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The most important holiday in Japan has to be New Year and the most Japanese thing I can do for it
was my “hatsumode”, my first shrine visit for the year.

After spending New Years Eve cosily cocooned with family, all of Japan heads out for their family shrine
in the new year so I joined them. I picked Nakano for this auspicious ritual because it’s in the middle of
Tokyo and I choose January 3 because the crowds might be less.
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It's freezing cold, there are long lines at every shrine but almost everything else is closed. So why do
they bother?

Simple! Despite most Japanese people claiming to be not religious, they’re desperate to learn how their
coming year will be via a very religious omikuji, or Shinto prediction. They're also keen to buy some
religious protection against misfortune with omamori, amulets that come in a dizzying array of forms.

Why am I, this gaijin here, at Nakano Station far too early on a chilly morning? Well, when in Rome ---!
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Sun-Mall stretches before me, in full retro glamour, temptingly perfumed with freshly made snacks and
hand roasted coffee. It does cut the wind and it fairly bustles with hatsumode pilgrims and shoppers
even before the shops open. I am very distracted by Weapon Store, and its beauty products. I don’t
think I should aspire to kill men with my makeup, though. Nearby there is also a wide table of gorgeous
handmade daifuku, or “big luck” for sale. The soft mochi enrobing huge pieces of fruit are perfect for a
second breakfast. The staff stop hawking the daifuku to ask me where I'm from and show off their
English skills. It creates a bit of a stir and customers flock in behind me. They give me a third

strawberry daifuku for it!
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From there I walk through the cosier Nakano Broadway, where shops that are open are more specialised
and stuffed with bargains. Soon I find myself in Yakushi Ai Road. In a typically clever Japanese double
entendre, Ai could mean love in Japanese or eye in English. At the end of it there is famous old temple
that apparently cures eye diseases but also does a roaring trade in love charms. Araiyakushi Bashouin is
almost 500 years old but is more popular than ever because we're all suffering from too much screen

time and broken hearts. The queue is peaceful and patient but at least an hour long.
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But I must get on as I have a date with a cow! This time at my destination, Nakano Kitano Shrine there
is a small bronze statue of a sweetly pretty cow. Petting it apparently gives you good health and you can
clearly see all the body parts that people want help with. The top of its head, the length of its spine and
its legs shine bright from the thousands of hands polishing them and praying. I rubbed its eyelids,
sinuses and throat in the hope of healthy new year. She is made from bronze so freezing cold! I pull my

leather clothes back as quickly as I can.
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This lovely old shrine is also a place students and their parents come to pray for academic success.
Impassioned prayers, and an amulet from here - plus lots of study - has seen many a worried student
rewarded with degrees from prestigious universities. I'd say they accounted for about a quarter of the

people waiting. Everyone else I ask just wants a prosperous new year.
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After I clap, bow and pray in the right order, I carefully choose an omamori and an omikuji. The latter
comes up as “kichi” which the second highest amount of good luck so I don’t have to tie it up and leave
it. I do however tie my new amulet to my bag after a shrine maiden shows me how. If I had thought to
bring my old amulets, I could have left them there to be burnt. This is a service shrines do for free in

the new year, absorbing and mitigating any bad luck we may have accumulated!
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Reporter profile:

I'm Bronwyn Davis. I'm a Tokyo-based Australian writer who loves exploring Japan. Her adventures in
Japan have taken her to the biggest, brightest and loudest cities, as well as the smallest, cutest and
oldest inaka towns. She still can’t decide if she prefers urban or rural life more. So she tries to enjoy

them both as often as she can.
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