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From Castles to Culture

Nicholas Till
Faculty of Education / Exchange Student / Australia

When I arrived in Japan, there was one thing that sat at the very top of my to do
list. I wanted to see a Japanese castle. Before Buddhist temples and Shinto
Shrines, before going to the big cities of Tokyo and Osaka I had heard so much
about, the first item on my sightseeing agenda was a trip to a castle. I hopped
on a bike as soon as I could and dragged a new friend on a 40-minute bike ride to

Wakayama Castle

I don’ t know exactly what my expectations were, | had only ever seen photos taken
from a distance. Seeing the beautiful yet imposing buildings looming over Japanese
cities. When I learned that Wakayama had a castle, I was ecstatic, and even more

so when I discovered it was within cycling distance

As we cycled eventually Wakayama castle became visible, a traditional looking
Japanese castle barely visible between the crowded high-rises of Wakayama city
I began to wonder how the castle would look up close, if it was really going to
be as special a view as I had seen in photos, or whether it would be a so
surrounded by the typical noises sights and sounds of a massive city that the
aesthetic of the castle would be ruined. If at least the cityscape did not ruin

the aesthetic of the castle too much then I would be happy.

An oasis of quiet nature nestled in the middle of (what is to me) a massive city
was certainly not what I had expected. As we entered the Wakayama castle grounds
the sights and sounds of the city faded and it felt like we were transported back
in time. Surrounded by nothing but ancient stone walls and towering trees it was

difficult to believe that we were right in the center of such a massive city

This feeling was only to be repeated, as although the castle grounds were already
impressive enough, actually entering the castle was something else entirely
Before coming to Japan, I had never seen Sakura before, and nothing prepared me

for the view that guarded the entry to the castle itself

I find that when I go to most sightseeing spots, my initial interest and
fascination quickly fades as I see everything there is to see, and just want to

move on to the next place. With Wakayama castle, I did not want to leave until we
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had been there for hours, and evening had already come.

But this experience was not all, as when I subsequently returned to the castle
with a local friend acting as a guide, I discovered that there were many areas of
the castle grounds that I had not even seen on my first visit. My guide, a friend
I had met through the Wakayama university photography club turned out to be a
real-life Ninja (part time) and had offered to show me around the castle again.
This time I saw the Hydrangea garden, along with various other parts of the castle

I had yet to visit.

This is an experience that has been repeated almost everywhere I have travelled
in Wakayama up to this point. Kimiidera, Negoroji, Wakaura, wherever I travel I
am struck by the beauty of these places. A beauty that captures you and threatens

to prevent you from ever wanting to leave

More than this, I feel that everywhere I go, the History and culture of Wakayama
is something that is lovingly preserved and clearly visible for everyone to see
and enjoy. Being able to participate in festivals, rather than just watch on as
an onlooker has contributed greatly to feeling a sense of closeness to Wakayama’ s

people and culture.

Rather than feeling like something locked away in museums or in vaults, Wakayama’ s
culture feels vibrant and alive, and if you pay attention, you will notice it

anywhere and everywhere.

As 1 spend time here, I continuously come into contact with Wakayama’ s culture
by meeting the people who make that culture what it is. As I travel to the places
where that culture is most visible and participate in festivals where that culture

is exalted and celebrated. I feel more and more that I am lucky to be here



