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A row of warehouses along a canal ordinarily 
wouldn’t inspire a detour from the brightest 
lights north of Tokyo, much less during an 

internationally acclaimed Snow Festival. Yet, there  
I was on a train leaving the big city, trading neon in 
Sapporo for candlelight in Otaru.

I arrived in a town stacked with snowballs—in 
empty flowerpots, on icy steps, at street corners. 
Bucket-shaped vessels of snow lined sidewalks. 
Uninformed visitors might speculate that Otaru 
was gearing up for an epic citywide snowball fight, 
but the actual purpose of this winter art was more 
benign. Come nightfall, candles inside thousands of 
these snowball stacks and packed-powder lanterns 
twinkle throughout the town.

Otaru’s 10th annual Snow Gleaming Festival, 
February 8 to 17, illuminates a quiet fishing 
port, and is worthy of a half-day excursion from 
Hokkaido’s capital. The event has emerged as a 
more intimate alternative to Sapporo’s overlapping 
Snow Festival, February 5 to 11, where as many 
people as snowflakes crowd around colossal snow 
and ice sculptures. 

The only giant forms in Otaru are its brick-and-
stone warehouses dating back to the late-1800s, 
some since converted to restaurants and shops. 

Icicles hanging from snow-laden eaves face a canal 
glittering with floating flames. Snow lanterns along 
the promenade, complementing the gas street-
lamps, echo the glimmering water. 

An alternate route for Snow Gleaming is along 
the abandoned tracks of the Temiya Line. As puffs 
of steam escape from lips and nostrils, visitors navi-
gate a railbed that has been transformed into an 
icy art gallery of snow-banked walls. Delicate piles 
of snowballs in creative configurations surround lit 
candles. Curators patrolling with blowtorches atten-
tively keep wicks burning bright. The interplay of 
fire and frozen water is dramatic in the darkness.

While both Hokkaido festivals offer creative 
tributes to Nature, embracing the outdoors in the 
dead of winter, the simplicity of Otaru’s Yukiakari-
no-michi is more in line with traditional Japanese 
aesthetics.

Nonetheless, Sapporo’s snow sculptures, involving 
international teams, are striking in their level of 
professionalism. Snow Gleaming, in contrast, is a 
grassroots event staged by volunteers from the 
community and beyond. Rather than corporate 
names, emotive words like “love” and “melody” 
are unevenly chiseled into Otaru’s ice. The amateur 
creations—such as a pig with illuminated eyes, 

Sapporo’s Gleaming Sideshow
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snout and hooves—give the effort a homespun 
warmth. Even the candles are handmade. For me, 
as my boots crunched on the snow-covered tracks, I 
felt the small flames dancing in the shadows were 
more magical than the color-filtered spotlights 
trained on the behemoths in Sapporo’s Odori Park.

While Sapporo may have no rivals for nightlife 
north of Tokyo, Otaru can satisfy visitors for the few 
hours before wicks flicker to life. An empty stomach 
steered me to Sushi-ya Street for a fill of Otaru’s 
renowned raw fish, reputed to be among Japan’s 
finest, with prices to match.

Fishing was once the lifeblood of the local 
economy, and the modest municipal museum in a 
former warehouse can get you acquainted with the 
area’s seafaring history. The “Heritage of Herring” 
is a telltale exhibit of how Otaru flourished. 
Monochromatic photographs show netted fish 
carpeting the piers, much like the current blanket 
of white powder. 

Fishing was not the only industry, though. 
Artisans also settled here, firing bricks, ceramics and 
glass in workshops that remain active. The fisher-
men’s need for lamps and floats spawned a glass-
making industry, and these items became popular 
souvenirs with travelers. A market for utilitarian 
glass products evolved into the creation of contem-
porary luxury pieces. Collectors can easily fill an 
afternoon browsing the emporia. 

Otaru’s industrial success fueled its rise as an 
early financial capital, once nicknamed the “Wall 
Street of the north.” European-style stone-walled 
banks and shipping company offices from the 
Meiji Era (1868-1912) are stately reminders of the 
past. Noteworthy is a former Bank of Japan branch 
building by designer Tatsuno Kingo, famed for his 
red-bricked Tokyo Station. 

The abandoned railway tracks are symbolic of 
Otaru’s eventual decline in economic importance. 
Inaugurated in 1880, the Temiya Line’s steam 
locomotives ferried coal to Sapporo, along what 
was the third railroad constructed in Japan and 
Hokkaido’s first.

This snow-covered skeleton of an infrastructure, 
evoking a departed industry, now hosts a 

celebration of artistic roots still thriving. I paused at 
a heart-shaped stool by an upright piano fashioned 
from snow. Musical notes were carved into the ice. 
The keys were frozen, but rumblings of Otaru’s past 
seemed to resonate into the sparkling night. 

The JR Hakodate Line serves Otaru, taking in 
nice views of the Sea of 
Japan on its approach. 
From Sapporo, budget 
¥620 and about 40 
minutes, disembark 
at Otaru Station and 
follow the flames.
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