
recently revisited the movie 2001:  
A Space Odyssey and thought: if 
anyone were going to create a film 
portraying how it feels for a Westerner 
to drop in on Tokyo, Stanley Kubrick 
would’ve been the man for the job. 

Now, I know what you’re thinking. Sofia 
Coppola did it with Lost in Translation. 
Ridley Scott did it with Blade Runner. But 
neither hit the mark in terms of the 
specific kind of energy I’m referring to. 

Nothing could’ve prepared me for 
the surreal, hazy feeling that descends 
the minute you step off the Narita Airport 
Express for the first time. It’s like a Tokyo 
bubble that doesn’t seem to burst no 
matter how long you frolic in this land of 
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This spread, 
clockwise from 
far left Annemarie 
enjoys sakura 
season with her 
partner, Kev, along
Meguro River in 
Nakameguro; old 
and new juxtaposed 
outside the 
Emporer’s Palace 
in central Tokyo; 
kimono-wearing 
couple in Kyoto; the 
famous Shibuya 
crossing; cool 
crowded shopping 
in Harajuku; blue 
plastic picnic 
blankets in Yoyogi 
Park during sakura 
season; the big, bad 
toy city of Tokyo.
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COOL AND STYLISH!"!AND!SURREAL

temples, seaweed soup, love hotels and hipsters by birth. Who 
else but Kubrick and his unapologetically protracted scenes 
tinged with sci-fi could bring the right mixture of colour and 
movement to this extraordinary city and natural landscape?

Initially I put the haze down to jet lag. A week passed and  
I experienced my first earthquake (just a small one). Two 
weeks in, I was standing in Shibuya’s Yoyogi Park watching 
white sakura blossoms fall onto blue plastic mats and 
answering the question, ‘So, how are you finding Tokyo?’ with  
a vague response like, ‘It’s crazy!’ And I’m starting to wonder 
whether this ‘dolly zoom’ of sorts ever truly lifts…

HIDE AND SEEK
I’ve spoken to plenty of foreigners who’ve been in Tokyo five, 
10, 25 years, and none of them seems to be able to put their 
finger on what exactly it is about Tokyo that makes it feel like  
a permanent holiday from real life. They do invariably mention 

that even though Tokyo is crammed with 13-million people, it 
feels like an intimate city where everyone knows everyone. 

Of course, when you’re traipsing past endless neon signs 
and street corners in Shinjuku, or become part of the scramble 
that is Shibuya’s famous crossing, you cannot imagine this to 
be true. Seeing a familiar face in the crowd seems impossible. 
But the inner charm of this city is not apparent until you start 
turning off the main streets and discovering what lies up its 
unassuming, un-signposted staircases, behind hidden 
doorways and inside the myriad arty, boutique cafés and bars. 

I braved one such staircase in a suburb called Gakugei 
Daigaku. A discreet sign, which said Torse, was slightly raised 
from a blank white wall and purposefully rusted. With no idea 
what it meant, I pushed open the door to find a low-lit café with 
wooden tables and music that sounded like trickling water. 
There, I ate the most delicious omurice (an omelette filled with 
rice and tuna) and drank the most glorious cup of tea. 
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a life-extending superfood such as natto 
(fermented soya bean) or gobo (burdock). 

A ZEN ESCAPE 
You could spend weeks exploring Tokyo and still 
not see it all. But I wanted to get a more well-
rounded idea of Japan and its history, so 
I planned a two-day sojourn in Kyoto (about two 
hours away on the shinkansen express train and 
where Memoirs of a Geisha was fi lmed) and 
a day trip to beach-side Kamakura, 30 minutes 
from Tokyo. Both feature ancient temples, mystical 
forests and a beautiful sense of ‘old Japan’.

Sitting beside one of Kyoto’s manicured Zen 
gardens, I couldn’t help but refl ect on the peace 
and quiet of Japanese culture. How extraordinary 
it is that so many people living on this cluster of 
islands manage to get along so well. There’s no 
need to warn you about pickpocketing, for 
example. And generally, even if they can’t speak 
English very well, Japanese locals will try their 
utmost to help you out if you need directions or 
can’t read a menu. Kyoto takes you to the source 
of this sense of respect and kindness. And while 
listening to the wind play in the spectacular 
Bamboo Forest, or strolling along the 
Philosopher’s Walk behind a kimono-wearing 
couple, you’re bound to think, ‘This feels surreal.’

When your feet aren’t touching the ground 
– and literally too, since the Tokyo train squash 
makes being on London’s Tube feel like a limo 
ride – it’s hard to analyze what it is about this 
adventure land that makes life so dreamy. 

Maybe one of the reasons is that words look 
like art and language sounds like music, and 
even though I can’t understand any of it, it’s 
beautiful. Maybe it’s the fact that everyone’s 
secret fantasy is to live inside a movie and every 
day here you feel like you’re on set with Tim, 
Helena and Johnny. Whatever the reason, one 
thing’s for sure: as the ultimate trip, Tokyo picks 
up where Space Odyssey left off. 

 SLEEP Kimi Ryokan, Toshima-ku. 
A traditional Japanese inn with futon 
beds on tatami mats. Located in the 
centre of Tokyo and budget friendly, from 
about R450 per person. 

EAT Ichiran, Shibuya. Because you 
have to try the traditional Japanese ramen 
– noodles served in a meat- or fi sh-based 
broth, fl avoured with miso or soya sauce 
and topped with pork and egg.

DRINK Piss Alley, Shinjuku. For the 
‘ultimate old-style Japanese drinking 
experience’ – a maze of cramped bars 
that feels like a kind of shantytown.

PAUSE Niwa no Yu Onsen (hot 
spring), Nerima-ku. For the ultimate 
in relaxation, this is one of Tokyo’s top 
onsen bathing complexes. Make sure 
you read up about the bathing customs 
before you visit.

PARTY Trump Room, Shibuya. The 
ultimate in Tokyo cool, this is where 

you’ll fi nd the city’s trendsetters 
schmoozing under a ceiling of 
chandeliers and glitter balls. 

CITY GUIDE

STYLE DNA
Tokyoites are born stylish, I’ve decided. Every 
item of clothing – from builders’ workwear to 
kids’ school uniforms – looks like it was designed 
by Yohji Yamamoto. Consequently, there’s a style 
tip on every corner. The main tip I picked up was 
this: fi gure out how to get a body like Kate Moss 
and you’ll look phenomenal in waistless outfi ts 
that look thrown together without much thought. 

Allow me to explain. The two biggest street-
style trends I observed were drop-crotch pants, 
and a puffy Eighties-style waist skirt worn with 
a baggy jumper. The pants I can do. The other? 
I optimistically tried. Bought a beautiful black 
netted skirt with fl oral lining in Harajuku and 
donned it for a night at the retro Beat Café in 
Shibuya. I spent the entire evening looking in 
mirrors, tucking and untucking my David Bowie 
T-shirt, until I conceded that the no-waist look 
only works on a very specifi c body shape. Which 
only Kate Moss and every second Japanese 
woman are lucky enough to be born with. 

However, there’s plenty of other fashion to go 
around. Shop for vintage clothing in 
Shimokitazawa (where I bought a magnifi cent 
dusty-pink lambskin jacket for R1 000); haute 
couture in Omotesando; edgy street style in 
Harajuku; and at stores like H&M, Zara and 
Forever 21 in Shibuya. The must-get accessory? 
A pair of white frilled ankle socks to wear with 
heels, brogues or a pair of studded ballet fl ats.  

SUPERFOODS
Before I went to Tokyo, I had visions of eating live 
octopus à la that cringe-worthy scene in the 
classic Korean fl ick Oldboy. Instead, I was 
introduced to the wonders of gyoza (similar to 
dumplings but more delicious), yakitori 
(a.k.a. chicken sticks), miso-and-seaweed 
soup, onigiri (rice balls), hot green tea 
– available from vending machines – 
and takeaway takoyaki (octopus balls). 

From left ‘In Tokyo, there’s a style tip 
on every corner. My friend Kana is 
usually sporting one of them’; not 
a real geisha but she defi nitely adds 
to the atmosphere in Kyoto; the joys 
of 24-hour convenience stores and 
Japanese fashion all in one place. 

I was also introduced to the curse of 
continuous snacking, thanks to the 24-hour 
convenience stores that dot every street and 
stock irresistible treats like sweet bean desserts 
and green tea-fl avoured popcorn. None of which 
helped the Kate Moss-body-shape conundrum. 
Luckily, Japan is all about balance. So portion 
sizes are small and for every ‘bad’ food there’s 
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For more Tokyo 

travel tips, go to 
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Tea at Torse.

Kamakura 
beach sunset.
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