 book Sushi and Beyond: What the Japanese Know About

Cooking. A bestseller in Japan, it was later developed into an anime TV series about his family’s
experiences; they’ve since returned for further feasts - all in the name of research, of course.

Even now, after visiting maybe 25 times, I can't
walk very far down a street in Japan without
stopping to see something unlikely, or beautiful,
or weird, or fascinating.

2. What has been your most
“Japanese” experience?
Watching a man clean up his dog's wee from
the pavement. Or someone apologising for
interrupting me on the street to hand back the
5,000 yen note I'd just dropped. Or the countless
times people have gone out of their way to lead
me to the address I was trying to find.

3. How did the idea for your new book
come about?
I knew there were just so many amazing food
stories still to be told about Japan, plus I'd been
lucky enough to become a little well-known there
so many more doors opened to me. We got to
eat at the best restaurant in the world and taste
ingredients with hundreds of years’ history. We
also received invitations to dine on warships,
made weird 'Lost in Translation' TV appearances,
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worked in the rice paddies with the best rice
farmer in Japan, and learnt the secret of those
infamous hundred-dollar cantaloupe melons.

taste to start). If you can't make it to Mount Fuji,
Mount Takao is a great day out. And you can
usually see Fuji from Takao's summit.

4. Did you manage to find food that
your kids liked?

The Meaning of Rice: And Other Tales
from the Belly of Japan will be in all good
bookshops from October. Follow us on Twitter
for the chance to WIN one of five copies!

They love sushi, yakitori, okonomiyaki, soba,
ramen and tonkatsu - it's a really kid-friendly
country, and not just in terms of the food. My
children are pretty brave and we have a kind of
'try anything once policy'. I did lose some of their
trust, though, when I used it to get them to try
fermented squid guts.

5. Do you have any essential items
that you won’t travel without?
The Google Translate app that translates photos of
menus is pretty good. And if you are going to be
in Tokyo for a while, get an intercity transport card.

6. What is the one experience you
would recommend visitors to do
whilst in Japan?
Take a random Metro to a random stop, far out in
the suburbs, and take a walk. (Also, if someone
offers you fermented squid guts, take a very small

twitter.com/InsideJapan
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1. Did anything surprise you on your
first trip to Japan, or since?

[ EXPERT GUIDE ]

Insider’s guide to...

Staying at
a ryokan

1
Take off your shoes

Staying at a ryokan should be up there on your Japan wish-list
alongside spotting a geisha, seeing Mount Fuji and jumping

Take off your shoes at the genkan, a step
just inside the entrance, and be sure to put
them down with the toes facing the door.

aboard the shinkansen (bullet train). The experience of staying at
these traditional inns is uniquely Japanese. Here are a few pointers
to get you prepared - and excited!

2

3 Put on your yukata
A clean cotton robe, a yukata,
will be presented to you. As you
might slip into a dressing gown
at a hotel, put it on and make
yourself comfortable. Tuck the
right side under the left (vice
versa is reserved for corpses…)

Check out your room
Your room will have a tatami mat floor, sliding fusuma
doors and likely nothing else, save for a teapot and a
table. Don’t be alarmed. All will become clear.

4

Try the ofuro (Japanese bath)
It’s time to try out the ofuro (Japanese bath). These may be private or shared
depending on the ryokan that you’re staying at, but men and women are
usually separate. Sit on one of the stools to have a shower before you get in,
and note that it is customary to bathe naked. No exceptions!

5
Dinner etiquette
Sufficiently relaxed, put on your yukata and
head to the dining room for dinner; a series
of seasonal specialities known as kaiseki.
Hope you’re hungry... Dishes often include
tempura fish, grilled meat, fresh sashimi,
miso soup and silken tofu. Hospitable
hosts are very happy to cater for dietary
requirements but they must be 			
submitted well in advance.

6

Sleeping
Ta dah! Ryokan staff lay out your bed while
you tuck into dinner. A thick fluffy futon will
be waiting for you, lovingly piled with a cosy
blanket. "Oyasuminasai", sweet dreams!

DO IT: We can tailor any of our trips to include
a stay in a traditional ryokan. Call our Japan 		
experts on 0117 244 3463 to find out more.
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[ Your adventures ]

INDOCHINA ENCOMPASSED

Nan Merritt
"Despite being concerned that a
small group tour might be difficult
as a solo traveller, we got on so
well that I’m planning to see them
in Canada this autumn!"
Hanoi
Halong Bay

Nong Khiaw
Luang Prabang

Hoi An

Siem Reap

We love hearing about where InsideAsia travellers have been exploring and will be
printing our favourites. This issue: Nan Merritt visits Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.

Unforgettable memories
Ahead of our trip, I was particularly excited to visit
the UNESCO World Heritage Site Luang Prabang.
This photogenic city proved to be one of my
favourite places on the whole tour and spotting
the monks in their bright orange robes and
elephants by the river was magical.
The Laotian people were incredibly warm
and friendly. In Luang Prabang there is a place
called ‘Big Brother Mouse’ where volunteers
teach reading, and supply books to the kids and
schools in Laos. It's a great program, and anyone
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can drop into their store and chat with folks
who want to improve their English skills - a very
gratifying impromptu people-to-people moment.
Unsurprisingly I also looked forward to seeing
Angkor Wat in Cambodia, which proved to be a
beautiful place at sunrise.
American preconceptions
Travelling to Vietnam from my home in Los
Angeles was a little bit daunting; the Vietnam
War played a large part in my young adult life.
I have vivid memories of seeing the horror and
devastation on television, and boys from my
high school class were drafted. I didn't know
how an American would be received in Vietnam,
Cambodia or Laos and I’m amazed they let us
visit at all. But when I talked about this with our
guides and drivers they told me that they are able
to put it behind them and move on. I’m so glad
that they gave me the opportunity to visit their
beautiful countries.

Ho Chi Minh City

Tops tips for travelling
I definitely have some recommendations after
going on the tour. It can be incredibly hot and
humid, but jumping in a tuk tuk was a great way to
see the sights and cool off. Go with an open heart
and open mind and embrace every adventure.
I kayaked on the Nam Ou River, met Hmong
villagers, took a boat on Tonle Sap and even fell off
my bike into the mud on “Hello” island!
I have just signed on to the Hidden Japan small
group tour for May 2018. Can't wait!

DO IT: Nan travelled on our Indochina
Encompassed small group tour, £2,935 for 15
nights (exc. intl. flights). Call our Vietnam experts
on 0117 244 2464 to find out more.
If you’ve had an adventure with InsideAsia
Tours that you’d like to share, get in touch!
east@insideasiatours.com

© Nan Merritt, InsideAsia Tours staff

I

travelled to Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos
with some of the group I had met on the
InsideJapan Tokaido Trail tour a few years
earlier. Despite being concerned that a small
group tour might be difficult as a solo traveller,
we got on so well, that not only did we take the
Indochina Encompassed tour together, but I’m
also planning to see them in Canada this autumn!

Phnom Penh

[ COMpetition ]

COMPETITION
CAPTION COMPETITION

"Santa…?!"

Congratulations to Rachel Yelding whose caption to our friendly
sumo photograph won the competition in our last issue.
Creative captioneers Dennis Wiseman and Heather Ellis were our
runners-up. Thank you for everyone’s submissions - we had a
chuckle reading through your entries.
Runner-up

© Andy Wilson

"They couldn't potty train you either?"
Runner-up
"So what do you want to be when you grow up, Daddy?"

Send us your video to WIN a GoPro!
Have you been on one of our holidays? In this issue of East we’re asking everyone
who has travelled with us to get creative. Send us the best footage from your trip
and tell us why you loved it for the chance to WIN a GoPro HERO5 Session.

HOW TO ENTER:
1) Make a short video about your
trip and upload it to YouTube with
the title InsideAsia Tours - My
Eastern Adventure - YOUR
NAME. It can be filmed on
anything – even your smartphone.
2) Send the YouTube link over to
east@insideasiatours.com by 5pm
(GMT) on 20th November 2017.
Include your name, address &
contact details.
3) Read our terms & conditions.
You can find them at:
insideasiatours.com/eastmagazine
The winner will be revealed in our
next issue. We’re looking forward
to watching your entries!
Any questions? Get in touch –
east@insideasiatours.com.
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To find out more and start planning your next holiday,
order a brochure, call our experts or visit our website.

0117 244 3463
info@insidejapantours.com
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