
  

ITINERARY – By Irene Irvine on the Inaugural Kumano Pilgrimage 

Tour – 23
rd 

October to 6
th 

November 2009  

Friday 23
rd 

October DAY 1 – BRISBANE/TOKYO.  

The hired mini-bus to Brisbane Airport was a great idea ï cheaper ($20 pp is a bargain), more 

reliable and more comfortable than a taxi. It was also a great opportunity to meet some of the 

group. Check-in at Brisbane Airport went smoothly. The flight from Brisbane to Tokyo was 

comfortable. The aircraft cabin, seats and toilets were clean. The cabin crew were courteous 

and helpful, as always. The food was adequate. We were very fortunate to see the beautiful but 

often elusive Mt Fuji. Immigration procedures at Narita Airport took a bit of time because of the 

high security measures, but the queue moved at a reasonable pace. The Airport Limousine Bus 

transfer to the Tokyo Prince Hotel was punctual and efficient as usual. The Tokyo Prince Hotel 

staff were very efficient and helpful in transferring our group into taxis to the Shiba Park 

Hotel.Check-in at the Shiba Park Hotel was speedy and efficient. The Shiba Park Hotel is very 

comfortable. The staff are pleasant, efficient and helpful. Great location for public transport (JR 

and subways), local restaurants and convenience stores.  

Saturday 24
th 

October DAY 2 – TOKYO at 

leisure  
Our Tour Escort very kindly offered to take us ñwalking in Tokyoò. We had a delicious 

breakfast not far from the Shiba Park Hotel and very inexpensive at Yen 550 for western and 

Yen 500 for Japanese.  

 
Breakfast  

A walking tour is preferable to a guided coach tour as itôs a great opportunity to use the 

excellent public transport, see the local sights and meet the people. It is also a lot less 

expensive. Visiting Asakusa, Nakamise Street and Kappabashi introduces Shitamachi (i.e. 

traditional Tokyo). It also proves that Tokyo is not ñjust another big cityò.  



 
Nakamise Street  

The Lion Beer Hall was a lot of fun. It was lovely to see Endo San again and meet Yui and 

Noriko. The food was delicious ï it was good value at Y5,000. For general groups, it should be 

suggested as an option.  

Sunday 25
th 

October DAY 3 – TOKYO – KYOTO -NARA  

Sending the large suitcase through the Shiba Park by Takkyubin was worthwhile. Y1,400 

(A$17.50) is a very small price to pay for the convenience and efficiency. A big thank you to the 

Shiba Park Hotel staff for expediting the paperwork. Shinkansen ride was great ï comfortable 

and as usual, clean and always on time.  

 
Bullet Train  

It was lovely to stay in Nara ï if the weather is fine, it is lovely to stroll in the park area in the 

early evening after the day trippers have gone. The half dayôs sightseeing in Nara gave us 

enough time to visit Todaiji Temple and Kasuga Shrine. The Matsumae Ryokan was 

comfortable. Naomi San was gracious and welcoming. The rooms were comfortable and the 

delicious and full breakfast was a bargain at Y700 (A$8.75).  



 
Matsumae Ryokan Nara  

Monday 26
th 

October DAY 4 – NARA to KOYA-SAN  

Travelling from Nara to Koyasan was easy and efficient. The ride was quite scenic. Koyasan is a 

very special place. As I am not a writer, I would like to quote the opening paragraph of Oliver 

Statlerôs ñA Japanese Pilgrimageò which describes the Okunoin and the spirit of Kobo Daishi: 

ñThis is where one begins. On this mountaintop, at the holiest spot of this sprawling complex of 

temples, in the shadow of these cedars, one stands before the tomb of the saint whose life and 

legacy inspire the pilgrimage. Here one asks his blessing, his guidance and protection, his 

company, on the pilgrimage to come.ò The accommodation at the Ekoin was very comfortable ï 

we really appreciated the beautiful screens and the heaters in our rooms. Lunch at the 

Restaurant outside the Okunoin was delicious and good value. An excellent choice. Loved the 

Shojin Ryori cuisine. It was beautifully presented and delicious.  

I would also suggest tbe following be stressed to one and all: a) Please respect the Faith of 

Past and Present Worshippers b) As you are staying at a religious site, please conduct 

yourself in a modest and respectful manner.  

 
Dinner – Eko-in Temple Koyasan  



Tuesday 27
th 

October DAY 5 – KOYA-SAN to RYUJIN  

The early morning ceremonies were a wonderful experience. However I wished I had a better 

knowledge and understanding of Buddhism. I do realise that the Shingon Sect is Esoteric. After 

breakfast, we visited Kongobuji Temple (Koyasanôs main temple and the headquarters of the 

Shingon Sect), the magnificent Danjogaran complex (which consists of more than 15 halls) and 

the Daimon Gate (in olden times the main entrance to Koyasan).  

 
Okunoin -Koyasan  

The Ryujin Skyline drive was unbelievably beautiful. Not to be missed. The Kamigoten Ryokan 

was a treat. Beautiful rooms, lovely views over the river, welcoming and gracious service, the 

outdoor onsen was great and the dinner was exquisitely beautiful (to look at and to eat).  

 
Part of room at Kamigoten Ryokan  



Outdoor Springs – Kamogoten Ryokan  
 

Wednesday 28
th 

October DAY 7 – RYUJIN to 

KAWAYU ONSEN  
Making our sandwiches was fun! It is a novelty and it gave us a tasty and sustaining meal. Unlike 

the pilgrims of previous centuries, we were very fortunate to have clean western-style toilets at 

Takahara and at our lunch spot ï due to my bad knees this was a boon. This was a tough walk 

for me. However the forest scenery was beautiful and I donôt regret doing it. I really appreciated 

the help from my fellow pilgrims ï especially John Gerritsen and Wayne Fullard. It would have 

been a lot tougher without them. The signage on the trail was very clear and in keeping with the 

surroundings. I also noted the ñNot Kumanokodoò signage. You canôt go wrong. It was good to 

have 2 guides on the trail. This proved helpful to the faster members who found it irksome to stay 

with the slower ones, and to the slower members who could not have sustained their pace without 

health risks. I wish to specially commend our 2 guides Kiyoko Se and Motoko Todo who were 

excellent. Our group were very fortunate to have their knowledge, experience, assistance and 

gracious company during the Pilgrimage trail. Whilst the Pilgrimage Etiquette rules are 

excellent, some of the following rules must be spelled out very clearly.  

Keep the routes clean. Carry out all waste with you ï DO NOT DUMP YOUR RUBBISH AT 

THE TOILETS OR IN ANY OTHER SECTION OF THE TRAIL. DO NOT STRAY. Stay on 

the routes. Stay with your guide and your group. Be careful with fire – prevent bushfires. DO 

NOT SMOKE.  

 
Caroline & Irene ready to walk Day  



John Einersen “Pilgrim of the Day”  
 

Midoriya Hotel is very clean and comfortable. The baths are great ï but even allowing for the 

hotel windows overlooking the outdoor baths, I donôt understand why the women need to wear 

the robes in the bath while the men do not. The switch to western-style accommodation is a good 

decision, as the majority of travelers are not used to constant Japanese-style accommodation.  

Thursday 29
th 

October DAY 8 – KAWAYU 

ONSEN  
I was impressed with the Kumano Hongu Heritage Centre. The displays are well designed and 

informative. The DVD gave a very good overview of the Kumano Sanzan; too bad it isnôt for sale. 

There is a good range of English-language literature ï as an ex-JNTO staffer, I appreciate this. 

Give people a choice of sandwiches or bento box for lunch. Personally, I loved the bento box 

lunch but I realize that it is not to every Western travellerôs taste. The Day 2 walk was much 

easier and the scenery was beautiful. It gave us a number of opportunities to see some of ñJapan 

Through the Back Doorò ï the villages, the locals (2 and 4 footed) and the glorious mountain 

scenery.  

 
Day 2 trail  



Visiting the Taiko Clubhouse was a privilege. I loved the performance by the drummers and 

appreciated their graciousness and kindness in allowing us to play the drums and giving us a 

few pointers. However, I donôt think we can give up our day jobs! It gave me a further 

appreciation of this marvelous discipline. A big thank you to Brad, Kumi Chan and the 

drummers.  

 
Taiko drumming – Girl Power !!!  

Friday 30
th 

October DAY 9 – KAWAYU ONSEN to 

KATSUURA  
I thoroughly enjoyed the Kumano River boat ride  

 
Briefing before embarking on boat ride down Kumano River.  



The visits to the Kumano Hayatama Shrine and Nachi Falls were highlights.  

I regret that the legs (and knees) were not up to walking the beautiful Daimonzaka, the 

Kumano Nachi Taisha Shrine and Seiganto-ji Temple ï that will have to be for next time!  

 
Daimonzaka  

 
Seiganto-ji’s Pagoda and Nachi-no-Otaki Falls  

The Urashima Hotel at Katsuura was amazing. It took 3 minutes on the ferry boat (The Turtle) 

from Katsuura. This Hotel accommodates 2,500 people and has 7 hot springs, 2 of which are in 

caves under the mountain on which the Hotel is built. Buffet dinner and breakfast. Both most 

enjoyable. Sitting in the Bokhido cave bath (which is open to the Pacific Ocean) and watching 

the waves break on the rocky coastline was a special memory.  



 
Turtle Boat to Hotel Urashima  

Saturday 31
st 

October DAY 9 – KATSUURA to TANABE  

We were fortunate to catch the local festival at the Katsuura Fish Market, not to mention the 

Taiko drumming. It was a lot of fun! Lunch on the bus saved a lot of time. At Y650 (A$8.15), 

the sandwiches and generous sized fruit juice was the bargain of the day. The rock platform 

was beautiful and should not be missed. The foot spa at Shirahama Spa was great fun and a 

relief to tired feet. Havenôt seen anything like it  

 
Utter bliss!!!  

Thank you to Moto and her parents for the privilege of visiting their beautiful temple in 

Tanabe. We also enjoyed meeting Cello.  



 
Lovely Moto and her dog Cello  

The Izakaya Pub was great fun! Delicious food and a great atmosphere. It was fun walking 

through this part of Tanabe.  

Sunday 1
st 

November DAY 10 – TANABE to KYOTO  

The train ride on the Ocean Express was enjoyable. It is a pleasure to travel on the trains in 

Japan. They are punctual, efficient, comfortable and safe. The Hotel New Hankyu is well 

located to public transport, shops, restaurants and convenience stores. Rooms are quite 

comfortable and well-appointed. The staff are helpful and courteous. Our Tour Escort took us to 

Kyoto Station and the shopping complex Porta to orientate us with the area. There are just so 

many wonderful shops including ñpastryò shops and very inexpensive restaurants in the area. 

The main Kyoto Post Office is located here also and there are ATMôs available for cash 

withdrawals.  

Monday 2
nd 

November DAY 11 – KYOTO  

Our guide Ms Sachi Aoki was very knowledgeable and informative. She did a sterling job. I do 

not agree with the opinion that ñvisiting 3 Temples/Shrines in Kyoto in one day is too muchò. I 

believe that sufficient time was allowed at each site to take photos and buy souvenirs. Perceptive 

visitors would appreciate the beauty and diversity of the 4 sites. Note: The Japan Travel Bureau 

Full Day tour of Kyoto visits 6 sites plus lunch at the Kyoto Handicraft Centre.  



 
Entrance to Nijo Castle -Kyoto  

 
Machiya House – Kyoto  

I would like to thank you Japan Holidays for hosting the lunch. The Machiya restaurant was 

exquisite and the food was delicious. The service took a little time to start but was excellent 

once they got under way. It was a wonderful treat and gave us a unique opportunity to see the 

inside of a Machiya house. Thank you again Tony.  

Tuesday 3
rd 

November DAY 12 

-KYOTO.  
The Romance Train trip and boat ride was thoroughly enjoyable. Beautiful scenery and it was 

a great opportunity to see another side of Kyoto. Walking through the bamboo groves at 

Arashiyama is beautiful.  



 
Bamboo Groves – Arashiyama Kyoto  

Thank you to Kadowaki San for allocating Ms Yoshiko Kawai as our guide. I wish to highly 

commend her as she made our trip run very smoothly by guiding us through the crowds and 

changes of transport.  

Wednesday 4
th 

November DAY 13 – KYOTO at 

leisure  
This morning our Tour Escort again offered to take us ñwalking in Kyotoò. Visiting Kiyomizu 

Temple and walking through Sannenzaka and Ninnenzaka Slopes is always a highlight and not 

be missed ï in my opinion.  

Lunch at the restaurant in Maruyama Park was delicious and good value for money. I really 

enjoyed the ñHome of the Geishaò walking tour. Our guide Mie was very knowledgeable and 

informative. Her idiomatic English is excellent. As a result, I learnt a lot more about the 

Geiko and Maiko of Kyoto.  

Thursday 5
th 

November DAY 14 – KYOTO to NARITA to 

HOME  
I understand that the next tour will travel from Kyoto to Tokyo by bullet and then Narita 

Express to Narita Airport. This will give people either more time in Kyoto OR alternatively 

more time at Narita township which is really worthwhile a visit. I would suggest the latter. If 

passengers do not wish to travel with their big suitcases on the train, suggest they send them by 

takkyubin (luggage transfer service) the day before departure to Narita Airport.  

Summary:  

 1. A very well-planned tour with a great variety of experiences and treats. As one of my 

fellow pilgrims said, ñthere was a new treat every dayò. I would love to do this tour again.  

 2. Thank you to Tony, Jan, Endo San and his staff, Brad, Kumi Chan, Moto, Kiyoko, 

Kadowaki San, Sachi and Yoshiko.  

 3. The information pack provided by Japan Holidays was very comprehensive and 

informative.  

 4. The Kumano Pilgrimage Tour reveals a Japan that many overseas visitors seldom see.  


