| can’t pinpoint the exact moment | started loving Japan—because it wasn’t a single moment. It’s
been a long, ongoing journey that began years ago and continues to this day.
What | do know is this: manga was the spark. It ignited my fascination and, in a poetic twist, became

my ticket to the Land of the Rising Sun thanks to the embassy’s contest.

Over the years, every piece of information | discovered about Japan deepened my admiration. It
planted a growing desire in me to experience everything I'd read and heard about firsthand.
The contest wasn’t my first attempt to visit Japan—I'd tried before, but something always held me
back. So, when | finally won, disbelief took over. For so long, visiting Japan was just a dream,

something | wanted but never thought I'd actually do.

Planning the trip brought its own challenges. Should | meticulously organize every moment or leave
room for spontaneity? As excited as | was, | also felt anxious. I’d built up an idea of Japan for years,
respected its culture deeply, and worried that reality might fall short. | tried to lower my expectations,

but the nervousness lingered.

In the end, my husband and | settled on visiting Tokyo, Kumamoto, and the Kansai region for our trip

to Japan.

As a storyteller, | could easily write entire books about this journey, but let’s stick to the essentials:
Japan was not what | expected—but it was certainly not a disappointment. It wasn’t better or worse
than | had imagined; it was something else entirely. And that’s wild, considering how well-informed |

was before going!

Japan is Big. Maybe it’s the Algerian in me that underestimates how vast other countries can be, or
maybe it’s Japan’s long, stretched-out shape. Either way, neither of us expected to run out of time

before visiting all the places on our list.

Tokyo is elegant, understated, and surprisingly green. With its vast gardens, parks, and nearby

mountains, we spent half our time there simply admiring the autumn foliage.

Japan’s cuisine lives up to its reputation. The ramen, the sushi, even the sweet potatoes—everything
was fantastic. But the wagyu? That was on another level. It’s easily the best meat we’ve ever had, and
I'd gladly endure a 19-hour flight just to taste it again. It’s not overrated—it’s a must-try.

Most of you are probably wondering: Is halal food accessible in Japan? The answer is yes! You can
find halal food everywhere, even in less touristy cities like Kumamoto. One piece of advice, though:
Prepare a list of halal-friendly places on your maps and have a label-scanning app ready. (A tip from

a hungry couple at a convenience store!)



Of course, not everything suited my palate. | desperately wanted to like matcha and red bean paste,

but | just couldn’t stomach them.

If Tokyo is refined, Osaka is its rebellious, cooler sibling. It’s livelier, noisier—but not overwhelmingly
so—and, most importantly, it’s cheaper. We expected to like Osaka, but we didn’t expect to love it.

In fact, next time, we might go straight there.

Osaka is in the Kansai region, which is great because it places several iconic cities within an hour’s

train ride. That’s how we found ourselves in Kyoto.

Kyoto may not be the purely traditional Japan we imagine, but it certainly has the atmosphere.

We made the mistake of only spending a day there—but what a day it was!

| thought Tokyo'’s gardens were stunning until | saw Arashiyama. I'll let the photos of the mountains,
forests, and rivers under the momiji speak for themselves.

Ill always remember our nighttime ascent to Fushimi Inari Shrine. We hadn’t planned on staying

that late, but I’'m so glad we did—it was extraordinary.

Kumamoto feels like time slows down the moment you step in. Everything is calm, peaceful, and

unhurried.

It’s a volcanic region with striking black landscapes and onsen waters known for their health

benefits. It’s also home to a series of One-Piece bronze statues—so, naturally, it made our list.

To keep this from getting too long, here’s a list of my absolute favorite experiences, in no particular

order. If you ever visit Japan, | hope you get to enjoy them too:

Teamlabs Osaka

Hakone Ashi Lake boat trip

Wagyu (again, because it deserves another mention!)
Aso Park

Japanese strawberries

Tokyo Skytree

Fushimi Inari at night

Mount Takao’s lift chai

Arashiyama Forest Observatory

The earthquake museum (where Robin’s statue is!)



Jump Festa

Jump Stores & Ghibli Stores

Takeshita Street & Shibuya Crossing on weekends
Mozzarella sticks (trust me on this one!)

Meiji Jingu & Yoyogi Park

The list could go on, but I'll stop here.
Many thanks to the embassy again for this incredible opportunity. | hope | can return soon—

perhaps in a different season—to explore even more of Japan.
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