
tepping off the train after a nearly two-hour 
ride from the heart of Osaka, I’m eager to 
stretch my legs at the base of Mount Koya, a 
mountaintop basin resting 800m above sea 
level. The mountainside is layered thick with 

towering cedar trees. Shrouded in the morning fog, it’s an 
otherworldly atmosphere. The eight peaks that comprise the 
small area cradling Koyasan’s temples are said to resemble a 
lotus flower — an important symbol in Shingon Buddhism 
that represents the desire to achieve enlightenment. 

This holy heartland has drawn pilgrims on their path 
to obtain enlightenment since its founding by Kukai 
(posthumously known as Kobo Daishi) 1,200 years ago. 
Even today, followers of the Shingon sect undertake the 
journey to this spiritual mecca, which was designated a 
UNESCO World Heritage site in 2004. 

For spiritual pilgrims, and the fit and adventurous, there 
is the Koyasan choishi-michi, a 24km path from the base 
of the mountain to the mausoleum of Daishi in Okunoin, 
Japan’s oldest and largest graveyard. Stone markers called 
ishi are placed every 109m to guide those walking along this 
traditional path — for the rest of us, there’s a five-minute 
cable-car ride. 

Bus number two carts me from the mountain-top cable-
car station to the village, a five-minute ride at around ¥200. 
At the heart of the small town I find just a dash of modern 
convenience nestled into the ancient landscape; three 
or four quaint restaurants, several souvenir shops and a 
tourist information centre, where I pick up a ¥300 booklet 
and a smartphone app, which would double as my English 
audiovisual guide during my visit. 

Embarking on my own miniature pilgrimage, I follow a 
popular path to the enigmatic Okunoin cemetery which, 
housing more than 200,000 graves dating as far back as 
the 11th century, stretches 1.9km from the entrance at 
Ichino-hashi bridge to Daishi’s place of final repose — the 
spot where some believe he is still hidden away deep in 
meditation despite the passing of more than a millennium. 

Rising out of the forest on either side are ancient cedar 
trees that blanket this ancient burial ground, allowing for 
only a soft light to pass through. Beautiful stone lanterns, 
torii gates, statues cradling food and money offerings for the 
dead, and moss-covered tombstones line the walkway that 
winds past the final resting places of emperors, princes and 
princesses, and feudal Japanese samurai lords — including 
the graves of the three unifiers of Japan, Oda Nobunaga, 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu.

It is on this path that I come upon a young monk named 
Nobu, whose passion is to ensure visitors to Koyasan leave 
with more than just their photographs. “Many tourists 
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A quaint temple village known as Mount Koya in the Kii range 
south of Osaka is the national headquarters of Shingon Buddhism. 

Roughly half of its 120 temples open their doors to visitors overnight, 
culminating in one of the most authentically Japanese experiences  
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come and take pictures, because it is beautiful here — but it 
makes me sad that, especially if they can’t speak Japanese, 
they miss out on the true teachings. We don’t ask anyone to 
become Buddhist, but we want visitors to leave with more of 
a spiritual understanding of what Koyasan is,” he explains. 

Taking tourists on daily and nightly tours of Okunoin, 
Nobu mixes in fun cemetery folklore with basic teachings 
of Shingon Buddhism, such as the all-important path to 
enlightenment. “In some branches of the religion, people can 
only reach enlightenment, or become Buddha, after they are 
dead,” he says. “But in Shingon Buddhism, right now we can 
become Buddha, by this body while we are living.

“How is very simple. You have Buddha mind, Buddha 
nature and also evil passions — everyone has both. So, we 
say, step on your evil passions and listen to your Buddha 
mind always. So for example, when you find garbage on the 
street, your lazy mind says, ‘Oh leave it, it’s not mine’; but 
your Buddha mind says, ‘Pick it up’, so you need to make  
an effort to listen to your Buddha mind, and then you’ll 
reach enlightenment.” 

As for the fun folklore, Nobu tells me three stories. 
Somewhere in Okunoin there is a rock that, if you put it to 
your ear, you can hear the sound of hell. “I don’t recommend 
you try it,” chuckles Nobu. The eeriest tale was about the 
Okunoin well. “If you look inside a well, you can see your 
reflection on the surface of the water, right? Like a mirror. 
But there’s a well in the cemetery where some people cannot 
see their reflection in the water. There’s nothing. It means 
they are going to be dead within three years.” If you pass 
the well test, you still have to get past the set of stairs on the 
other side of it. Similar rules apply — if you trip and fall over 
on the stairs, you will be dead within three years.

Not wanting to test my fate, I decided instead to make 
my peace at the cemetery’s temples and shrines, and follow 
the path back to my temple lodgings at Fukuchi-in. The first 
thing to greet Fukuchi-in guests is a raked-to-perfection 
rock garden, which I pad carefully across on the assigned 
stone path toward the temple entrance. Always a little 
puzzled as to what goes where at the genkan (traditional 
Japanese entryway), I remove and stow my shoes, and slide 
into the dark-red, slightly-too-small communal slippers. 

>>“You need to make 
an effort to listen to 
your Buddha mind, 
and then you’ll reach 
enlightenment”>>
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Mount Koya marvels 

OKUNOIN 
Japan’s oldest and largest graveyard, 
situated at the very east end of the 
village (walking distance from the town 
centre and all temples).

KONPON DAITO 
Also known as the Main Great Stupa,  
it juts out of the skyline standing 
48.5m tall, ablaze in what is 
affectionately called “shrine orange”, 
setting it apart from the other wooden 
structures in the area. This great 
building symbolises the ideals of the 
Shingon Buddhism and is said to be 
the first two-storey pagoda in Japan, 
with the current reconstruction dating 
back to 1937.

BANRYUTEI GARDEN 
The largest rock garden in Japan, at 
2,340 sq m. The design is of a pair 
of dragons emerging from a sea of 
clouds to guard the inner building; the 
mythical creatures are made of 140 
pieces of granite rock. 

After checking in for shukubo (temple stay), an obliging 
young staff member whisks me off for a tour in which I’m 
given the rundown of the amenities; a traditional Japanese 
onsen bath, rock-garden viewing areas and the prayer hall. 
On the way to my room, we shuffle past stunning paintings 
adorning the shoji (Japanese screen doors) and decorative 
samurai armour encased in glass. 

The rooms are wonderfully simple. The floor is lined 
with tatami mats, and on a small table waits hot tea and a 
Japanese manju (bean paste) treat. The sliding doors open 
up to a window with a tranquil view of a Japanese rock 
garden. Though each stage is meticulously planned, the 
cumulative simplicity of it all creates an air of relaxation to 
rival a secluded beach bungalow or snowy mountain retreat.

In Koyasan you can expect dinner to be served at 6pm 
or 7pm, with temples usually having a 9pm curfew. By that 
time Koyasan becomes a ghost town, and as is expected 
things shut down very early. All temples provide shojin-
ryori (traditional vegan cuisine), which promises to be a 
wonderful, one-of-a-kind experience guaranteed to excite 
your tastebuds. 

Everything is made using local ingredients and prepared 
by the monks on the temple grounds. While some 
ingredients and dishes can be seasonal, typical fare includes 
koya-dofu, a type of freeze-dried tofu, and goma-dofu, which 
consists of white sesame seeds and the jelly-like food made 
from konnyaku (devil’s tongue). Served to you in your room, 
the presentation is a multi-course feast of edible art.
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Nothing aids digestion better than a soak in an onsen 
tub, which is an experience in itself. After a quick rinse in 
the shower to wash off the day’s dust, I slide into the onsen 
to let the exertions of my day’s travelling melt away. Fed 
and bathed, I slip into my very own yukata, a traditional 
Japanese robe provided for my stay, and shuffle back to my 
room where, like magic, a fresh futon has been spread across 
my tatami floor, beckoning me to begin my night’s rest. 

The new day starts bright and early in Koyasan, when 
temples offer guests a glimpse of the monks’ daily rituals, 
with a prayer session that typically begins around 6am in 
an otherwise off-limits part of the temple. While optional, 
taking part in the hour-long meditation, in which monks 
melodiously chant their mantra, is a temple-stay highlight. 

Check-out is typically around 9am, but temples are 
accustomed to storing bags for guests as they embark on a 
day of sightseeing and enlightenment seeking. In the words 
of Kobo Daishi, as quoted by monk Nobu: “Enlightenment 
is not far off; it has been present within the mind since birth. 
The true self is not outside the body.” 

Scoot flies to Osaka six times a 
week. Book your flights at  
www.flyscoot.com

Temple etiquette 

Leave your shoes at the entryway 
and don a pair of generic slippers that 
you can wear around the temple for the 
rest of your stay.

When donning your yukata, 
remember to wrap it left-over-right 
across the front of your body. Right-
over-left is how they dress the dead. 
Also, the yukata is not worn to 
morning prayers. 

At the onsen, leave your bathers and 
bashfulness at the door as the Japanese 
do! In Japan, the idea of bathing with 
total strangers — separated by gender, 
of course — is pretty common and, like 
everything here, involves a particular 
etiquette. The most important thing 
to remember is that the onsen bath 
is for soaking, not for washing. There 
are showers with soap and shampoo 
provided nearby to wash yourself 
before entering the onsen.
 
Test the water before plunging in 
the tub, as is it extremely hot!

Getting there

Take the train from Kansai 
airport to Tengachaya. Take the 

Nankai Line, Limited Express “Rapi:t” 
bound for Namba (approx. 30 

minutes), or a regular express train 
(approx. 40 minutes).

At Tengachaya station, transfer 
to the Nankai Koya Line. Board the 

Limited Express “Koya” (approx. 
75 mins), or a regular express train 

(approx. 90 mins) to Gokurakubashi. 

At Gokurakubashi, transfer to the 
cable car that travels up Koyasan. 

From the top station, it is a five-
minute bus ride into the town centre.

 
The trip will cost between ¥1,500 

and ¥2,500 (S$17.30–S$28.90), 
depending on trains. To save money, 

consider using a Koyasan World 
Heritage Ticket or a Kansai Thru Pass.

From top: Okunoin, 
Japan’s largest 
cemetery, among dense 
greenery; moss-covered 
stone lanterns in 
Okunoin; worshippers 
pour water over statues 
of jizo, the guardian of 
travellers and the weak 


