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In the 8th century, when Japan’s imperial court ruled 
from Nara, a powerful government and military center 
emerged in the north. It was called Tagajo and would 
serve as the heart of  the Tohoku Region for roughly 300 
years. Today, I visit the ruins of  Tagajo Castle and its 
newly reconstructed South Gate, playing tourist on the 
“Journey Through a Thousand Years in a Single Day: 
Shiogama, Shichigahama, and Tagajo Tour,” designed 
by Tour Wave. On the way, I’ll explore Tagajo’s coastal 
neighbors, Shiogama and Shichigahama, for a full day 
experience with food, drink, culture, and a thousand 
years of  history.  

Shiogama Shrine: A Sacred Site Connected to 
Salt and the Sea

Our tour begins in the Shiogama, which these days is 
known for its bustling port and Japan’s largest haul of  
tuna. Long ago, however, Shiogama’s fortune flowed 
from another treasure: salt. How much salt was pro-
duced here over the centuries? It’s safe to say a lot, and 
much of  it was likely sent to Tagajo.

We ascend the long flight of  stone steps to Shiogama 
Shrine. This grand Shinto shrine, which predates 
written record, enshrines multiple deities, the main one 

being Shiotsuchi Oji no Kami, a god of  safe navigation and 
childbirth said to have taught the local people how to 
make salt from seawater long, long ago. This morning, 
the shrine is alive with color and excitement as families, 
dressed in their best, gather for the traditional event 
Shichigosan. With its 15 buildings designated as Important 
Cultural Properties and its cherry trees glowing red and 
gold in the autumn sun, Shiogama Shrine is as spiritual 
as it is breathtaking.

Urakasumi: A Sake Brewery with 300 Years of  
History

From Shiogama Shrine, we head to historic sake brewery 
Urakasumi, founded in 1724 and still run by the Saura 
family. Since I’ve lived in Sendai, I’ve come to know and 
love Urakasumi’s sake, which is always exquisite when 
paired with seafood, but it has been a few years since I’ve 
visited their Meiji period storefront. Okay, so it’s earlier 
than I’d usually go for a drink, but today I’m playing the 
tourist. I’ll indulge.

I meet the sake gallery manager Hiroya Sugawara, 
who introduces me to the varieties available for tasting 
today, served with a sake cup I can take home. I try the 
clear and balanced Kura no Hana Junmai Ginjo and 

Journey Through

塩竈・七ヶ浜・多賀城　千年一日の旅

a Thousand Years in a Single Day

1  Meet at the Anpanman statue at Sendai Station East Exit.   2  Climb the 202 stone steps of
Shiogama Shrine’s Omote-zaka.   3  Make a wish at Shiogama Shrine.   4  Visit Urakasumi, a sake 
brewery with 300 years of  history.   5  Enjoy a sake tasting: 3 types for 400 yen tax included.  
6  Get fresh Higashimono tuna from a specialty shop.   7  Create your own delicious sushi bowl.

the smooth and fruity-fragrant seasonal junmaisake both 
brewed from special Miyagi-grown rice developed 
exclusively for sake. Since I’m “on vacation,” I can’t 
resist his final suggestion: Urakasumi Umeshu, a light, 
tart, and slightly sweet plum wine made by extracting 
plum compounds with a sake base at low temperature. 
It’s delightful. 

Shiogama Fish Park: From Port to Plate

A good drink demands good food, and lucky for me the 
tour continues to Shiogama Port’s 4,950 square meter 
public market, Shiogama Fish Park. Celebrating its 60th 
anniversary this year, the market hums with energy. The 
colder months are a particularly good time to visit, as 
the mouthwatering wild-caught Sanriku Higashimono 
tuna, only available from September to December, is 
in season. I join the lunchtime rush, picking out slices 
of  sashimi and head to the market’s “DIY sushi bowl” 
counter to build my own sushi bowl with rice and miso 
soup. It does not get any fresher than this. 

Shichigahama: A Dynamic View of  Matsushima 
Bay

With lunch digested, we drive on to Shichigahama, a 

―Shiogama, Shichigahama, Tagajo
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Hiraizumi Town
Lacquerware Painting at Ochiya 
翁知屋（秀衡塗絵付け体験）

Hidehira-nuri originated with Fujiwara no Hidehira, the 
third generation of the Oshu Fujiwara clan. He invited 
master artisans from Kyoto to create vessels using 
lavish amounts of local lacquer and gold. At Ochiya, visi-
tors can touch the depth of this history by painting their 
own spoon or chopsticks.

Working with the material reveals its temperamental na-
ture. Lacquer is viscous, moving like thick honey. When 
my brush moves too fast, the lacquer master gently 
advises, “Slow down.” A rushed stroke leaves jagged 
marks, but a slow, deliberate pull allows the lacquer to 
“level” itself, settling into a smooth finish. As I carefully 
paint a maple leaf, I realize that this craft requires listen-
ing to the material rather than forcing it. Learning to wait 
for the lacquer to settle gave me a profound respect for 
the skill required to maintain this centuries-old art.

Inquiries / Contact Information
- Koromonoseki-1-7 Hiraizumi, 
  Nishiiwai District, Iwate 029-4102
   Tel: 0191-46-2306 （029-4102 
  岩手県西磐井郡平泉町平泉衣関1-7）
  Price: 4,000 yen (Traditional 
  Lacquer Painting Experience)

Tohoku. While deep winter brings the intimate warmth 
of kotatsu boats drifting through snow, today the gorge 
burns with the gilded hues of late autumn. The only 
sound is the soft splash of the pole. 

At the turnaround point, passengers toss undama—
clay stones stamped with “Luck” or “Love”—toward a 
hollow in the cliff. Whether they land or fall, the moment 
becomes a brief bond among strangers.

The ride back feels lighter, friendlier. The boatman jokes 
easily, and as boats glide past one another, passengers 
trade bright hellos in whatever language they carry. 
Then comes his “Geibikei Oiwake,” rising and falling 
against the canyon walls—a song that seems to gather 
the whole river into one shared hush. It is a communal 
warmth, shared with strangers and trailing ducks, sus-
pended on freezing waters.

Inquiries / Contact Information
- Geibikei Gorge (Geibi Tourist Center) 
  46-7, Higashiyama-cho Nagasaka, Ichinoseki, Iwate 029-0302 
  Tel: 0191-47-2341 （029-0302 岩手県一関市東山町長坂町46-7）
  ¥1,800 per person (round trip, 90 minutes)

Hiraizumi
Ichinoseki

Iwate
Prefecture

Miyagi
Prefecture

Morioka

Oshu
Hiraizumi

Ichinoseki

Sendai

Sendai Airport

Oshu City 
Zen Cuisine & Nirvana Painting
at Shoboji Temple
正法寺

Deep in the mountains, Shoboji rests beneath Japan’s 
largest thatched roof. Inside, the dim air feels still and 
cool—an ideal setting for Shojin Ryori (Zen cuisine).  
 
The meal is a meditation. Rooted in the tenets of the 
Soto school, it treats eating as a vital practice—one that 
eschews meat and fish to celebrate the pure, seasonal 
essence of every ingredient. It begins with a chant and 
three deliberate bites of rice, followed by dishes like 
Kissho Konbu, auspicious kelp fried into an intricate 
bellows shape that snaps softly between the teeth. Each 
action carries intention. Diners save a slice of pickled 
radish to wipe the bowl clean with tea—an elegant ges-
ture that wastes nothing, not even water.

This quiet mindfulness prepares you for the temple’s 
massive Nirvana painting. More than an artwork, it feels 
like a space you step into; standing before it, you sense 
the hush of the Buddha’s final moments extending out-
ward, as if time briefly widens. 

Inquiries / Contact Information
- Shoboji-129 Mizusawaku Kuroishicho, Oshu, Iwate 023-0101
  Tel: 0197-264-041 （023-0101 岩手県奥州市水沢黒石町字正法寺129 ）
  Price: 5,000 yen (Includes admission, Wajima lacquer chopsticks, 
  and limited-edition Shojin Ryori Goshuin)

Ichinoseki City
Geibikei Gorge Boat Ride
猊鼻渓舟下り

The Satetsu River slices through 50-meter limestone 
cliffs, forming the quiet grandeur of Geibikei Gorge. 
Flat-bottomed boats—once used to carry horses—
are still guided by a single pole, a technique unique in 

As late autumn burns into winter, southern Iwate reveals its deepest colors. 
The earthen warmth of a Zen meal, the gilded silence of a gorge, and the 
slow black stroke of a lacquer brush. Here, the cold does not mute the world; 
instead, it serves as a stark canvas, making the region’s nature and craft 
shine with their most vivid intensity.

Wonderful Winter Experiences
in Southern Iwate
A Day Trip to Authentic Tohoku
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1  Raising the bowl in a gesture of deep gratitude 
before the meal. 2  The overwhelming scale of 
Shoboji’s thatched roof.  3  The Shojin Ryori 
spread, featuring the traditional “Ichiju Sansai” 
(one soup, three sides) and seasonal dishes. 
4  Immersed in the massive 4m x 5m Nirvana 
painting. Open to the public for a limited time: 
December 10, 2025 – March 31, 2026
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Yikai Huang  黃 翊凱
Originally from Taiwan, is in his second 
year living in Sendai. He enjoys Jap-
anese literature, film, mountain hikes, 
and wandering with a film camera.

5  Autumn colors frame the Geibikei Gorge boat ride.  6  Enjoy a ride 
on a heated ‘kotatsu boat’ in winter.   7  Casting a “Luck Stone” 
(Undama) at the cliff face.  8  Learning the art of patience and listening 
to the master.  9  The signature gold patterns of Hidehira-nuri.   

2

3 4

Sendai Motions

6



seaside town whose name means “seven beaches.” The 
peninsula is popular with surfers and stand-up paddle-
boarders, but our goal is the “Dynamic View,” one the 
the four famous views of  Matsushima Bay, which is one 
of  the “Three Most Scenic Spots in Japan.” Standing 
atop the hill Tamonzan, I gaze out at the pine-clad 
islands scattered across the bay. A sightseeing boat glides 
through water below, leaving white waves like brush-
strokes. It’s easy to see why this very view graced a well-
known 1960s postcard.  

The Tohoku History Museum: Discovering 
Northern Japan’s Past

After a quick stop at the Shichigahama Tourist Com-
munity Center for some gift shopping, we head towards 
our last destination, Tagajo. Before arriving, we visit the 
Tohoku History Museum, which houses exhibits on the 
history and archeological discoveries of  Japan’s north-
eastern region from the Paleolithic Period to the Modern 
Age. Inside, large displays about the Tagajo Castle site 
make this the perfect place to study up in advance.

The museum café, &Sun, offers a comfortable place 
to rest, with wide windows overlooking trees and wa-
ter features. I order a coffee and their ancient rice ice 
cream, made from a rice variety cultivated right beside 
the castle ruins. It’s slightly nutty, subtly sweet, and gives 
me a nice boost of  energy for the tour’s final stop. 

Tagajo Castle Ruins: Traces of  a Powerful Out-
post in the North

The Tagajo Castle Ruins, one of  the Three Great 
Historic Sites of  Japan, was not actually a castle, but a 
government administrative and military center respon-
sible for the entire Tohoku region from the year 724. It 
endured and was rebuilt after enemy attacks, fires, and 
earthquakes over the course of  roughly 300 years, before 
falling into decline in the 11th century and fading to 
legend and poetry. Whether it even existed or not would 
remain a mystery for hundreds of  years more.

I meet Takao Funaki of  the Tagajo City Hall, my genial 
and knowledgeable guide, at the Tagajo Castle Ruins 
Information Center, which houses state-of-the-art digital 
exhibits with interactive 3D models that bring the lost 
grandeur of  the buildings that once stood here to life. 

Before I know it, I’m dressed in a Nara-period costume 
with long, draping sleeves and being led towards the 
South Gate. The cameraman snaps away gleefully as 
I pose, somewhat awkwardly, in front of  it. The South 
Gate itself  is a relatively new landmark, opened in April 
2025. The magnificent structure, which stands atop a 
hill, is an impressive 14.5 meters high, reconstructed 
with careful attention paid to historical detail. “Notice 
the earthen walls, as well,” Funaki says, pointing up-
ward. “They don’t slope straight down. There’s a subtle 
wave to them, a characteristic which reflects research 
findings on the terrain when the gate was originally 
built.” The earthen walls on either side of  the gate, he 
tells me, were built layer by layer, as they would have 
been in the 8th century. 

On the other side of  the gate lies one of  Tohoku’s most 
important historical artefacts: the Tagajo Stele, a stone 
monument with inscriptions detailing the founding of  
Tagajo Castle and listing its distance to the capital, Hei-
jo-kyo, and other provinces. When the stele was discov-
ered in the mid-1600s, buried underground, it caused a 
sensation and aroused suspicions. How had its inscrip-
tions remained legible after hundreds of  years? Had it 
been forged, as some claimed, by Sendai’s samurai clan, 
the Dates, eager to glorify the north? The controversy 
raged well into the Meiji era (1868-1912). Only in the 
1960s did excavation of  the Tagajo Castle Ruins con-
firm its authenticity.

Funaki suggests a simple explanation for the stone’s 
pristine condition. Perhaps it had fallen face down, pro-
tecting it from centuries of  wind and rain. Whatever the 
case, its preservation is miraculous, and without it, the 
ruins of  Tagajo Castle may have been lost forever.

Next, I am led to the ruins of  the Former Government 
Headquarters. Its earthen walls and wooden beams are 
long gone, but the stone foundations remain. Funaki 
points toward the distant south, “That way was the capi-
tal, Heijo-kyo, Nara today.” Around the ruins are open 
lawns and cherry trees that will draw crowds of  revel-
lers for cherry blossom viewing come spring. Beneath 
the picturesque landscape, Funaki tells me, is a layered 
past: joyous festivals, solemn ceremonies, and even the 
grim punishments of  captured Emishi warriors. Like all 
places, Tagajo’s history is complex.

As the sun begins to set, the South Gate glows under 
spotlights. In the distance, the lights of  Sendai sparkle. “It 
makes you wonder how dark the nights were back then,” 
my guide muses.

 “Or how bright Tagajo must have shone,” I reply, 
thinking back on Shiogama and Shichigahama, and 
how their fortunes were entwined with Tagajo’s. 

Standing between the past and the present, I remember 
the poet Basho’s reflections on the Tagajo Stele, which 
he visited and recorded in his travel memoir, The Narrow 
Road to the Deep North. Even as time passes and 
landscapes change, through monuments like these, we 
can glimpse the hearts of  those who lived long ago.
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8  Enjoy the stunning view of  Matsushima from Tamonzan(hill) in Shichigahama.   
9  Learn about Tagajo’s history at the Tohoku History Museum.   10  Try ancient rice 
ice cream (380 yen).   11  Visit the South Gate, reconstructed and opened to the public 
in 2025.   12  See the National Treasure, the Tagajo Stele.   13  Dress in Nara period 
clothing for a commemorative photo.
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Hayley Gauvin
Hailing from Vancouver, 
Canada, Hayley Gauvin has lived 
in Sendai since 2017. She works in 
translation and international projects. 
She also produces a variety of  media 
content about Japan’s people, places, 
and traditions for a foreign audience, 
with an emphasis on the Tohoku 
region.

Inquiries:
Tour Wave Sendai Office
Tel. 022-212-1919
(Mon–Fri, 10:00–19:00 / Weekday only)

Journey Through 
a Thousand Years in a Single Day
Please note: The actual tour route will proceed in the order of  
Tagajo → Shiogama → Shichigahama.
9:00 — Meet at the Anpanman Statue, Sendai Station East Exit
9:30 –10:20 — Tohoku History Museum
10:25 –11:30 — Tagajo South Gate & National Treasure: Tagajo Stele
11:50 –12:50 — Shiogama Wholesale Fish Market
13:00 –14:40 — Shiogama Shrine & Saura Brewery (Urakasumi)
15:00 –15:30 — Shichigahama Tourism Center
15:40 –16:20 — Tamonzan Overlook Park
17:00 — Tour ends at Sendai Station East Exit

Tour Schedule

Tour Price:
¥29,800 per person (tentative price, minimum 2 participants)
All participants will receive a complimentary gift featuring local 
specialties from Tagajo City, Shiogama City, and Shichigahama 
Town.

Rows of  golden zelkova trees dazzlingly adorn the 
holiday season.
A hallmark of  winter in Sendai, where the zelkova trees 
along Jozenji-dori Avenue glow with warm light. Celebrating 
a milestone 40th year, the theme is “40th Anniversary: Re,” 
featuring approximately 480,000 LED bulbs illuminating 
127 trees. A lighting ceremony will be held on the opening 
day, Friday, December 5th, from 17:40 to 18:00. Throughout 
the event period, photo spots, art objects, and related events 
are planned to bring a festive sparkle to Sendai’s winter.

2025 SENDAI Pageant of  Starlight
Sendai City

PHOTO:SENDAI ILLUMINATION PAGEANT OF STARLIGHT

Basic Information 
Dates: Dec. 5 (Fri) – Dec. 28 (Sun), 2025 
Hours: 19:00–22:00 (Fri/Sat: 18:00–22:00; Sun: 18:00–21:00) 
*Special Hours: Dec. 24 (Wed) & Dec. 25 (Thu): 18:00–22:00 
Fee: Free viewing 
Venue: Jozenji-dori Avenue (From in front of  Sendai Mitsukoshi 
to Jozenji Garden Hills) 
Address: 2 Kokubuncho, Aoba-ku, Sendai City  Parking: None 
Access: 1-minute walk from Kotodai-koen Station (Subway 
Namboku Line) Inquiries: SENDAI Pageant of  Starlight
Executive Committee 
Tel: 022-261-6515   Website: Available 
SNS: Facebook, Instagram, X (Twitter) available

A romantic space shimmering like scattered
 jewels is the perfect photo spot. 
Marking its 18th year, the illumination at “Sendai Trust 
City” transforms the venue into a romantic scene with 
approximately 46,000 lights. Since 2023, the event has 
utilized renewable energy. On the opening day, Friday, 
November 28th, a lighting ceremony will feature 
a countdown live performance and a candle night,
inviting everyone to share the moment the lights
turn on.

Winter Illumination 2025-2026
Sendai City

Basic Information 
Dates: Nov. 28 (Fri), 2025 – Feb. 28 (Sat), 2026 
Hours: 17:00–24:00 
Fee: Free Venue: Sendai Trust City 
Address: 1-9-1 Ichibancho, Aoba-ku, Sendai City 
Parking: None 
Access: 6-minute walk from Sendai Station 
(Subway Namboku Line) 
Inquiries: Mori Trust Co., Ltd. Sendai Branch 
Tel: 022-211-9121   Website: Available 
SNS: Instagram available (No Facebook or X)

A romantic “Sanctuary for Lovers” where a world 
of  light reflects upon the water.
160,000 lights in seven colors illuminate a garden modeled 
after Matsushima Bay. The scenery reflected in the water ba-
sin is fantastic, and the lighting design—which has won nu-
merous awards including the Lighting Promotion Award—
makes for spectacular photos. The “Lighting Ceremony,” 
where champagne gold and seven colors light up alternately, 
is a must-see. Furthermore, the moment the lights switch all 
at once after a blackout is breathtaking. Warm drinks and 
meals are available at the onsite restaurant.

Matsushima Harbor Light 2026 
Matsushima Town

Basic Information 
Dates: Nov. 29 (Sat), 2025 – Mar. 1 (Sun), 2026 
Hours: 16:30–21:00 
Fee: Adults 1,300 yen, Ages 4–Elementary School 650 yen, 
Preschoolers Free Venue: Miyagi Prefecture Matsushima Rikyu 
Address: 18 Namiuchihama, Matsushima, Matsushima-machi, 
Miyagi-gun Parking: None 
Access: 1-minute walk from JR Matsushima-Kaigan Station; 5 
minutes by car from Sanriku Expressway Matsushima-Kaigan IC 
Inquiries: Miyagi Prefecture Matsushima Rikyu 
Tel: 050-1808-0367   Website: Available 
SNS: Facebook, Instagram, X (Twitter) available

Winter IlluminationsWinter Illuminations

Sendai’s Akiu Onsen is counted as one of 
Japan’s Three Great Hot Springs. For your 
meals, you can choose from a traditional 
Japanese set-menu style or a buffet style 
where you can freely enjoy what you like. 
Enjoy your time at Sendai Akiu Hot Spring 
HOTEL SAKAN, which has been healing 
people since ancient times.

Sakan

Immerse yourself in the Japanese winter, 
wrapped in steam and swirling snow.

Address: Yakushi 28, Yumoto, Akiu-machi, 
Taihaku-ku, Sendai, Miyagi
Phone: 022-398-2233

Sendai Akiu Hot Spring HOTEL SAKAN

Buffet dinnerOutdoor bath (snow-viewing bath)

Sakan



Sendai
local
bites

Set out on a journey of flavor with 
Sendai Local Bites. Each edition 
invites readers to join Sendai-based 
foreigners and local food specialists
in uncovering hidden eateries, 
signature dishes, and inventive new 
menus.

Izakaya Chie at Iroha Yokocho

A Famous Duo: 
The Soothing Owner and 
the Energetic “Mama”

From inside the shop, where lively 
laughter echoes, a voice calls out, “There 
is a seat open.” The owner of the voice 
is the proprietor, Yoshio-san. Upon 
stepping inside, you find customers of all 
ages, genders, and nationalities drinking 
happily side by side. The interior 
consists only of counter seats. Recently, 
the number of solo female customers 
has been increasing, women saying they 
can “drink with peace of mind.”
Izakaya Chie has a long history; around 
1995, it shifted to a two-person opera-
tion with the current “Mama,” Eika-san, 
marking its third generation. The menu 
consists solely of the “Choi-nomi Set” 
(Quick Drink Set): five dishes cooked by 
Eika-san—who hails from Beijing, 
China—plus one drink for a flat 1,000 
yen. From the second drink onwards, it 
is 500 yen per cup, making for a tru-
ly transparent bill. The dishes feature 
exquisite seasoning that takes a bit 
of extra effort and makes the alcohol 
go down smoothly. She appropriately 
adjusts the portion sizes based on your 

facial expressions and the pace of your 
chopsticks.
Whether you are shy or visiting for the 
first time, you can join the conversation 
here. Between Eika-san—who is 
sometimes kind and sometimes biting 
and strict, yet full of love—and 
the interactions with Yoshio-san and the 
customers, you will find yourself laughing, 
nodding, and becoming a big fan of this 
shop in no time.

Address: 2-3-30 Ichibancho, Aoba Ward, 
Sendai 
Phone: 090-2980-8553 
Opening Hours: 17:00–23:00 
Closed on Sundays    Parking: None 

Kaoru Kobayashi  小林薫
The editor-in-chief of Sendai Kappo, 
a publication that digs deep into 
the gourmet food, history, art, and 
culture of Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, 

and the Tohoku region. Kobayashi loves eating out, 
bar hopping, and hot springs. Whether it is a new 
shop or a long-established one, if she is curious 
about a place, she enjoys entering alone. A member 
of the Japan Tejaku (Pouring for Oneself) Association.

Shop Information
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The official name of  Zuiganji 
Temple is “Shoto Seiryuzan 

Zuiganempukuzenji (松島青龍山瑞巌円福禅寺 )”. This is a Zen temple of  
the Myoshinji school of  the Rinzai sect. It is said that it began at Em-
pukuji Temple(延福寺 ), the Tendai sect temple founded by “Jikaku Dai-
shi Ennin(慈覚大師円仁 )” in 828. The current building was completed 
by “Date Masamune (伊達政宗 )” in 1609 after fi ve years of  construction.

Zuiganji Temple

Categories Individuals Groups of  30+
(Per person)

Groups of  100+
(Per person)

Adults (Including high school and 
college students) JPY700 JPY650 JPY600

Children (Elementary and junior high 
school students) JPY400 JPY350 JPY300

〒 981-0213 91 Matsushima Aza chonai Matsushima-machi. Miyagi Pref.  Tel: 022-354-2023

Admission fee

Visit time
Month Gate Opening Last reception Gate Closing

From April to September 08:30 am 04:30 pm 05:00 pm
October/March 08:30 am 04:00 pm 04:30 pm

November/February 08:30 am 03:30 pm 04:00 pm
December/January 08:30 am 03:00 pm 03:30 pm

National
Treasure

The Sendai International Half Marathon is one of the most popular 
and competitive running events in the Tohoku region. 
Over 10,000 runners from around the world gather to compete in 
half-marathon races that traverse Sendai City.

SENDAI INTERNATIONAL
HALF MARATHON 2026

Race Date | May 10, 2026 

Entry period | December 1, 2025 – January 6, 2026

Participation Fee | 8,000 JPY + fee


