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MMt FC © The editor returned from a trip to Japan at the end of March - the first time visiting since
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the pandemic. On the surface, much seemed to be the same, including the crazy pace of life in Tokyo
where poshly dressed office workers shared a miserable comradery of tightly packed trains and looked
like they barely had enough time to breath. And then there was the more subdued character of Kyoto,
the city that the editor spent the most time in his trip. The number of foreign tourists, especially in

Kyoto, was conspicuous and even a bit overwhelming.

There was a pattern, however, to their movement, almost like the tourists' desire to discover the
"authentic" Japan led them all down the same path to attractions like Nishiki Market or Kyomizu-Dera,
following popular travel influencers and their Instagram feeds. The editor discovered that often making
a short detour down a quieter street or neighborhood would yield a more nostalgic and untrammeled
Kyoto where the shops catered to locals. Eateries and other service businesses that have faced the slow
decline of their Japanese clientele over the years in the form of salarymen and school groups, possibly
due to Japan's falling population and the lingering effect of the pandemic on company travel budgets,
have had to adapt by catering to an increasing number of foreign tourists. The traditional kaiseki-ryori-
ya restaurants of Pontocho-Dori perched over the Kamogawa are being replaced by causal Western-
style bars selling Wagyu skewers and cocktails made with Kyoto-distilled gin. The owner of one of
these restaurants told the editor about the challenge of serving beef and adapting kitchens where only

fish, tofu and other plant-based ingredients have been prepared for hundreds of years.

English menus are ubiquitous, and English-speaking guides carefully shepherd their groups through
the streets and alleys, talking about a city that may only exists in the past. The poor municipal bus
drivers are having to uncomfortably yell instructions in a foreign language to those who are clueless
about how to board or pay fares (or maybe the foreign passengers really don't care about following the
rules). Hamburger shops are popping up along the main roads like Shijo-Dori replacing a mom-and-

pop ramen eateries or teishoku-ya's had been for decades prior.

The editor, as someone who has both lived in Japan and visited as a tourist over the past 25 years,
was not disappointed with this trip. Change happens and cannot be stopped, but Japan is also home to
many of their friends, family, and former coworkers, which will always make the country a familiar
place. Japan is also a spiritual place, and one highlight of the editor's trip was a 6am walk to the
Fushimi Inari Jinja, including two-hour hike up to the Mt. Inari’s peak (san-cho). This was their father-
in-law's (a Kyoto native) "home" temple, and the walk was in part an ode of appreciation to him. There
were only a few others, foreign tourists and Japanese alike, visiting at the early morning hour and we
all had our own private section of worn-stone steps under the thousands vermilion Tori-i gates for
selfies, or just quiet contemplation. On the way down a clowder of feral cats warmed themselves in

the early morning sun at the base of ancient gravestones and Jizo statues. Most were oblivious to the



human interlopers but some of these feline protectors tolerated a rub between their fury ears or along

their backs. Such is life in Japan...
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