
Tohoku’s Winter Wonderland plus Tokyo 2023 Tour 

 

February 9th -18th, 2023   non-stop via  
Cancel for any reason up to 90 days prior-FULL REFUND! 

8nights/10days from: $3,850 triple; $3,895 double; $4395 single 

Low deposit- $75 per person- Reserve by August 1st – Save $100 per person 
What comes to mind upon hearing the word "Tohoku"? 

New kinds of scenery or gourmet? Festivals? Adventures? 
Enjoy wintertime in Tohoku, where there’s dozens of charming experiences that can only be had here. 

Tohoku is just a ride away from Tokyo on the shinkansen. In winter, this region offers a wonderland of ski 
slopes, steaming hot springs, award-winning sake breweries and snowy townscapes that recall the Japan of 
yesteryear. Come, experience Tohoku’s warm welcome on the Winter Wonderland Tour. We have combined 
the best of two worlds, an off the beaten track experience along with Japan’s capital city, Tokyo! 

On tour, we have included four festivals, Hirosake Castle Snow Lantern Festival, Odate Amekkoichi (Candy 
Festival), Namahage Festival, and Yokote Kamakua Festival. Ah, but just the beginning, we have included 
two bullet train rides, 3 hands-on experiences, Kokeshi painting, senbei baking, and kamaboko making, a 
ropeway ride, a bay cruise in Matsushima, sake brewery tasting and soooo much more! 

Our last two nights are in Tokyo, where Tokyoites are fond to say, “to be tired of Tokyo is to be tired of life.” 
Here, we have included Ameyoko Shopping Street, Tsukiji Outer Market, and Yushima Tenjin for plum 
flower viewing. There is even a complete free day to sightsee on your own or catch up on omiyage shopping.   

Itinerary/Details 

Day 1 – February 9th, 2023, Thursday – Depart from Honolulu 

Hawaiian Airlines #863 Departs Honolulu 12:20 pm – Arrive Haneda 5:10 pm + 1 

Check in for international flights begin 3 hours prior to departure. Meet your Panda Travel representative at 
the Hawaiian Airlines international check-in counters, located in Terminal 2, Lobby 4.      

Day 2 – February 10th, 2023, Friday – Haneda-Tokyo 



On arrival in Tokyo, please make your way to the baggage claim area and then proceed to customs clearing. 
On exiting customs, our local guide will be there to meet us for the drive to the Sunshine City Prince Hotel.    

The lobby of the hotel connects to a huge shopping and entertainment mecca with four towers, including a 240-
meter-high skyscraper with an observation deck on the top. Sunshine City is typically open from 10 am to 8 
pm seven days a week. We are also less than a 10-minute walk from the Ikebukuro JR Station. The third floor 
of the mall is practically all restaurants and stays open until 9:30pm. 

With a 24 24-hour Family Mart convenience store right off the lobby, there is never a need to go far for 
snacks or drinks. Within a 5-minute walk is a 24-hour supermarket, Seiyu. 

With an arrival by 7:30pm, there is still much you can go and enjoy. It is a Friday night and Ikebukuro will 
be alive with many shops, restaurants and folks enjoying the beginning of the weekend. Your Panda Travel 
escort will be available to take those who would like for a short walking trip.    

             

                                Sunshine City Prince Hotel & lobby                      24/7 Family Mart in hotel lobby                                                    

 Accommodations:  Sunshine City Prince Hotel free 

Day 3 – February 11th, 2023, Saturday – Tokyo-Aomori-Hirosaki (B) 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 7:15am as we are off on our Tohoku Winter 
Wonderland Tour. Please prepare a small overnight bag as our larger pieces will be sent along to Akita. 

The morning begins with a transfer to Tokyo Station for our bullet train, Hayabusa 9 to Shin Aomori Station. 
The departure is at 8:40am with an arrival of 11:51am. We suggest that you purchase a bento box lunch 
before boarding so that it can be enjoyed on the ride.     

On arrival in Aomori, let us board our bus and off on an afternoon of touring beginning with a visit to the 
Nebuta Museum Wa Rasse, an interesting museum dedicated to the city's famous Nebuta Matsuri which is 
held annually in early August. The museum is housed in a unique building covered in red metal slats and 
stands along Aomori's waterfront district. 

The museum attempts to capture the spirit of the festival and gives visitors a taste of its lively atmosphere, 
history, and traditions. Upon entering the second-floor entrance to the exhibitions, visitors are presented with 
the sights of the festival along a red corridor lined with photos and images from the Nebuta Matsuri's 300-
year history. Lanterns in the shape of red goldfish, another symbol of the festival, hang along the corridor 
where the recorded sounds of taiko drums, flutes, and voices play. 

Continue further into the darkened main hall of the museum are five actual floats that were built for past 
festivals.  Walk around the floats, which are changed out every year, and admire the craftsmanship that went 



into their construction. Several hands on and cutaway displays show the underlying structure of the floats 
while other exhibits show how the designs have evolved over time. 

On weekends and holidays, there are occasional performances by "Haneto" dancers who demonstrate the 
unique Nebuta Matsuri dance accompanied by live music played on taiko drums and flutes. Nebuta Warasse 
also has a restaurant and a well-stocked museum shop selling all sorts of local souvenirs and food. 

From here, we are off to ride the Hakkoda Ropeway (weather permitting) to enjoy magnificent views of the 
snowcapped mountains and natural surroundings. Keep your camera at hand as you will want to snap up 
pictures of the hoar frost, white ice crystals deposited on the ground or attached to leaves and trees. This is 
without a doubt, one of the most prominent features of a typical “winter wonderland” day. 

    

          Nebuta Museum Wa Rasse                             Nebuta Ropeway 

From here, off to Hirosaki City, which during the Edo Period was the political and cultural capital of the 
Tsugaru Region. Today, it remains one of the culturally richest cities in northern Tohoku. The drive time is 
approximately 1.5 hours with an arrival at our hotel by 5:00pm. 

Accommodations for the evening are at the Dormy Inn Hirosaki Natural Hot Spring, ideally located, a short 
10-minute walk to the JR Hirosaki Station. After check-in, enjoy free time to explore the area and have 
dinner on your own, but do not go too far as we are off to the Hirosaki Castle Snow Lantern Festival. 

Our hotel offers two onsen options, indoors and an outdoor rooftop. The rotemburo is perfect to enjoy while 
watching the snow fall around you. 

Please meet back in the lobby by 7:15pm for the short walk over to the festival.  This winter festival is one of 
the four most important festivals that is held in Hirosaki. Its origin dates to 1977.  

The snow lanterns are made by hand by the inhabitants of the city to make the long and harsh winter of their 
northern region more enjoyable. During the festival, 200 snow lanterns and snow statues of all sizes are 
placed in the park. Visitors are invited to enter a mysterious world composed of a great number of mini 
igloos lit up from the inside, snow statues, and the illuminated Hirosaki Castle.  

Every year, the Hirosaki post of the Ground Self-Defense Forces also takes part in the festival and exhibits 
their snow-creation. At night, the park illumination of the pine trees and the snow-covered Tenshukaku (the 
castle tower) creates a fascinating atmosphere. Around the Hasu Pond from the castle keep, you can enjoy the 
mini-kamakuras (igloos) lit with candles. There are also displays of projection mapping* on the large snow 
sculptures accompanied by music.  

           

Hirosaki Castle Snow Lantern Festival 



The return to the hotel will be by 8:45pm and the remainder of the evening is free. 

Accommodations:  Dormy Inn Hirosaki Natural Hot Spring free 

Day 4 – February 12th, 2023, Sunday – Hirosaki-Odate-Oga-Akita (B/L) 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 10:00am as we make our way to Akita, far away from the 
bright neon lights of Japan’s big cities, here you can discover a simple and pure way of Japanese life. 

Our morning begins with a stop in Odate, the birthplace of Hachiko, the famous Akita dog whose statute is outside 
Shibuya Station in Tokyo. Our visit here today is to enjoy time at the Odate Amekkoichi (Candy Festival). This 
winter festival dates back 400 years. According to ancient records, it is said that the festival started when a dogwood 
branch with candy attached was offered instead of an ear of rice to a god. 

Enjoy time to explore the many stalls that line Omachi Hachiko-dori Street. The candy shops are popular with 
visitors. It is said that “you will not catch a cold for a year if you eat candy today.” 

Now, lunch time at a local restaurant to enjoy kiritanpo, a traditional rice dish.  It was a staple dish for the 
lumberjacks who worked in the area’s mountains.  

Our afternoon of touring begins with a visit to the Akita Dog Visitor Center, modeled after the 1920's Shibuya 
Station in Tokyo where Hachiko waited patiently for his master. Real Akita dogs are on staff to greet visitors to 
Odate and there are lots of Akita dog themed souvenirs and gifts. 

Now, off to Oga City, the central town on Oga Peninsula. The drive time is approximately 2-hours.  Once here, a 
visit to the Namahage Museum, that highlights the Namahage Festival, a New Years’ Eve ritual, whereby young 
men donning devil’s masks and traditional straw garments. They hold papier mache knives and go door to door 
admonishing sluggards to mend their ways.    

On display are a variety of masks and costumes and an opportunity to try some on. 

Now, on to enjoy time at the Namahage Sedo Festival, a traditional event begun in 1964. It combines the folklore 
tradition of Namahage and the sacred Shinto Ritual of Saitousai into one main spectacle. 

Held on the 2nd weekend of February, the namahage, God or ogre-like creatures come down the mountain. Gods, 
since they are closely linked to Shinto shrines of the Oga Peninsula and ogres as they scare children and sometimes 
take them away. You can find many stories about their origins. Namahage also helps the local people by praying for 
a bountiful rice harvest, so they are not only bad. Some people say that they came from China long ago, which 
seems likely, as the peninsula is not too far off China's coast.    

The festival starts around 6pm and there is a giant bonfire in the center of the town’s main square. This fire is said to 
use the same amount of wood that it takes to heat up a house in winter. Many people will stop by the shrine to pay 
their respects on their way in. The steps are illuminated by red paper lanterns—it is quite a sight to see as it contrasts 
the white snowy background. 

Enjoy free time here and have dinner on your own.  

It is a short drive to Akita and our hotel for the next two nights, Hotel Metropolitan Akita, is ideally located next to 
the JR Akita Station. Our arrival will be by 9:00pm. 

Accommodations: Hotel Metropolitan Akita free 



Day 5 – February 13th, 2023, Monday – Akita-Kakunodate-Akita (B/L) 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 10:00am as we are off on, yet another fun filled day. 

The morning begins with a drive to Kakunodate, a former castle town and samurai stronghold in today's Akita 
Prefecture. While Kakunodate Castle no longer remains, the town remains remarkably unchanged since its founding 
in 1620. 

Of the samurai houses that remain intact, some are open to the public and offers the opportunity to see how middle 
class and wealthy samurai families might have lived. Two are particularly noteworthy for their size and quality: the 
Aoyagi House and the Ishiguro House. We will be visiting Ishiguro House. 

Now, time for Japanese style lunch at a local restaurant followed by a visit to the Takashimizu Sake Brewery for 
tastings. This brewery’s sake is made up of select Akita rice and water to attain an excellent taste unique to Akita. Its 
products have received the Gold Prize at several annual Japan Sake Awards. 

From here, we return to our hotel and the remainder of the afternoon and evening is free. Arrival will be by 4:30pm.    

Accommodations: Hotel Metropolitan Akita free 

Day 6 – February 14th, 2023, Tuesday – Akita-Morioka (B/L) 

Happy Valentine’s Day! 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 9:00am as we are off to on a full day of touring. Please 
prepare a small overnight bag for 2 days as our larger pieces will be sent along to Tokyo. 

The morning begins with a drive to Morioka and a photo stop at Lake Tazawa, a crater lake. Almost perfectly 
circular shaped, it is the deepest lake in Japan with a depth of 1,388 feet and therefore even in the dead of winter, it 
will not freeze. Depending on the season and sunlight, the sapphire-blue color of the water changes to jade green, 
indigo blue, etc. which brings about a mysterious atmosphere. Take out your camera and capture these stunning 
views. 

From here, lunch at a local restaurant followed by a visit at Morioka Tezukui Mura, an artisan’s village dedicated to 
local craftsmanship. With about fifteen artisans’ workshops, the motto here is “see, touch, and create”. As an 
introduction to traditional Japanese crafts, we will enjoy two hands-on experiences, senbei baking and kokeshi 
painting. Kokeshi are simple wooden Japanese dolls with no arms or legs that have been crafted as a child’s toy for 
more than 150 years. You will have the opportunity to create your own original kokeshi doll.     

Now, off to our hotel for the evening, Hotel Metropolitan Morioka, ideally located, connected to the JR Station. 
There are a variety of dining and shopping options just steps away. We will be arriving by 4:30pm and the 
remainder of the afternoon and evening is free.    

Accommodations: Hotel Metropolitan Morioka free 

Day 7 – February 15th, 2023, Wednesday – Morioka-Yokota-Matsushima (B/D) 



After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 8:30am as we are off on another exciting touring day. 

Our morning begins with a drive to Yokote, a vibrant city with many year-round festivals. Today, we are here to 
enjoy time at one of the more popular, Yokote Kamakura Snow Festival. It is one of the most spectacular winter 
snow festivals. The drive time is about 1.5 hours.  

This traditional festival features hundreds of large and small snow domes call Kamakura which are placed in several 
locations throughout the city. During the day there are special events, snow sculptures, food stall and more. You can 
enter and enjoy traditional mochi and akazake in many of these domes. A full-size kamakura can comfortably seat 
several adults inside. Enjoy free time to explore and have lunch on your own. 

From here, a visit to Chusonji Temple, an ancient, serene mountaintop temple with a pavilion covered in gold. It is 
the region’s most famous temple, founded in 850. 

In its glory days, it had dozens of buildings in the temple complex. Today, only two buildings remain, but these are 
the most important buildings of the complex. There is a golden pavilion called Konjikido that is completely covered 
in gold. The other building is the Kyozo Hall, which was a holding place for Buddhist scripture. The main hall has 
been rebuilt and houses many treasures from the Heian Period. There is also a noh theater stage on the grounds.   

From here, off to Matsushima, just about a half hour outside of Sendai. It is famous for its bay, dotted by many pines 
clad islets and ranked as one of Japan’s three most scenic views.  

Accommodations for this evening are at Hotel Matsushima Taikanso, a short 10-minute walk from train station. This 
laid-back hotel is on a grassy hilltop overlooking Matsushima Bay.  

Our arrival will be by 5:15pm and after time to relax and freshen up, we will get together for buffet dinner at 
6:00pm, at our hotel. 

Accommodations: Hotel Matsushima Taianso free 

Day 8 – February 16th, 2023, Thursday – Matsushima-Sendai-Tokyo (B) 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 9:30am as our Tohoku winter wonderland tour winds down 
and we make our way to Tokyo. 

The morning begins with a sightseeing cruise. Matsushima Bay has been celebrated as one of Japan’s three most 
scenic views. The bay is dotted by over 200 small islands covered in pines. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the scenic 
views. 

Next, a hands-on experience, kamboko making experience. We will go through the process of making and then 
enjoy the finished product hot off the grill.   

Off now to the Sendai Station for our bullet train to Tokyo. You will have free time here to enjoy lunch on your own 
or bring along a bento box on the train. Our departure is on Hayabusa 24 at 2:30pm and arriving at Tokyo Station at 
4:04pm. Once here, a short drive to our hotel, Sunshine City Prince. After check-in, the remainder of the afternoon 
and evening is free. 



Accommodations: Sunshine City Prince Hotel  free  

Day 9 – February 17th, 2023, Friday – Tokyo (B) 

After breakfast, enjoy a complete free day to shop, explore on your own or maybe do a little of each. 

Accommodations: Sunshine City Prince Hotel  free  

Day 10 – February 18th, 2023, Saturday – Tokyo-Haneda (B) 

After breakfast, please meet your guide in the lobby by 11:00am as we are off to explore Tokyo!  It is our last day 
on tour, but we will make the very best to make it a fun filled day. 

Our day begins with a visit to Tsukiji Outer Market! If you have ever dreamed about melt-in-your-mouth, out-of-
this-world sushi, then you might have heard of Tsukiji, the largest fish market in the world. Most of Tokyo, and 
even high-end sushi restaurants in Hong Kong and San Francisco, gets their fish from this cultural landmark near the 
center of Japan's capital city. 

Tsukiji sits on some of the most valuable real estate in Tokyo. While the inner auction market has moved to a new 
location, this vibrant outer market thrives with tourists and locals alike. 

Opened in 1935, Tsukiji sprang to life after the Great Kanto Earthquake destroyed most of Tokyo in 1923. It has 
since become one of the most popular tourist destinations in the city. Every morning sightseers start lining up at 3 
a.m. to watch the frozen tuna auction. The more expensive fresh tuna auctions – where a single Bluefin once sold for 
nearly $1.8 million- are privately conducted. 

It is our first stop on tour, and we will be here for 1.5 hours so that you have ample time to walk around and enjoy 
the outer market, visit knife-making artisan shops, tasting candies, nuts, and spices, and learning more about 
seasonal produce. 

If you are a foodie, love markets, enjoy photography – or simply like visiting unique places – then you will probably 
love Tsukiji. 

After a good stroll around the market, there is nothing like a sushi lunch to complete the experience. There are 
plenty of sushi shops – make sure to choose one where you see locals dining. If you do not feel like sushi, there are 
other options including ramen, donburi and more. Tsukiji has many lunch options, eat, and walk or sit down at one 
of the many restaurants. Enjoy free time to explore, shop, and have lunch on your own.  

 



From here, a visit to Ameyoko Shopping Street, famous throughout Japan for its wide variety of products.  

The name "Ameyoko" is a short form for "Ameya Yokocho" (candy store alley), as candies were traditionally sold 
there. Alternatively, "Ame" also stands for "America", because a lot of American products used to be available there 
when the street was the site of a black market in the years following WWII. 

You can get just about EVERYTHING here, clothes, bags, cosmetics, fresh fish, dried squid and spices are sold 
along Ameyoko.  It is quite the scene to just walk around through the very crowded and narrow streets. An awesome 
place to sightsee, shop and eat! Enjoy some free time here to explore on your own. 

         

Ameyoko is a great spot to stock up on all your omiyage favorites. 

We are now off to Yushima Tenjin, a popular spot for blossom-viewing since the Edo period. Luckily, plum trees 
blossom earlier and remain longer than cherry blossoms and therefore we should be able to enjoy viewing its 
gorgeous bloom. For the Japanese, plum blossoms symbolize vitality, hope, and renewal.  

Next, a visit to Tokyo Tower, a symbol of Japan’s post-war rebirth as a major economic power. Standing at 333 
meters high in the center of Tokyo, it is the world’s tallest, self-supported steel tower and 13 meters taller than its 
model, the Eiffel Tower. 

Get on board the elevator as we rise to the observation deck for 360-degree views of Tokyo’s sprawling cityscape. If 
we happen to catch a clear weather day, you will be able to spot Mt. Fuji in the distance. 

We are now off to the Haneda Airport and after checking in enjoy free time as this airport offers up interesting 
options. 

There’s Edo Market, imitating old town, back before it was the capital, and before it was Tokyo. This is where you 
find restaurants offering traditional Tokyo cuisine (and pizza), alongside shops selling traditional sweets, cakes and 
so on. 

The second level, Tokyo Pop Town, is divided into two sides – the Hot Zone, and the Cool Zone. The Cool Zone 
has a small branch of Don Quijote and the Planetarium Starry Cafe, which claims to be the world’s first planetarium 
at an airport.  The Hot Zone area sells a variety of character merchandise, including a Hello Kitty outlet.  

Hawaiian Airlines #458 Departs Haneda 9:20 pm – Arrive Honolulu 9:10 am 

   

 

 


