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Nicknamed “Little Edo,” a former castle town 
lies less than an hour from central Tokyo, 
but the time warp is more than a century 

along its main street. Saitama Prefecture’s Kawagoe 
retains distinctive period architecture lost from its 
larger cousin once known as Edo, 20 miles southeast.

Kurazukuri Street is named for its warehouse-
style kura buildings that have weathered time and 
flame. Fire was once a constant threat to cities; 
yet Kurazukuri’s 20.32cm-thick clay walls coated in 
plaster emerged as flame-resistant alternatives to 
the earlier wooden frames reduced to ashes by the 
Great Kawagoe Fire of 1893.

Charcoal-color façades convey a feeling that 
the kurazukuri had endured the same trial by fire. 
However, most were actually constructed by wealthy 
merchants in the inferno’s aftermath, as residential 
shops for personal and commercial assets such as 
grain, textiles and timber. 

Kurazukuri are an extinct species in the Tokyo 
landscape, having succumbed to the Great Kanto 
Earthquake in 1923 and intense World War II bomb-
ings. Once numbering more than 200, Kawagoe’s 
merchant houses have thinned to around 30. About 

a dozen, including a former wholesale tobacco 
shop turned into the Kurazukuri Museum, front 
Kurazukuri Street. Their design, however, proved not 
to be fail-safe. A pit in the floor rekindles a fear of 
fire and the need of a basement vault for valuables. 
A rickety city fire cart reminds visitors that it was 
better to bury and flee than to await for outside 
assistance.

Within sight of the museum, Toki-no-Kane rises 
15.8m above black-tiled rooftops. The Bell of Time is 
the city’s symbol that even graces the sides of some 
vending machines. The tower’s privileged height 
served well as a fire lookout post. Despite flames 
consuming it three times over the past 350 years, 
the Bell of Time remains the city’s pride. The latest 
reincarnation dates from just after the Great Fire, 
and remains the town’s most important timepiece, 
tolling four times daily.

The atmospheric streets aren’t just a treat for the 
eyes. Tucked behind the row of kurazukuri lies 
Kashiya yokocho, an alley famous for its traditional 
candy shops. After the 1923 earthquake crippled 
Tokyo, Kawagoe became a major confectionary 
supplier. 

Time Travel to Little Edo
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Kurazukuri — architectural emblems of Kawagoe

Sweet Potato Paradise
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By Jeffrey Tanenhaus / Classic Journeys

Like many places in Japan, Kawagoe claims a 
gastronomic specialty. Here, in Sweet Potato City, 
the candy, chips, ice cream, beer, udon and soba 
noodles incorporate this celebrated ingredient. 
Tuberous root enthusiasts can pay homage at 
the world’s only Sweet Potato Museum, or pick 
up a trowel during potato-digging excursions in 
September.

Beyond the historic core of sweet scents and 
sturdy shops, the grounds of religious sites take 
center stage during sakura season. Weeping cherry 
trees in the gardens of Kita-in Temple are especially 
elegant, while hydrangeas, azaleas, maple and 
plum trees take turns coloring the premises in the 
later months of the year.

Kita-in is the only place to see the original 
rooms from Tokyo’s Edo Castle (now the Imperial 
Palace) that the ruling shogun donated after a 
temple fire, and before another blaze destroyed 
the castle. Kita-in also hosts the animated lineup 
of Gohyaku-rakan — 500 disciples of Buddha 
whose statues capture the full range of human 
emotions. Should craving for adventure strike 
in the middle of the night, legend has it that, 
among the rows of rakan (careful counting 
reveals 540), one statue will feel warm. If located 
and then revisited the next day, its stone face 
will have morphed into a likeness of its finder.

you can lose the crowd of statues and their 

human admirers by 
walking 15 minutes 
north, to where a 
towering torii gate 
marks the entrance of 
Hikawa Shrine. Generous 
shade from zelkova 
trees — a symbol of 
Saitama — adds to the 
sense of sanctuary. 
Lilting flute music lured 
me into the shrine 
dedicated to the god 
of marriage, where, 
sure enough, a Shinto 
wedding was underway. 

The bride’s white kimono glowed like a spotlight 
among the entourage of musician priests, atten-
dants and family members. 

The procession retreated to private quarters, 
leaving me alone to wander the grounds freshly 
sanctified. I followed a path to the Shingashi River, 
which runs behind the temple. In late-March, cherry 
trees form a pinkish-white canopy over the stream, a 
soft contrast to the blackened kurazukuri. Daylight 
was fading now, and lanterns strung through the 
trees glowed among the delicate petals. The Bell of 
Time struck six — and the spirit of Edo resonated. 

Getting there
Frequent trains to Kawagoe Station make this satel-
lite of Tokyo easily accessible. From Ikebukuro, the 
Tobu Tojo Line, an extension of the yurakucho Line, 
takes only 32 minutes (¥450). The Seibu Shinjuku 
Line rapid express trains (52 minutes, ¥480 from 
Seibu Shinjuku Station) serve Hon-Kawagoe Station, 
slightly closer to the 
attractions. 
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Illuminated cherry blossoms line the Shingashi River. Rakan are expressive statues.

Weeping cherry trees in the gardens of Kita-in Temple are especially 
elegant, while hydrangeas, azaleas, maple and plum trees take turns 

coloring the premises in the later months of the year.
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