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Three Spectacular Climbs in Japan That Will 
Take You Beyond the Ordinary 

 

Thank you for your continued interest in sharing 
Japan's diverse travel experiences with audiences 
around the world. In this issue, we turn to a key 
pillar of Japan's travel strategy: sports tourism — 
journeys centered around watching, participating 
in, or supporting sporting activities. 

Among Japan's outdoor experiences, hiking and 
trekking remain among the most rewarding yet 
underexplored. Although mountains cover more 
than 70% of the country, few international visitors 
venture beyond the usual beaten tracks to discover 
Japan's dramatic landscapes and rich mountain 
cultures. 



 

What sets hiking in Japan apart is the seamless blend of outdoor adventure and cultural heritage. 
Along well-maintained trails and mountain hut networks, hikers encounter centuries-old shrines, 
historic hot spring inns, and sacred pilgrimage routes — and the experience rarely ends at the 
summit, often continuing with an onsen soak and regional cuisine. 
 
Autumn, particularly September through October, is one of the best times to explore Japan's 
mountains, with cool, stable weather and foliage in vivid gold, crimson, and orange — though 
each destination also rewards visits in other seasons, briefly noted in each feature. The feature 
includes a safety guide and an interview with Paul Deckret, an elite mountaineer with extensive 
experience across Japan’s highest peaks. 
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1. Mt. Chokai — From Sea to Summit: A Hidden Autumn Foliage 
Escape 
 

 
 Mt. Chokai @thehiddenJapan  

    
Mt. Chokai stands apart among Japan's hiking destinations for its rare geography facing the Sea 
of Japan and granting hikers striking coastal vistas alongside brilliant autumn colors. Straddling 
both Akita and Yamagata prefectures, this active volcano is the second highest peak (2,236 
meters) in the Tohoku region and provides a comprehensive alpine journey, allowing travelers 
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to climb from sea level to an altitude exceeding 2,200 meters. It is known affectionately as “the 
Fuji of Dewa”, a nickname celebrating its elegant, Fuji-like profile as seen from the ancient 
province of Dewa. Though included in Japan's 100 Famous Mountains — the definitive alpine 
canon established in 1964 — the peak remains surprisingly under-the-radar among international 
travelers.  
 
The mountain accommodates routes for every experience level. The most popular option is the 
Hokodate Route, with around 1,140 meters of elevation gain and a round trip of approximately 
11 to 12 hours including breaks. Starting from the Hokodate trailhead in the Kisakata area of 
Nikaho City, Akita Prefecture, hikers pass Chokai Lake — a popular half-day turnaround point for 
families framed by golden autumn foliage. More experienced hikers continue two to three hours 
toward the summit for panoramic views over the Sea of Japan. Those focused on foliage rather 
than peak-bagging can detour to the vast Senjogahara plateau, where sweeping fields of golden 
autumn grass stretch across the landscape. 
 

Tsuruma Pond in Autumn ©︎ Sakata City General Branch Office (left) and Alpine flowers bloom on Mt. Chokai (right) 
 
Mt. Chokai has a deeply rooted history of mountain worship, and many of today's hiking routes 
follow the ancient pilgrimage trails forged by mountain ascetics. Visitors driving through the 
area in late October should also stop by Tsuruma Pond along the road to the Yunodai Trailhead, 
where vivid reds and golds paint still waters in a favorite scene for photographers. While autumn 
is one of Mt. Chokai's most beautiful seasons, the mountain is equally famous in summer for its 
rare alpine flora — including the tiny white flower Chokai-fusuma, found only here and on 
nearby Mt. Gassan. Mt. Chokai is also recognized as one of Japan's top 100 mountains for flowers. 
Mt. Chokai & Tobishima Island Geopark 
More info about hiking routes in Mt. Chokai 
 

2. Matsumoto — Where Castle Town Culture Meets Alpine 
Adventure 
 
Dominated by its preserved 16th-century fortress, the historic alpine city of Matsumoto in 
Nagano Prefecture positions travelers directly at the base of the Northern Alps. It is one of the 
world's rare mountain destinations where visitors can stay in a historic castle town and climb 
3,000-meter peaks the same day. The region is home to a continuous range of 3,000-meter-class 

https://chokaitobishima.com/en
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mountains, including Mt. Hotaka (3,190 meters). Combined with Japan's most extensive 
mountain hut network, Matsumoto offers everything from relaxed day hikes to multi-day alpine 
traverses. 

Mt. Norikura — Easy Access to 3,000-Meter Views and Unforgettable Stargazing 

Mt. Maoudake, one of the peaks of Mt. Norikura ©︎Hida Norikura Tourism Association (left) Tatamidaira Bus 
Terminal, surrounded by alpine scenery of 2,700 meters ©︎ Hida Takayama Tourism & Convention Bureau (right) 

      
Mt. Norikura is a volcanic massif comprising 23 peaks — including its highest summit, Mt. 
Kengamine — along with seven lakes and eight plateaus. Although its peak rises above 3,000 
meters in the Northern Alps, it is considered one of Japan's most beginner-friendly alpine hiking 
destinations thanks to Japan's highest bus terminal, which brings visitors to an elevation of 
around 2,700 meters. From Tatamidaira Bus Terminal, the summit is only about 90 minutes away 
— an ideal day trip for travelers seeking dramatic 3,000-meter scenery without advanced 
mountaineering experience. 
 
After their hike, visitors can return to Matsumoto and immerse themselves in the city's historic 
castle-town culture. The compact city center is ideal for sampling traditional buckwheat soba 
and strolling through atmospheric merchant districts. For those seeking relaxation, Asama 
Onsen is just a 15-minute drive away. With over 1,300 years of history, this charming hot spring 
town was once home to the baths of the Matsumoto Castle lords and has long attracted artists 
as well as travelers. Today, it retains the timeless atmosphere of a traditional Japanese onsen 
town. 
Visit Matsumoto 
Mt. Norikura Trails 
 
 

Mt. Tsubakuro — Mountain Hut Culture and the Northern Alps’ Most Beautiful 
Traverse 
 

https://visitmatsumoto.com/en/article/detail_24.html
https://norikuradake.jp/en.html#sec-02


 

 

 
Mt. Tsubakuro (left) and Enzanso mountain hut (right) ©︎Enzanso Co., Ltd. 2026 

 

Often called the "Queen of the Northern Alps," the striking white granite peak of Mt. Tsubakuro 
(2,763 meters) is beloved for sweeping alpine scenery and colorful wildflowers. The five-hour 
climb is one of the steepest ascents in the Northern Alps, though well-maintained with benches 
and rest stops. Hikers often pause at Kassen-goya mountain hut, famous in summer for serving 
fresh slices of watermelon. 
 
Above the treeline, the landscape transforms into a world of white granite ridges and expansive 
skies. Near the summit stands the iconic Enzanso mountain hut — renowned for excellent meals 
including katsu curry, borscht, a traditional soup of Ukrainian origin, and Japanese-style 
breakfast — where hikers gather for coffee, cake, wine, draft beer, sunset views, and overnight 
stays before the sunrise. 
 
Mt. Tsubakuro is also the starting point of the famous Omote Ginza traverse, one of Japan's 
classic multi-day ridge hikes leading toward Kamikochi. Lucky hikers may spot the endangered 
Japanese rock ptarmigan (raicho), an alpine bird native to Japan's high mountains. The best 
climbing season runs from early July, when alpine flowers bloom, through early October, when 
autumn foliage colors the mountains before the first snowfall. 
 
 

 

Where the Mountains Changed Everything: A Journey Through 

Japan’s Northern Alps 
 

Paul Deckret was so captivated by a six-day trek through the 

Northern Alps from Tateyama to Kamikochi that changed the 

course of his life, inspiring him to make Japan his permanent home. 

Since then, he has gone on to climb Japan’s 100 tallest mountains 

by elevation, exploring some of the country’s most remote and 

rugged alpine terrain. 

He described that initial solo climb as both deeply challenging and 

immensely rewarding – a journey defined by sunrises above the 

clouds, endless ridgelines, quiet starlit nights at camp, and a  

 



 

 

growing sense of freedom that came from moving through the mountains under his own power. 

“By the end of it, something had changed in me,” Deckret said. “I realized I had discovered an 

entirely new way of experiencing life.” Today, he shares his passion through his own English-

language guide agency, Nagano Adventures, offering hiking and trail running tours in the 

Japanese Alps and along Nagano’s ancient Salt Road. 

For Deckret, Japan’s mountains feel like an intimate experience compared to the broad, 

expansive landscapes of North America. Here, the terrain is densely textured, with forests, moss, 

mist, streams, shrines, old stone markers, and small mountain villages creating a constantly 

shifting atmosphere. 

For international visitors seeking an introduction to this terrain, he recommends the route from 

Kamikochi to Mt. Chogatake. “It offers a microcosm of Japan’s incredible natural scenery and 

mountain culture all in one experience,” Deckret said. “You start among the beautiful forests 

and clear waters of Kamikochi, passing local hikers and feeling the energy in the air.” 

Beyond navigation and safety, Deckret views his role as a bridge to help sustain tourism outside 

Japan’s major cities while introducing visitors to local history, food culture, traditions, and 

conservation issues. “Good guiding is about interpretation,” he said. “It’s about helping visitors 

understand the stories behind the landscape and encouraging them to care about the places 

they visit.” 

Nagano Adventures 

 
 

3. From Sacred Peaks to Secret Baths: Exploring Mt. Tsurugi and 
the Iya Valley  

  

Mt. Tsurugi (1,955 meters) in Tokushima Prefecture is the second highest mountain in Western 

Japan, but its appeal lies in its gentle ridgelines and scenic traverses. It is an ideal destination for 

beginners seeking a rewarding yet accessible mountain hike. A chairlift that gets you up to 1,750 

https://www.naganoadventures.com/about-me


 

meters makes the rest of the hike to the summit surprisingly easy. From there, it takes around 

an hour to reach the top. The peak opens onto a broad grassy plateau with sweeping views of 

the surrounding Shikoku mountains. 

 

For those wanting a longer hike, continue along the ridgeline for about an hour to reach the 

neighboring peak of Jirogyu (1,930 meters). Along the way, be sure to stop at Otsurugi Shrine, 

which is dedicated to a massive sacred rock rising roughly 50 meters and forms an important 

part of the mountain’s spiritual heritage. Nearby, you can try Mt. Tsurugi’s sacred spring water, 

Tsurugisan Oshikimizu, flowing from the base of the rock and selected by the Ministry of the 

Environment as one of Japan’s “Top 100 Famous Waters.” 

Iya-no-Kazurabashi, a historic suspension bridge ©Miyoshi City Tourism Association (left) 
and Iya Onsen in Autumn ©︎Hotel Iyaonsen (right) 

 

After a day on the mountain, visitors can unwind at Iya Onsen, one of Shikoku’s most renowned 

hidden hot spring destinations. Hotel Iyaonsen is especially well known for its cable car, which 

descends the steep gorge wall to secluded open-air baths beside the river at the bottom of the 

valley. The highlight of the valley is the Iya-no-Kazurabashi, a historic suspension bridge woven 

from mountain vines and designated as an Important Tangible Folk Cultural Property. 

Surrounded by steep gorges and emerald-green rivers, the valley offers a striking glimpse into 

rural Japan. 

All about Mt. Tsurugi 
Iya-no-Kazurabashi (Suspension Bridge Made with Vines) 
Iya Onsen 
 

4. The Risk of “Easy Access” — Staying Safe in Japan’s 
Mountains 
 
Japan's mountains are often seen as easy to access thanks to well-maintained trails and 

convenient transport, but this image can lead hikers to underestimate the risks. The mountains 

in this issue — Mt. Chokai, the Northern Alps, and Mt. Tsurugi — are all serious trekking 

destinations and proper preparation is essential. 

https://nishi-awa.jp/english/mt-tsurugi/
https://miyoshi-tourism.jp/en/spot/46/
https://www.iyaonsen.co.jp/en/onsen/


 

First and foremost, appropriate clothing and equipment are a must. Above 2,000 meters, 

temperatures can drop below 10°C even in summer, and weather can change rapidly. Bring 

layered warm clothing, fully waterproof rain jacket and pants, proper hiking boots, a headlamp, 

ample water and snacks, and sufficient cash, since many mountain huts and remote areas do 

not accept credit cards. In autumn, early snowfall, icy trails, and shorter daylight also require 

extra caution. 

 

Careful planning is equally important. The hikes here involve long summit routes requiring good 

stamina and realistic timing. Choose routes suited to your ability, check weather forecasts and 

trail conditions in advance, and make sure to plan a schedule that allows you to descend before 

sunset (except for those staying in mountain huts). Check the latest volcano alert level and any 

bear warnings before heading out, and don’t hesitate to cancel or turn back if there are any 

changes in weather or your physical condition. 

 

Additional Mountain Safety Tips: Submitting a climbing plan is strongly recommended, and 

advance reservations are often required for mountain huts. Mobile reception is limited in some 

alpine areas at best, so downloading offline maps before entering mountain areas is 

recommended. Follow "Leave No Trace" principles — carry out trash, stay on marked trails, and 

protect fragile alpine plants. Travelers unfamiliar with hiking in Japan are encouraged to hire 

experienced guides, especially those offering English-language support. 

JNTO official Hiking & Trekking Guide 

Volcanic warning / forecast 

Japan Bear Incident Map 

Dangers on the Trail and Emergency Measures | HIKES IN JAPAN 

 

 
If you’d like to download photos and videos of Japan's tourist attractions, please visit the Japan Photo & 
Video Library Links 
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