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T the top of Mount 
Kagami in Saga 
Prefecture’s 
northern coastal 

city of Karatsu, the statue of a 
lone woman gazes sorrowfully 
at the ocean below. According 
to legend, this statue is 
modeled after Princess Sayo, 
who stood here and watched 
the soldier she loved head out 
to sea in the eighth century. 
The statue symbolizes the 
ocean’s significance to 
Karatsu’s history, given the 
area’s proximity to the Asian 
continent.

Just in front of the statue, 
Kagamiyama Observatory 

is an excellent vantage point 
for surveying the heart of 
Karatsu. Along the coast, the 
Nijinomatsubara Pine Grove 
forms a nearly five-kilometer-
long band of dark green with 
about a million trees, planted 
over four centuries ago to ward 
off the wind and tides. Perched 
on a small hill near the grove, 
Karatsu Castle exhibits pottery, 
artifacts, armor and swords, 
and invites visitors to imagine 
a samurai’s perspective of the 
land stretching out below.

The Genkai Sea washes 
Karatsu’s coastline, and the 
Genkai Submarine Observatory, 
located on Cape Hado, offers 
a glimpse of life below the 
swirling waters. Visitors can 

Gazing Across the Sea 
into Japan’s Past

enter a tower set in the sea 
and take a spiral staircase 
down to a circular chamber 
with portholes that reveal 
the surrounding ocean and 
numerous varieties of sea 
life. The cape is also a resort 
area offering opportunities 
for hiking, fishing, camping, 
swimming and more. Food 
stalls cooking up fresh-
caught shellfish on the beach, 
including abalone and turban 
shells (sazae), are not to be 
missed. 

A short drive away from 
Cape Hado is the Saga 
Prefectural Nagoya Castle 
Museum and Castle Ruins. 
Only stone walls remain 
of Nagoya Castle, which 
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served as an important staging 
ground in Kyushu in the late 
1500s. According to its deputy 
curator, the museum was built to 
promote friendship and exchanges 
between Korea and Japan. Its 
main theme is the history of such 
exchanges from ancient times. 
One example is the local pottery 
known as Karatsu-yaki on display 
there, which has its origins in 
technology attributed to master 
potters coming from Korea in the 
late sixteenth century.

Saga Prefecture has no shortage 
of dining options for serious 
foodies. The Genkai Sea yields 
an abundance of superb seafood, 
and Karatsu locals recommend 
their nearly transparent squid 
prepared in ikizukuri style. 

Kept swimming in a seawater 
tank until the customer’s order 
arrives, the squid is scooped out 
and prepared as sashimi within a 
minute. 

Other than seafood, Saga 
Prefecture is highly ranked in the 
world of wagyu, or Japanese beef. 
In Karatsu City, there is a steak 
restaurant called Nakamura that 
serves Saga beef and is listed in 
the Michelin Guide. 

While Saga offers plenty to 
see and do throughout the year, 
Fumio Beppu, assistant director 
of the Saga Prefectural Tourism 
Federation, encourages visitors 
to experience Saga’s famous 
festivals in early November. Held 
from November 2-4, the Karatsu 
Kunchi Festival, said to date back 

to the late sixteenth century, 
features fourteen brightly colored 
floats in shapes such as sea bream 
and dragons parading through the 
city, each molded out of sheets of 
washi (Japanese paper), lacquer, 
and gold and silver leaf. Also in 
early November, over a hundred 
hot-air balloons take to Saga 
City’s skies during one of the 
Asia’s biggest international hot-
air balloon festivals.

Karatsu and Saga demonstrate 
in so many ways that Japan is truly 
an island nation, and the region’s 
coastal attractions, history and 
cuisine will particularly appeal to 
travelers who love the sea and the 
wonders of the past. 

A statue in the collection at the Nagoya 
Castle Museum and Castle Ruins

SAGASquid prepared in ikizukuri style

Fierce shishimae (lions) that dancers 
will carry during the Karatsu Kunchi 
Festival

A master potter creating 
Karatsu-yaki ceramics

Karatsu Castle overlooks the 
sea and the million trees of the 
Nijinomtsubara Pine Grove
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