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The velvet snows of Mount Yotei
on Hokkaido present a soothing
spectacle to travellers this far north.
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On Honshu, Japan’s main island, the quality hovers
high at Karuizawa, one of the country’s most accessible
options. A forested, upmarket resort at the foot of an
active volcano, Mount Asama, Karuizawa is in Nagano,
about 100 metres above sea level and just over an hour
from Tokyo by shinkansen, or bullet train. It has long
served as a retreat from the heat, but the last decades
have seen it grow in popularity among wealthy urbanites
looking for a second home. Both summer residences,
from rustic chic to glamour pads, now define the town,
turning it into quite the ‘Tahoe for Tokyoites'.

The ski scene at Karuizawa is not ideal for the real
thrill-seekers, who usually head for nearby Hakuba or
Okutone, but for beginners to intermediates it offers
a relaxed learning ground, with wide runs and some
natural banks. The scene is boosted by a number of
sumptuous hotels such as the Karuizawa Prince and its
sister, the Karuizawa Sengataki Onsen Hotel, and some
impressive traditional restaurants in its low key old dis-
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trict. There’s also a thriving retail side. Karuisawa Ginza
is a local set-up that emulates Tokyo's most famous
luxury shopping centres, so expect your favourite labels
to be represented in style.

Nagano itself is famous for a pristine natural envi-
ronment and vigorously wholesome activities — Japan
isn't one of the healthiest nations on the planet for no
reason. Any month of the year sees the ‘Roof of Japan’
sprinkled with health nuts, hiking the Japanese alps,
playing tennis, golfing or immersing themselves in the
steamy, therapeutic waters of the natural hot springs,
or onsen which, it must be added, provide one of the
best reasons to ski in Japan.

A range of international events — from curling to ice
sculpture exhibitions — has made the area an oasis for
English speakers, and it has also ensured plenty of old
bakeries and a couple of quaint landmarks, such as
the Shaw memorial chapel, established at the turn of
the century, and the Old Mikasa Hotel, celebrated as
the only wooden hotel of purely Western design left
in the country.

If you're happy to skip Tokyo, then head up to
Japan’s northernmost tip, to the island of Hokkaido,

Hokkaido, the northernmost and least
developed of Japan’s main islands, is said by
the wise to have the best snow in the world.

which promises a full winter immersion experience. The
best known resort up this way is the sprawling Niseko,
about 100 kilometres west of the capital Sapporo,
which faces off against a dormant volcano, Mount
Yotei (a Fuji lookalike, say locals). It was first made prof-
itable by adventure hungry Aussies and Kiwis looking
to flee the antipodean summer, who were attracted by
its deep, reliable powder — up to 16m a year — and
a smooth 50km of well groomed slopes. Expect half-
pipes, tree runs and tabletops for the adventurous, and
a number of chances for off-piste skiing. Though the
longest run is about 5.5km long, you can hike further
up the mountain from the chairlift, and back-country
excursions are popular here, with tour guides offering
ice climbing and telemarking options. Night skiing is
also offered, with the lifts running late.

When the place was opened up to foreign invest-
ment many Australians unpacked for the last time, and
the Hong Kong market also pricked up its ears. Tycoon
Richard Li bought the Hanazono Ski Resort from an Aus-
tralian developer this summer, and plans to have it up

and running within a few years. Nigel Abbott, the vice-
president of marketing at Nihon Harmony Resorts, which
will manage Hanazono, says skiers can expect a culmi-
nation of the past few years of growth: a world class
luxury resort that will sleep, wine and dine up to 8,000
well-to-do winter wanderers. “The concept will follow
a village style, which is the big difference,” he says. “In
Japan most resorts have been built for the two night
stay, but what's evolving now is the ski resort as a long
stay destination, driven by foreigners looking for consis-
tency and quality.” The change is occurring throughout
Niseko, with the number of luxurious Western style cha-
lets and apartments, and upscale restaurants and bars
opening rising steadily. Skiers say that English is the lin-
gua franca here these days.

Four mini resorts combine to make Niseko, each tak-
ing a side of the mountain and meeting at the top.
Moiwa is the least developed, Annapuri can get the
worst of the weather conditions but the best of the
snow when open, Higashiyama is decidedly family
friendly under the care of the Prince Corporation (with
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a large Prince hotel at the bottom of the gondola),
and Hirafu, which includes Hanazono, is known for

its buzzing apres-ski scene. In well under a decade
Hirafu's metamorphosis has been from sleepy vil-
lage to hot property. “As the shopping and the
accommodation are evolving, people are wanting

to spend more money,” says Abbott. “One restau-
rant — Kamin Ura — has a degustation menu. Now that’s
a real first for here.” Other restaurants are drawing
acclaim, such as the cosy Zhivagos, or Sekka, a stylish
hangout started by an Australian designer, plying fine
Italian dining with a contemporary Japanese twist. For
those that crave their sake warm and their fish cold,
Kyoto-style dining is quite popular here too, says Chris
Chen, with Kaiseki meals that offer a series of mini
delicacies and copious amounts of alcohol in serene,
tatami-scented surroundings.

Of course, the downside of all this development is
that everyone wants a part — or to be a part of it. “I
used to like Niseko but it got far too crowded, although
it probably has the best facilities in Japan,” says Chen.
Instead he tends to head to two quieter Nagano resorts
towns tucked away beyond the linguistic reach of non-
Japanese speakers: Nozawa and Myoko. “[They] have
charm, genuine Japanese village atmospheres and
beauty. Nozawa probably caters a little more to foreign-
ers than Myoko, but not much. Speaking Japanese is
very essential at those two places; especially when it
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involves getting there.” Chen also earmarked Rutsutsu
Resort in Hokkaido as a popular yet less crowded luxury
destination for families.

Korea, with its toe-tingling winter landscape and
heat-inducing cuisine, is most often the Asian skier's
second local choice for a mini break. Its resorts have
seen phenomenal growth over the last 15 years, with
the infrastructure striving to catch up with its island
neighbour Japan, and numerous winter sport compe-
titions are hosted there. Its lower profile can perhaps
be attributed to the fact that so far Korea has not
marketed its slopes heavily on an international scale.
Much of its skier traffic — and there is an incredible
amount — is local. Skiers tend to rate the resorts as
well developed and the technology as competitive,
but say that the mountains are smaller, the snow is a
little icier and low. Snow machines are often used to
full effect here.

Seoul dwellers flock to Muju Resort in droves each
winter weekend. It's about a three-and-a-half hour
drive from Seoul's Kimpo Airport, served by numer-
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The views at the Niseko luxury resort on
Japan'’s spectacular island of Hokkaido are
a boon if you're heading for the slopes.

ous bus routes, and the mountain range is, perhaps
a little kindly, referred to as the ‘Korean Alps’. In the
right weather conditions the area can be breathtak-
ingly beautiful, its Geumgang river snaking through
ice-caked valleys.

Fans descend on the resort for its scale: it has 23
slopes, including the country’s longest at 6.2km. “This
resort was designed for the Olympics,” says reviewer
Tyler Peterson, referring to its recent application to host
the 2010 Winter Olympics. “There are all the neces-
sary elements for a world class run, the only limitation
being that you are limited to one specific discipline per
run. One has a killer mogul field, another has a per-
fect jump. Muju serves you best if you are looking to
improve one aspect of your skill level.”

The infrastructure here is good, but still fairly local,
with the exception of the five star Hotel Tirol, which
proudly pushes authentic Austrian architecture. How-
ever, a range of well-kitted condos are available, some
with open fires and balconies that let out directly on to
the slopes. Tasty Western eateries also nestle between
the popular Korean options. Still, as Peterson warns, the
place can get frustratingly busy on the weekends, so if at
all possible head there during off peak times.

If Muju is Korea's busiest resort, Yongpyong is its most
established. It has been around since the 1970s and has
hosted events such as the Winter Asian Games and the
World Cup Ski competition. Planted 700m above sea

level, about 200km east of Seoul in Gangwon Prov-
ince, the area is renowned for its natural beauty and
has an annual snowfall of about 2.5m, so it does rely
quite heavily on snow machines. Its hotel and restaurant
selection aren't dissimilar to Muju, but it was picturesque
enough to be chosen as the location for Winter Sonata,
a famous TV drama series, and in summer guests get to
make use of a 45-hole golf course designed by Arnold
Palmer. Developments are continuing at a breakneck
speed, with plans announced to develop the capability
of serving up to 18,000 guests by 2010.

Japan and Korea come the closest to a world class
skiing experience, and the general consensus is that
other contenders — China’s northern ranges, Nepal and
India’s Gulmarg at the western end of the Himalayas —
still require a good deal of work. Still, China in particu-
lar, skiers say, has the seeds of greatness. The interna-
tional Ice and Snow Festival in Harbin lures visitors from
afar, and they'll often stop at the Yabuli International
Ski Resort, which boasts relatively modern facilities, and
hosted the 1996 Asian Games.

So they may be no Whistler perhaps, but the signs
are good. Asia’s snow meccas are starting to shape up
and meet the market of keen, discerning, willing, able
winter sports folk — willing to spend money, able to
ski. With investors and visitors paying increasingly close
attention to Eastern slopes, it's not unthinkable that
within a few years Canada may start to worry. T\






