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big in Japan

Clockwise from below
left: Snowed under in
Japan; some Japanese
signposting; Yasu
prepares lunch –
Nippon-style; our
Japanese snowmobile;
Sam Baldwin enjoys a
typical view across
Japan's mountains

SNOWBOARDING, SUMO AND SUSHI –
A SEASON IN JAPAN, BY SAM BALDWIN

t

he storm has been burying Japan
for eight days straight and is the
worst to hit the nation in 25 years.
As I struggle through the dense sheets
of falling snow, trying to reach my now
submerged car, I wish I’d brought my
goggles with me. The sky is the same
colour as the ground; a featureless,
endless, ominous snow white, and the
air is so full of flakes, I can’t help
breathing snow.

Quittin’ the Day Job
For a snow lover like me, this is a white
dream come true. Two years ago, I was
back in England working as a breast
cancer research technician. The job was
ok, but I knew my destiny lay outside of
a laboratory. I just never could seem to
quash the day dream of a fresh adventure, a new challenge and the chance to
explore the white peaks of the planet.
Enter Japan. Having heard amazing
tales of a crazy culture, warm hearted
people and insane powder, my girlfriend
and I decided we just had to see it for
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ourselves. So, we quit our jobs, said our
farewells and headed to the rural prefecture of Fukui in West Japan to work
as English teachers and embark on a
brand new adventure together.

Snow Country
Though Japan is not a country typically
associated with snow, (or yuki as it is
known in Japanese), the Japanese
archipelago receives huge volumes every
year. Indeed, last winter started early,
with unusually heavy and prolonged periods of snow fall, not seen in the country
since 1981, delaying planes and derailing

trains but putting a big smile on the
faces of snowboarders across the nation.
As a small country which is about
80% mountainous, wherever you are in
Japan, there is bound to be a piste
within range. Making the most of their
geography, the Japanese have carved
out slopes all over the place, from the
sub-tropical island of Kyushu in the south,
to sub-arctic Hokkaido in the north.
Since the ski boom of the 80s, where
almost anywhere with a hill would open a
ski resort, many of the smaller areas have
now closed their doors, but there are
still around 500 different places to ride.

The Powder Day
Of all my many snowboarding experiences in Japan, one snow stormy
January day will forever be etched in my
memory bank. It was a solo mission; my
normal posse had been unable to make
it, but they say there are no friends on
a powder day so I decided to go it alone.
Arriving at the small ski area called
Shiramine, part of the Hakusan range, I
pulled into the car park, surprised to
see just 30 other vehicles. It seemed
the snow storm had persuaded most
people to stay at home.
I bought a day ticket and walked
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And so it continued – endless lines
in bottomless snow – until the incident.
Riding fast under the lifts, buzzing from
the shouts of “sugoi!” (sweet!), I hit a
submerged tree trunk, which took me
straight out, and left me lying on my
back, gasping in pain. After a few minutes, I assessed the damage – fortunately no breaks, just some bruises,
and the decision to call it a day.

Hanging with the Locals

Deep 'yuki' abounds
straight on to the lift. The place was
ridiculously empty despite it being a
Saturday. Japan is one of the most
densely populated countries on the
planet, but I rarely see evidence of it.
Goggled, gloved and hooded, barely a
square inch of skin was exposed as I
surveyed the terrain from the lift. All I
could hear was the soothing sound of
snowflakes falling on my hood, like rain
on a tent. I watched two figures
emerge from the whiteness, sweeping
past in the thigh deep crystals, snow
streaming from their bodies like a jet’s
vapour trail, before they disappeared
back into the mist. It was going to be a
good day.
At the top of the lift, it was snowing so heavily that it took me a while to
get my bearings. Despite visiting this
ski area several times last season, the
stormy conditions were disorientating. I
eventually realised my position, and
headed for a run I’d remembered being
pretty sweet last year.
And how sweet it was! The snow
was so light and powdery, every turn
was a rooster tail. Heading for the side
of the run, I forgot to lean back on my
board. The nose dug in and catapulted
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“JAPAN IS ONE
OF THE MOST
DENSELY-POPULATED
COUNTRTIES ON THE
PLANET, BUT I RARELY
SEE EVIDENCE OF IT.”
me into bottomless yuki. I lay there
laughing for a while, trying to dig myself
out and get back to the shallower snow
of the piste but my efforts were futile.
The snow was too deep. I had to detach
from my plank and swim through the
pow to make it back to safety.
As the day went on, my confidence
grew and with it my speed. I began taking on drops, dipping into the trunks,
slashing snow banks and plumping powder pillows, leaving a tracer of fine
flakes spurting from my exhaust.
Sometimes I’d fall, leading to temporary imprisonment in the deep drifts.
Other times I’d launch from a pillow and
explode into the powder below, my
board a bomb, then ride away with a
racing heart and a big smile on my face.
Several short breaks in the slope
side restaurants saw me through the
day. Recharging on hot chocolate, yakisoba (fried noodles) and curry
dumplings, I was able to enjoy the
Champagne conditions all day long.

That was a season of powder days, but
as the winter drew to a close in late
March, I decided I wanted to explore
the local backcountry terrain. I was
lucky enough to find Yasu, a 47 year old
Ono local, who not only knew all the
local mountains like good friends, but
was also a cheerful, friendly character
and the owner of bar Yumeya, the best
bar in Fukui, and quite possibly all of
Japan!
Owning a bar gave Yasu the freedom
to climb and ski mountains, sometimes
for days at a time, whenever the desire
presented itself. Often, we would turn
up at his bar ready for a night of drunken revelry, only to find the lights off and
the door locked; Yasu was out climbing
mountains again!
Our friendship quickly blossomed
during the long winter nights through a
mutual love of mountains, snow and
music, over cups of sake, and his
famous home smoked cheese. Though
his English and my stumbling Japanese
often made communication basic at
times, we laughed and joked as Yasu led
us deep into the backcountry of the
Okuetsu Mountains. With Yasu as a
guide, we got to know all the local
hotspots, hiking up densely-packed tree
slopes, riding down steep snowy
chutes, and eating his favourite delicacy, ton chan (pig intestines) which he
would always cook up on his camp stove
in celebration of reaching a peak, and
wash down with a can of Asahi, the
national brew.

It was through meeting so many
amazing people like Yasu, that I was
inspired to set up SnowSphere
Magazine, an online publication combining travel with snow sports and publishing stories about little known snow destinations and unusual ski experiences.

The Truth is Out There
With its renowned powder, fascinating
culture and bizarre yet delicious food,
Japan is becoming ever more popular as
a destination for western snowboarders. Although Japan’s mountains are
quite small in comparison to the Alps or
Rockies, with the highest peak Mount
Fuji being only 3776m tall, the sheer
volume of snow that Japan receives
more than makes up for the lack of vertical drop.
Many people still have the misconception that Japan is an expensive and
crowded country. While a trip here is

obviously going to cost more than a
jaunt to Andorra, the general cost of
living is on par with the UK, with many
things being considerably cheaper.
Petrol for instance is about two thirds
of the price in the UK, a pack of twenty
ciggies will set you back just £1.50 and
eating out is generally a bargain.
Accommodation and lift passes are in
line with European prices, but the cost
of public transport will sting. However –
saying that, you get what you pay for; a
highly efficient, bang-on time network,
and it’s worth riding Japan’s bullet train
– the world’s fastest – for the experience alone.
Whilst Japan does have a population
density higher than that of Europe, this
doesn’t mean that the slopes are
crowded. In fact, the Japanese tendency to work insanely long hours (e.g. 12
hour days, 6 days a week) mean that
apart from Sundays, resorts are often

very quiet, and I’ve personally experienced times when the punters have
been outnumbered by the lifties.
So, if you want to avoid the
European fur coat brigade, you don’t
fancy “having a nice day” in North
America, and you want deep powder
with a fresh cultural experience, bite
the bullet train and head to sushi land.
With crazy amounts of yuki, the choice
of over 500 different resorts and the
chance to buy your beer from a vending
machine, it’s just gotta be the land of
the rising sun next season.
Sam spent two years living in Japan, and is the
editor of www.SnowSphere.com the travel
magazine for skiers and
snowboarders that
features off the
beaten piste
locations, from
India to Iceland.

