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In the spiritual stillness of Tochigi Prefecture’s 
wilderness creaks the essence of erstwhile Japan. 
Sculptural trees and moss-covered statues make 

nikko a storybook setting of a bygone era — the 
early-17th century to be exact. That’s when the 
grandson of Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu rebuilt a sim-
ple shrine honoring his grandfather, the final unifier 
of Japan. The grandiose Tosho-gu Shrine ever since 
has been the arresting jewel in nikko’s crown.

nikko, which means sunlight in Japanese, lives up 
to its name year round. There’s no untimely season 
to visit this popular daytrip from Tokyo, but there 
is a timely one — autumn. Come early november, a 
blazing backdrop matches the beauty of nikko’s 
architecture. Peak koyo season features flaming 
trees and bushes landscaped around red-lacquered 
shrines and burgundy temples.

The sun warmed my hands one crisp morning 
visit. Underneath a blue and white patchwork sky, 
leaves radiated red, yellow, orange and green. Like 
theater spotlights, bursts of sunshine illuminated 
the fall season in its most colorful moment, sharing 
a stage with World Heritage Sites.

One of the most photographed is Shin-kyo 
Bridge, which elegantly spans the Daiya River. This 
sacred vermillion bridge marks the gateway to 
nikko’s shrines and temples. Legend has it that 
snakes divinely appeared here to enable priest 
Shodo Shonin, founder of Buddhism in nikko, to 
cross the river.

Walking north from Shin-kyo, Rinno-ji is the first 
temple to greet visitors. Its salient Three Buddha 
Hall is nikko’s biggest building, housing three 
gilded Buddha statues. Leaving Rinno-ji through 
the west gate, a wide path leads to Tosho-gu. On 
the way, a Five-Storied Pagoda pierces the canopy 
of cedars. Zodiac images adorn this colorful 
36m-high structure that was engineered with 
prescience in 1819 as being able to withstand 
earthquakes.

A stone torii marks the entrance to the lavish 
precincts of Tosho-gu. With more than a dozen 
buildings drawing upon Shinto, Buddhist and 
Chinese designs, the mausoleum is monumental in 
size, yet meticulous in detail. Be prepared to spend 
time in line admiring the woodcarvings, notably the 

nikko’s Autumn Glory
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beloved monkeys above the Sacred Stables. These 
wise primates depict the “hear no evil, speak no 
evil, see no evil” moral tenet of Tendai Buddhism 
familiar to Japanese of all ages.

More intricate craftsmanship is on display at 
Yomei-mon (or Higurashino-mon). The Chinese-
influenced Gate of Sunlight (or Twilight) is dually 
named because viewers could spend all day 
admiring its 500 carvings of animals and spiritual 
creatures. 

West of Tosho-gu stands Taiyuin-Byo. Towering 
cedars filter sunlight and shield this impeccably 
designed complex from too many visitors. Here lies 
the tomb of Tokugawa Iemitsu, the third Tokugawa 
Shogun who commissioned Tosho-gu for his grand-
father Ieyasu. Although intentionally more modest 
than Tosho-gu, Taiyuin-Byo is just as impressive.

Wind down a day of temple-hopping with a walk 
parallel to the small rapids of the Daiya River. A 
leisurely path along the Kanman-ga-fuchi abyss 
passes through a stone park lined with some 70 
weathered statues of Jizo, the guardian deity of 
children and travelers.

Other trails in nikko national Park reward even 
the casual hiker. The road from nikko snakes up 
30 switchbacks to Lake Chuzenji, one of Japan’s 
highest lakes with a touristy onsen hot springs. 
Steps from Chuzenji’s bus stop is Kegon-no-taki, the 
best known of the area’s 48 waterfalls that plum-
mets 97m to a misty meeting with earth. Follow the 
lake’s north shore (or hop on a bus) to Ryuzu Falls, 
where vibrant thickets frame silky white rapids 
gliding over a natural staircase of boulders.

Farther north is spectacular Senjogahara, a 
marshy plateau of golden grass populated with 
wild birds. Hiking trails cut through open fields and 
forests of Japanese elm, birch and crabapple trees. 
Sacred volcano Mt. nantai presides over the plateau 
from a distance. Low-hanging clouds shrouding 
mountainsides add to the magical feeling of 
walking through a landscape from the pages of 
national Geographic. 

High elevation causes leaves here to turn in 
early- to mid-October, weeks before than in 
nikko, which the foliage faithful could save for a 

follow-up viewing. For color-changing updates in 
English, try contacting the Japan national Tourist 
Organization’s information center in Tokyo at 
03-3201-3331.

Getting there
The most direct and least expensive route to nikko 
from Tokyo begins at Tobu Asakusa Station. Limited 
express trains arrive at Tobu nikko Station about 
two hours later after a transfer at Shimo-Imaichi 
(¥2,720). Each hour, a few buses to Lake Chuzenji 
depart from nikko Station (¥1,100, 50 min). Tobu 
Railways’ Marugoto nikko Free Pass (¥4,400) 
includes round-trip rapid train service from Tokyo 
and unlimited travel on nikko-
Chuzenji buses over four 
consecutive days.
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Kegon-no-taki, a standout among Nikko’s 48 falls.
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There’s no untimely season to visit this popular daytrip from Tokyo, 
but there is a timely one — autumn.




