
Right: The East Gardens of 

the Imperial Palace, Tokyo.
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Volante Tokyo is a city of magnificent beauty that 
steadfastly adheres to its ancient culture and history 
while looking forward into the future. Here are some 

insights on how to enjoy the city—site of the 2020 
Summer Olympics—for the first time, and then how to 

enjoy it like a local when you return
by Derek J. Poirier and Elyse Glickman

PhoToGraPhEd by ElysE Glickman



Derek J. Poirier is a cor-
respondent for Lucire. 
Elyse Glickman is US 
west coast editor of 
Lucire.
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Tokyo: a statement 
worth repeating
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Clockwise from top left: 

onsen at the hoshinoya 

hotel Tokyo. hoshinoya hotel 

Tokyo interior. Shangri-La 

Tokyo presidential suite. 

Meeting room at the Conrad 

Tokyo. Right: Senso-ji temple, 

asakusa. Below right: outside 

the Conrad Tokyo.
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One of the best ways 
to get acquainted with Tokyo is with a 
simple itinerary. The perfect place to start 
is within the city’s many lavish gardens. 
The Hama-rikyu Gardens captures the 
beauty of the traditional Japanese land-
scaping surrounding Shioiri Pond. The 
seawater moat filled by Tokyo Bay makes 
an impressive first impression, all the 
more so when one grasps it is the origi-
nal site of a villa of the Shōgun Tokugawa 
family in the late 17th century. It also 
serves as a beautiful backdrop to a work-
ing traditional Japanese teahouse that ap-
pears to float in the middle of the pond. 
It serves matcha green tea and Japanese 
sweets in a traditional ceremony. 
 The East Gardens of the Imperial Pal-
ace are a stunning example of Japanese 
horticulture, and include a wide variety of 
trees and flowers every season, such as cit-
rus varietals that bear fruit even in winter. 
The exteriors of Edo Castle, an imposing 
samurai statue and several vantage points 
overlooking bridges and bodies of water 
framed by trees, are also extraordinary. 
The Shinjo-Ji temple in Asakusa is a must 
for architecture buffs, located near several 
kiosks selling souvenirs, crafts and un-

usual snacks such as red bean paste-stuffed 
pastries and sesame soft serve ice-cream.
 Tokyo’s high-end dining establish-
ments embrace generations-old Japanese 
cooking traditions but factor in some 
kind of contemporary twist. The Conrad 
Tokyo’s Japanese restaurant, Kazahana, 
offers superb contemporary cuisine under 
the direction of chef Katsuhiro Tamura. 
We sampled a kaiseki, a multi-course meal 
highlighting different styles of Japanese 
cooking. The first course included sea 
urchin blended in a small bowl of rice, 
seaweed and a velvety soy sauce that 
nearly made me a convert to a seafood 
that’s an acquired taste. The second was a 
delicately flavoured clear soup, followed 
by superbly fresh, delicate and flavourful 
sushi, then a perfectly executed black cod, 
fried rice and a strong red miso soup far 
more complex than what’s served at most 
us sushi places.
 The Shangri-La Hotel Tokyo, one of 
the most amenity-filled luxury hotel ex-
periences in the city, presents its expres-
sions of Japanese cuisine at Nadaman, a 
branch of a restaurant group favoured 
by executives and the well heeled ladies-
who-lunch crowd throughout Japan. We 

quickly found out why it is so beloved 
as we sampled their kaiseki, which had 
such highlights as perfectly executed tem-
pura, sashimi and an exquisite serving of 
Wagyū beef on a piece of toast and fla-
voured with wasabi and soy. The Penin-
sula Tokyo, meanwhile, is home to Peter 
B, which serves up extraordinary Wagyū 
beef fillets and vibrant eastern twists on 
western fare. 
 A first trip to Tokyo is not complete 
without visiting the Tokyo National Mu-
seum and the Edo-Tokyo Museum. The 
Tokyo National Museum has the finest 
collection of Japanese art in the world as 
well as a large collection of Greco-Bud-
dhist art, and a pavilion housing a mag-
nificent collection of Chinese and Asian 
art. While this museum is, not surpris-
ingly, the essential must-visit cultural spot, 
the Edo-Tokyo Museum provides even 
deeper insight into Japanese culture, tra-
ditions and values, as it takes visitors on a 
journey through the very rich history of 
Edo-era (1600–1864) Tokyo. The struc-
ture of Japanese society has evolved over 
many centuries, and this museum beau-
tifully captures the evolution through 
a re-creation of the streets of ancient 
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Edo (now present-day Tokyo), from its 
elaborate kabuki theatre displays to cases 
documenting different aspects of Edo-era 
people of varying classes. The Sumo Mu-
seum, next door, is a fun add-on if your 
schedule allows.
 While the Conrad Tokyo and Shangri-
La Tokyo hotels are a plush fusion of Jap-
anese and western æsthetics and service, 
the Hoshinoya Hotel Tokyo is something 
completely unexpected for an occidental 
visitor, providing an immersion into the 
origins of Japanese hospitality. You re-
move your shoes immediately upon en-
tering the hotel and receive a formal tea 
service upon checking in. After settling 
in, you are encouraged to change into 
a yukata (casual cousins of the kimono). 
Rather than hit the town, you head to 
the cozy lobby for after-dinner entertain-
ment, which may feature performances 
of Japanese classical music or an educa-
tional talk. A blissful Japanese onsen (hot 
spring spa) is staged on the roof and sep-
arated by gender. Here, you can unwind 
from business meetings or museum treks 



Opposite page, top: Shibuya by night. Opposite page, 

bottom: Mt Fuji is visible in the distance. Top: The Imperial 

Palace. Left: roppongi, still a happening area. Above: 

Tsutaya books.

Central Shibuya is home to restaurants that 
look touristy. but frequented mostly by locals
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in warm, mineral baths exposed to the 
elements. The rooms are appointed with 
modern conveniences, but in the style of 
a Japanese home. The notable exception 
is the cuisine at the Hoshonoya Tokyo 
restaurant, which fuses French technique 

with locally sourced ingredients. 
 It goes to show how adept the Japa-
nese are at making their own any inspi-
ration or idea created elsewhere in the 
world. Although the subways make an-
nouncements in English and there is 

good signage in places, hiring a guide is 
an inspired move—and not just to avoid 
getting lost. Our guide not only provided 
context for the first-time visitor must-dos, 
but also was a fantastic storyteller in her 
own right.
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Now that you’ve done 
the National Gallery of Tokyo, toured the 
grounds of the Imperial Palace, braved 
daytime crowds in Asakusa, ate your way 
through Daimaru’s food department at 
Tokyo Central Station, and strolled the 
Ginza, you’re ready to dig in deeper. But 
where do you go, and how do you get 
there? How do you know what places are 
truly happening? Hint: it’s not the “cos-
play” Harajuku youth scene, which has 
faded in the years since Gwen Stefani de-
vised a fashion line inspired by it, though 
the neighbourhood is home to the Zoff 
eyewear flagship store. 
 Whether you are making your second 
or 22nd visit, it is good to have a good 
navigation app downloaded and ready 
to go. To further save a lot of time in the 
process, invest in a Pasmo or suica card. 
This handy piece of plastic not only get 
you in and out of the subway, but also 
work for vending machines (Boss brand 
canned coffee is crazy good), buses and 
even some taxis. When packing your suit-
case, go minimal as many of the better 
hotels are equipped with all the toiletries 
you’ll need, as well as pyjamas.
 Guided tours, meanwhile, provide 
a perfect opportunity to pick a local’s 
brain on where to eat, as well as where to 
shop, what live performances to see, and 
which of the more obscure museums are 
worth seeking out. Arigato Tours (ariga 
tojapan.co.jp, which also offers tours in 
Kyoto, Osaka and other cities) founded 
by Anne Kyle, is staffed by English-speak-
ing guides who are completely passionate 
about getting visitors past the familiar 
tourist quarters.  
 Although the area near Tokyo Central 
Station is a choice location for first-time 
visitors and business travellers, the won-
derfully chaotic Shibuya is ideal if you 
want to go with a less structured sched-
ule and wander the neighbourhoods. The 
nicely appointed business hotel Ceru-
lean Tower earns points for its location, 
just steps from the much-photographed 

Shibuya Crossing as well as a major com-
muter train station and city bus depot.
 There’s much to see in the area around 
the Shibuya Crossing, a spider’s web of 
streets. Pick almost any direction, and 
you are bound to hit a charming mix of 
Japanese high street fashion stores, high-
end designers, and large pharmacies 
chock full of affordable beauty products 
(Heroine, CanMake, Kose Skincare and 
lower-priced Shiseido lines are interna-
tional make-up artist favourites). Shibuya 
Hikarie, featuring one of the best views 
of Mt Fuji on a clear day, also has a shop 
at street level selling accessories from up-
and-coming Japanese designers. If you’re 
on a budget, Kyle recommends Shibuya 
109. Although sizes in many of its bou-
tiques run on the small side, there are 
countless inspirations on how one can 

attain Japanese style, be it girly, profes-
sional or boho, on a budget.
 Central Shibuya is also home to a 
mix of restaurants that could only exist 
in Japan. Even if they look touristy, the 
fact that they frequented mostly by lo-
cals speaks volumes. Zaou is particularly 
fun—you catch a fish using poles and nets 
provided by your waiter, and what you 
catch can be prepared any way you wish 
by the chefs. There’s also a Mos Burger 
restaurant, a fast food institution known 
for its complete reinvention of America’s 
favourite sandwich. 
 If you are up late, there is nothing bet-
ter than Oreryu Shio Ramen, around the 
corner from the Cerulean. The late-night 
menu includes amazing fried chicken and 
decadent garlic ramen. Sometimes, you 
just need to follow your nose to find 

Roppongi, said to have had its moment,
is still happening for the fashion pack



Clockwise on opposite page, from top: Samurai statue near the Imperial Palace. 

Mural at asakusa store. daikanyama. Below: Tsukiji hongan-ji.
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something unexpected and wonderful. 
Derek and I just did that in Ebisu, hap-
pening on Curry Tsukemen Syuuichi for 
a lunch of curry dipping noodles, costing 
a princely us$10 for an enormous spread 
of flavourful goodness.
 While the National Gallery of Japan in 
Ueno Park is one of the epicentres of visu-
al arts in Tokyo, a walk through the Tokyo 
University of the Arts will carry you to 
Taito, neighbourhoods of tiny temples, 
an interesting cemetery, and the Asakura 
Choso Museum, housed in the artistic 
family’s former private home. This neigh-
bourhood opens out into Yanaka Ginza, a 
different, less built-up side of Tokyo with 
a lively street market and several artisanal 
fashion and home design shops. 
 Asakusa, which by day is packed to the 
rafters with tourists, takes on a certain 
magic at night, when gorgeous murals 
painted on the metal doors of shuttered 
stores are now visible. You can follow the 
evocative trail of art and street lamps to 
Asakusa Imahan, a century-old traditional 
sukiyaki restaurant that is a favourite for 
executive gatherings and family celebra-
tions. With a little help from the attentive 
wait staff, you cook Wagyū beef and vege-
tables to perfection in a simple soy- and 
oil-based sauce.
 Travellers intent on shopping for the fa-

bled and fashion-forward Japanese denim 
will want to spend a half-day in Ebisu, 
where they will find the latest ultra-pre-
mium products at Evisu, Kapital (kapital.
jp), Blue Blue (bluebluejapan.com) and 
other boutiques who manage to make 
the most familiar and the most bohemian 
fashion staples look refined and sophisti-
cated. Roppongi, said to have had its mo-
ment a couple decades back, is still very 
much happening for the fashion pack. 
The area features Louis Vuitton and other 
international status brands with polished 
Japanese label-focused boutiques and the 
wonderful Mori Museum of Contem-
porary Art. Anne Kyle recommends the 
Moon restaurant, which features beauti-
ful riffs on French cuisine with local in-
gredients, spectacular postcard views of 
Tokyo, and a glimpse of its ladies-who-
lunch crowd. 
 Daikanyama, the high-rent district 
within Shibuya, is another fashion-
able discovery packed with surprises. Ivy 
Place is delightful as it both provides 
a welcome break from classic Japanese 
fare and reflects the Japanese passion for 
European and American breakfast plates. 
The breezy locale is just opposite the 
Tsutaya Bookstore, a compound of three 
buildings with lounge space interspersed 
that will have one longing for the book-

stores that were replaced by Amazon and 
other online sites. Kagurazaka, another 
offshoot off Shibuya known as Tokyo’s 

“French quarter”, is a food-focused neigh-
bourhood built around the Bishamonten 
Zenkokuji temple and La Kagu (lakagu.
com), a modern two-level structure hous-
ing a coffee bar, bookstore, European 
streetwear and prêt-à-porter, and Japa-
nese contemporary home accessories.
 Though there are many arguments 
in favour of leaving town to experience 

“real” Japan, there are surprising spots 
that bring the country to the city. Tokyo 
Shiba Tofuya Ukai (www.ukai.co.jp/eng-
lish/shiba/), carved out of a former bowl-
ing alley, is reminiscent of a miniature 
Imperial Palace with its courtyard, beauti-
ful public and private rooms and a kaiseki 
showing just how versatile tofu is in main 
courses, appetizers and desserts.
 While it is impossible to do everything 
in this Olympic destination city, mixing 
the tried and true with the best-kept se-
crets will ensure your translation of Tokyo 
will be unforgettable and enlightening. •

Visit www.gotokyo.org/en/index.html. For 
information on hiring a guide, visit www.
tokyofreeguide.org or www.greentomato-j.
com/eng/, which also offers transportation 
to and from Narita and Haneda airports.


