
GAIJIN

5 Tips for Foreigners traveling in Japan

bathing naked ~ How far can you get with 100 yen?
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How far can 
you get with 

100 yen?
A 100 yen coin is like a gold coin in Australia. 
Collect them, and use them for EVERYTHING. 
Convenient stores, train tickets, bus tickets, 
vending machines, Starbucks - you can use 100 
yen coins for everything. 
In a vending machine, you can get:

- Tea
- Hot coffee
- Coke
- Juice
- Vitamin drinks

From a convenient store like 7Eleven, Lawson 
or Family mart, you can get:

- A small beer
- A cup of sake
- A boiled egg
- Onigiri (rice ball)
- Pastries
- Sandwiches
- Candy
- Chocolate
- Mints/Gum
- Chicken nuggets

Coins in Japan are 
way more valuable 
than most other 
countries. They have 
a large 500 yen coin 
which is worth more 
that $5 AUD! 
So dust off your coin 
purse or buy an ador-
able cat-themed one 
while you’re in Japan – you’ll need it!

Japanese Yen
 100 

Australian Dollar
$ 1.21

British Pound
 0.67

American Dollar
$ 0.91

Euro
 0.76

Korean Won
W 977.50
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Bathing naked in Japan
In Japanese hot springs – or 
onsen – you have to be com-
pletely naked. No bathing suit. 
No underwear. No ‘sorry I 
haven’t waxed’ sign. You do get a 
little courtesy towel for traveling 
around the baths without strut-
ting your stuff, but it’s little more 
than a stretched-out tea-towel. 
Enough to cover nipples and 
muff but not much else. When I 
had my first onsen experience, I 
clung to the scrap of fabric like 
a shield, holding it daintily in an 
attempt to mimic the delicate 
mannerisms of the Japanese 
women around me.
But then came the washing. You 
don’t just plop your stinking 
body into a simmering pit of wa-
ter, first you have to wash your 
hair and scrub your body. And 
there’s nothing wrong with that 
– keeps the bath nice and clean. 
The problem is the tiny upturned 
bucket you’re meant to sit on. I’m 
a heavy-hipped lady – birthing 
hips as my Nan would say. I’ve 
got about twice as much ass as 
most skinny Japanese women. I 
reckon the little plastic seat could 
fit exactly one butt-cheek. So, 
precariously perched with half 
of each cheek on the tub, I had 
to wash. Most of it was easy. But 

there’s no elegant way to shower 
your lady parts, especially when 
your thick thighs prevent it from 
seeing daylight without going 
full spread-eagle in front of a 
dozen strangers. You find dis-
crete ways around this – focusing 
the shower head on your belly 
button so the water flows down-
wards. Anything’s better than 
looking like the shower head is 
going spelunking. 
Once this part is over, you feel 
oddly free. The desire to cling to 
the miniature towel has fad-
ed, my own body much more 
picturesque while walking than 
it is sitting slumped on a plastic 
bucket enjoying a baker’s doz-
en. I try to ignore the women 
swanning around me, their lithe 
bodies so perfectly unblemished 
and toned, while mine is pock-
marked and scarred. 
Stepping into one of the steam-
ing pools of water is both sooth-
ing and searing. It’s ridiculously 
hot. Maybe humans and lobsters 
have more in common than I 
realised; my reddened foot a 
glaring warning to turn back 
now. But a frigid wind flits past 
my now-exposed nipples and 
I force myself into the water. 
Once you’ve done this a few 

times you’ll realise that the little 
towel they give you is delightful 
on your overheating head when 
you dunk it in cold water be-
forehand, like whipped cream 
on a hot chocolate. I melt into 
the water, determined to look 
anywhere that isn’t the old lady 
wandering around with pubic 
hair so voluminous that it could 
be smuggling a penis and we’d 
never know. 
The true test of the onsen is 
challenging yourself to stay in 
the hot water as long as possible. 
This doesn’t mean you stubborn-
ly hold on until you pass out – 
no one wants to be resuscitated 
while naked… unless there’s an 
attractive paramedic involved. 
Though it’s more likely that the 
old lady will save you, and you’ll 
wake in her wrinkled embrace. 
The best onsens have a few 
different pools within the bath-
house, so you can keep trying a 
new one every time your head 
starts spinning. Though each trip 
between baths will feel as long 
and chilling as the journey to 
Everest. 
When you finally decide to pull 
out, remember one thing: lob-
sters are delicious cooked, and so 
are you. 

2



1. Go to bars and start chatting! A significant amount of Japanese people 
can speak basic English, if not more, and bars are where they really shine. 
After indulging in the liquid courage that is alcohol, everyone becomes more 
confident with a second language. You might even learn some Japanese! In 
British and other foreign bars, you will find people eager to practice their 
English and become friends with people from all over the world – so put 
yourself out there!

5 Tips for Foreigners 
travelling in Japan

2. Utilize the website Hyperdia. It’s entirely possible to get by with Google Maps 
(if you can, get a prepaid sim with internet from Softbank in whichever airport you fly 
into) but Hyperdia will show you prices, train and bus schedules, and platform num-
bers. Almost all train stations have signs written in English, but it’s always good to 
plan ahead!
To save yourself time and stress, buy a pre-paid travel pass for train and bus 
use in whatever city you’re travelling in. For example: Hyogo/Osaka/Kyoto 
use an ICOCA card, and Tokyo uses a SUICA card (Usually 1000 yen 
to purchase – roughly $12AUD – from any train station and then you 
can add money whenever you need it). Each one is simple to purchase 
and use, you just need to top it up and 
swipe on through the gates. 
You can even get your money 
back when you return 
the card after you’ve 
finished your 
travels. 
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3. Have fun but don’t be rude. There are 
areas in the big cities where you can 
be as drunk and ridiculous as you 

like. My personal favourite is Shin-
saibashi in Namba, Osaka, where 
you’ll find the famous Glico man 
(make sure you pose for a photo!). 

This area is full of clubs, bars, and the 
holy grail of Japanese drinking culture – nomihoudai 

(All you can drink!). Nomihoudai is perfect for pre-
drinks, as most places will offer two hours of all-you-

can-drink for around $20-30 AUD, with the expectation that you 
eat something as well.
If you miss the last train home, don’t worry! There are plenty of cap-
sule hotels around where you can find a warm shower and a soft bed 
to sleep off the encroaching hangover. 
Try to avoid drunken shenanigans in smaller areas, there are homes 
everywhere and you don’t want anyone to feel unsafe.

4. Japanese convenience stores (or combini in Japan) are a god-
send, especially if you’re travelling on a budget. From the 100-yen (ap-

prox. $1.20 AUD) cans of Asahi beer, to the wonderfully trash Lawson 
chicken nuggets, you’ll always find what you need in a combini. They 

also double as 24/7 miniature grocery stores, so they’ve got you covered 
for basics like milk, eggs, and bread. 
Convenience stores are the best (and most convenient) place to get money 
– all 7eleven stores have ATMs that accept foreign cards and display in-
structions in multiple languages. But don’t forget about possible withdraw-
al fees from your bank at home!

5. If you can afford it, stay at a Ryokan for at least one night. A Ryokan is 
a traditional Japanese-style inn with paper screens, tatami mats, beautiful gardens 
and – if you choose wisely – an onsen (hot spring). Onsen is not for everyone – as 

you’re required to bathe naked – but it’s an amazing experience that is well worth 
the two minutes of awkwardness you may feel. Ryokan onsens are usually fine for 

those with tattoos, but stand-alone businesses have their own rules against it due to 
criminal associations, so just keep that in mind.
One of the best parts of staying in a Ryokan is the food. You often get a choice of Japanese or 
Western style dishes, which are both almost always excellent – especially for breakfast. They are 
even displayed beautifully, and Japanese hospitality will always make you feel at home.

5 Tips for Foreigners 
travelling in Japan
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C. J. Cleghorn 
Productions

PLUM WINE:
Get drunk 
off nature. 


