Okinawa: Japan’s Island Crossroads
Setting the Scene
Welcome to Okinawa, Japan’s southernmost prefecture and a place that feels worlds apart from Tokyo or Kyoto. With its turquoise waters, coral reefs, and subtropical climate, Okinawa is often called the “Hawaii of Japan.” But it’s not just about beaches—this island group has a distinct culture shaped by centuries of independence and international exchange.

A Port with a Story
For hundreds of years, Okinawa was the center of the Ryukyu Kingdom, a maritime power trading with China, Southeast Asia, and Japan. Annexed by Japan in 1879, Okinawa kept much of its unique identity—its language, music, and traditions. The islands were devastated during World War II’s Battle of Okinawa, and a strong U.S. presence remains today. Modern Okinawa is a blend of Ryukyu heritage, Japanese governance, and international influences.

What Okinawa is Famous For
· Shuri Castle: Once the royal palace of the Ryukyu Kingdom, now rebuilt after wartime destruction.
· Beaches & Reefs: Some of Japan’s best snorkeling and diving are found here.
· Distinct Culture: From traditional Ryukyuan dance and sanshin music to colorful festivals.
· Longevity: Okinawa is home to some of the world’s longest-living people, thanks to diet and lifestyle.

Highlights for Visitors
· Shuri Castle Park: A symbol of Ryukyu heritage, with red palace walls and sweeping city views.
· Okinawa Churaumi Aquarium: One of the world’s largest aquariums, featuring massive whale sharks and manta rays.
· Kokusai Street (Naha): A lively stretch of shops, restaurants, and markets at the heart of the capital city.
· Peace Memorial Park: Honoring those lost in the Battle of Okinawa, with powerful exhibits and serene grounds.
· Gyokusendo Cave & Okinawa World: A massive limestone cave paired with cultural exhibits.

Food & Drink
Okinawan cuisine is distinct from mainland Japan. Try goya champuru (stir-fried bitter melon with tofu and pork), rafute (braised pork belly), and fresh seafood. Sweet beni-imo tarts made from purple sweet potatoes are a favorite souvenir. For drinks, local awamori is the traditional spirit, distilled from rice and unique to Okinawa.

Getting Around
Cruise ships typically dock in Naha, the capital. From the terminal, Kokusai Street is a short ride away. Buses and taxis connect to major attractions, though distances can be long. Many visitors join excursions to Shuri Castle, the aquarium, or beaches.

Walking Tour Option
If you’d like to stay local, begin at the Naha Cruise Terminal, head to Kokusai Street for shops and food, then visit Makishi Public Market for a taste of local produce and seafood. Circle back through the side streets lined with crafts and traditional souvenirs before returning to the pier.

Reflection
Okinawa is a place where cultures converge—Ryukyuan heritage, Japanese traditions, American influence, and tropical nature all come together. Visiting here isn’t just a beach stop, it’s a glimpse of a unique island identity that has endured through centuries of change.

