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Exploring Japan’s Spiritual Traditions
through Adventure Travel

A cedar-lined pass through Togakushi’s forest leads to the Upper Shrine. ©field-design

Adventure travel is growing worldwide as more
travelers seek active, immersive journeys. Japan is
quickly emerging as a prime destination for this
market, offering rare access to both rich nature
and deep-rooted living traditions.

This issue explores guided itineraries across
Nagano and neighboring prefectures in the
Japanese Alps. In this mountainous region,
nature-centered spiritual traditions—including
mountain asceticism (shugendo)—remain part of
everyday life. Guided by Orihara Naohiro, a
former Ministry of the Environment specialist in
national park sustainability, travelers experience




these spiritual traditions firsthand: walking cedar-lined paths to remote shrines at dawn,
trekking ancient ascetic pilgrimage trails, or learning “enbu” —a ceremonial martial movement
and prayer passed down through generations.

As defined by the Adventure Travel Trade Association (ATTA), adventure travel requires trips to
contain at least two of three core elements: physical activity, immersion in nature, and cultural
exchange. Because these travelers stay longer, spend more locally, and favor remote regions
over busy urban centers like Tokyo or Kyoto, they can contribute directly to rural economies
while encouraging environmental conservation.

To prepare the country for international adventure travelers, the Japan National Tourism
Organization (JNTO) has partnered with the ATTA to host global events—including
AdventureWEEK in Okinawa (2024), Tohoku (2025) and San’in-Setouchi (2026)—alongside a
national networking and training program for domestic adventure travel professionals held last
year, in which Orihara took part as a lecturer. The itineraries featured here reflect that
nationwide push toward culturally grounded travel.
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1. Togakushi, Nagano: Feeling the Spiritual Culture with Your
Own Senses

Kagami Pond reflecting the Togakushi mountain range on its mirror-like surface © Togakushi Co., Ltd.
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Located in northern Nagano Prefecture, Togakushi is a historic mountain sanctuary where
ancient forest landscapes and sacred traditions remain deeply intertwined. Set at the foot of the
Togakushi mountain range, the area is renowned for its pristine natural springs—traditionally
revered as the domain of Kuzuryu, a nine-headed water dragon deity central to local Shinto
worship. Mt. Togakushi has been regarded as a place of mountain worship since ancient times,
becoming a training ground for ascetics during the late Heian period. Following the arrival of
Buddhism roughly 1,300 years ago, the region developed a unique blend of Shinto and Buddhist
practices until a nationwide division of the two faiths roughly 150 years ago returned the sites
exclusively to Shinto care.

A guided tour, “Soaked in History, Exuding Culture, Togakushi,” takes participants on a three-
day journey through the mysteries of this land, located within the Myoko-Togakushi Renzan
National Park. Tour participants are encouraged to feel its spiritual culture with their own senses
as they visit all five shrines—each dedicated to various deities—that make up the Togakushi
Shrine complex nestled in the forests, following an introductory tour of Zenkoji Temple, the holy
place emblematic of Nagano with 1,400 years of history.

Tour participants ride e-bikes up to the summit of a nearby ski area (left);
The highlight of the tour is a visit to Okusha (Upper Shrine) of Togakushi Shrine (right). © Togakushi Co., Ltd.

Between temple and shrine visits, the itinerary incorporates outdoor activities that highlight the
changing alpine seasons. Travelers ride e-bikes along forest trails to a mountain viewpoint for
an open-air lunch facing the cliffs of Mt. Togakushi, followed by a hands-on soba (buckwheat
noodle) making workshop led by local artisans. Dinners feature regional ingredients tied to the
local ecosystem, including mountain vegetables (sansai), wild herbs, and local game meat.

The highlight of the tour is a visit on the final day to the Okusha (Upper Shrine), the innermost
sanctuary of the complex. Walking beneath 400-year-old cedar trees in the early morning quiet,
travelers experience the serene, reverent atmosphere of the sacred forest.

Adjacent to the Upper Shrine stands the Kuzuryu Shrine, dedicated to the water dragon deity.
From here, the route continues past running mountain streams to Kagami-ike (Mirror Pond).
Along the trail, the guide explains regional forest and watershed conservation efforts, offering
travelers a direct look at how local communities actively protect the fragile alpine environment
that has sustained Togakushi for centuries.

Soaked in History, Exuding Culture, Togakushi
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2. Myoko, Niigata: The Legacy of the Mountain Monks

A ceremonial “Botsukai” enbu performance at Sekiyama Shrine in Myoko, Niigata Prefecture ©Heritage in Motion

Just across the prefectural border from Nagano in Niigata Prefecture, Myoko shares the same
rugged terrain of Myoko-Togakushi Renzan National Park. Located about 2.5 hours from Tokyo
by Shinkansen and car, the area is widely known for world-class winter snowfall, but its cultural
roots run just as deep through centuries of mountain worship.

Historically, Mt. Myoko was a major center for Shugendo, a tradition of mountain asceticism
practiced by mountain monks (yamabushi) that blends Shinto, Buddhist, and other nature-
worship practices. When the monks gradually disappeared from the area roughly 300 years
ago—presumably due to the Tokugawa Shogunate’s tightened control of mountain asceticism
in order to establish a modern government system—Ilocal villagers chose to carry on the sacred
rituals and festivals themselves. Because these residents maintained the prayers while
continuing their everyday farming and village lives—rather than undergoing monastic
seclusion—they became known as Kari-Yamabushi (lay mountain practitioners), a rare cultural
survival found in very few places in Japan today.
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Tour participants perform the enbu movement (left); Villagers in the area at the foot of Mt. Myoko (right)
practiced the ritual movement for generations. © Heritage in Motion



The three-day guided itinerary, "Movement Arts Myoko," offers travelers an experiential entry
into this living heritage. Participants learn the fundamentals of enbu—the ceremonial
movement art practiced by the lay ascetics—explore historic pilgrimage trails once walked by
the monks, and meet with local custodians of the Kari-Yamabushi tradition to learn how these
rituals remain part of daily community life. The itinerary also includes Hozoin Gozen, a multi-
course meal with 300-year-old culinary roots, which used to be served by the temple to visitors
and villagers and was recently revived by local residents.

For the Kari-Yamabushi, prayer is expressed through physical discipline and choreography rather
than recited text. One central practice is Botsukai, a ceremonial baton movement performed
during the Fire Festival, an annual traditional rite at Sekiyama Shrine, and preserved by local
families for more than three centuries.

Working directly with lineage holders, travelers explore the philosophy and history behind each
movement, learning how physical posture and devotional intent connect. After practice sessions,
participants put on traditional attire and use the ceremonial implements to perform a complete
enbu sequence, bringing the movements to life.

Movement Arts Myoko

3. From Tokyo to Kamikochi: Exploring Multiple Layers of
Japanese Faith

A new comprehensive multi-day journey connects two premier national parks in central Japan—
Myoko-Togakushi Renzan National Park and Chubusangaku National Park—traveling all the way
from central Tokyo to the alpine valley of Kamikochi. The long-distance route traces the
historical and spiritual evolution of Japan across shifting landscapes.

A small shrlne sits on a pier over the Myo;ln Pond in Kamikochi (left) ©Sankayou Co Ltd.; the Konponchudo main
hall of Kaneiji Temple in Ueno, Tokyo (right), photo by Lance Henderstein/Courtesy of Sankayou Co., Ltd.

The journey begins in Tokyo’s Ueno district at Kaneiji Temple, illustrating how the Tokugawa
shogunate laid out the capital at the start of the Edo period (1603—1867) using a mix of Buddhist
protection, Confucian principles, Onmyodo (traditional Japanese geomancy and cosmology),
and other faiths.


https://movementarts.jp/en/

From Tokyo, travelers ride the Shinkansen to Nagano to explore Zenkoji Temple and Togakushi
Shrine—historic pilgrimage centers around which local communities coalesced—offering a vivid
contrast to the urban planning of feudal Edo.

The route then continues through Matsumoto into the high alpine sanctuary of Kamikochi—a
subject of mountain worship since ancient times—in the Northern Japan Alps. “As we travel
deeper into the mountains, monumental temples and shrines give way to nature itself—where
mountains, forests, and river currents are the sacred presence,” explains Orihara Naohiro, the
former Ministry of the Environment specialist in national park sustainability. The progression
illustrates Japan’s deep animistic traditions, shifting the traveler's perspective, as Orihara notes,
“from the visible to the invisible.”

The itinerary was developed by Orihara in collaboration with Sankayou, a Nagano-based
destination management company (DMC) founded by Kasai Daisuke, his co-founder at CAN
(National Park Create And Nurture Institute). The tour is now available on a tailor-made basis,
with reservations being taken for the 2027 season (Kamikochi is closed for the winter).
Sankayou Co., Ltd.

From Sights to Insights: A Guide’s Vision for Deeper Travel in
Japan

The adventure itineraries developed and led by
Orihara Naohiro in rural Japan are designed to help
international travelers understand the cultural and
philosophical underpinnings behind everyday
Japanese customs.

“Overseas visitors often encounter traditions or daily
habits that seem puzzling at first,” says Orihara.
“Many of these practices stem from ancient animism,
localized beliefs, or a reverence for the natural
world—values that Japanese people practice
instinctively without necessarily analyzing them.” His
tours aim to take visitors beyond surface-level sights
to experience the intangible values shaping Japanese daily life.

“Take something as simple as saying ‘Itadakimasu’ before a meal,” notes Orihara, who guided in
the Canadian Rockies and Yellowknife before returning to work in Japan’s nature and tourism
sector. “When travelers uncover the cultural meaning behind these everyday gestures, they
connect with Japan on a much deeper level than scenery or cuisine alone can offer.”

Now representative director of CAN, an association dedicated to sustainable national park travel,
Orihara designs itineraries that gently challenge visitors' perspectives. “We aim to add a touch
of curiosity to the journey—introducing ideas that encourage travelers to look closer and see
familiar sights through a fresh lens.”

Drawing on his background with the Ministry of the Environment, where he worked on "nature-
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positive tourism" initiatives balancing park access with ecological preservation, Orihara also
hopes travel prompts visitors to reflect on the core purpose of conservation.

“We shouldn’t protect nature simply because it is rare or untouched,” Orihara says. “True
conservation happens when people understand a landscape, form an emotional connection to
it, and genuinely care about its future. When you understand the relationship between a local
ecosystem and the community’s heritage—their festivals, foodways, and traditional crafts—
protecting that environment becomes personal. Just as with family or loved ones, the better you
know something, the more naturally you want to safeguard it.”

CAN: National Park Create And Nurture Institute (in Japanese)

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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