Bombing along the Tōkaidō Shinkansen

Dr Christopher P. Hood

In January (2001) I was very fortunate to spend about three days with JR Tōkai conducting research for my book about the shinkansen. The experiences and information that I gathered during that time are numerous, but I would like to recount the two extremes – in some respects – of the shinkansen that I encountered on one of those days.

On Wednesday 10 I travelled from Tokyo to Nagoya on Nozomi 15 – a 700 series shinkansen. This was the first time that I had been on a 700 series Nozomi (I have travelled by Railstar before – see Bullet-In 35 – and went on a 300 series Nozomi back in 1993). Like the 300 series, the amount of space and comfort is remarkable, and although many would argue that the 100, or even 0, series trains are nicer to look at from the outside, I think all would admit that from the prospective of the travelling passenger the 300 and 700 series shinkansen have taken train travel to a new level.

Upon exiting the Shin-Tanna Tunnel, I was taken by my guide to the front of the train, whereupon we entered the cab. From there until shortly before Mikawa-Anjō, I sat alongside the driver. Having introduced myself to the driver, I began to take in the view. The feeling of speed is perhaps not as great as I had expected – but impressive, nonetheless. Having watched the passing trains and scenery for sometime, I then began to take in the panels in front of me, which the driver proceeded to explain to me.

Perhaps the most interesting things that I noticed was the presence of several monitors providing information on various aspects of the train – where power was being supplied to, the time, speed, and so on. However, it was also interesting to note that there is still space for the standard timepiece carried by all drivers in Japan. But the overall impression was of a highly sophisticated piece of machinery.

As we approached stations the driver read out from a sheet the confirmation of what time we were supposed to pass that station and whether there was a train waiting there for us to pass. On passing the station the actual time was confirmed, and what the next checkpoint was. Each time we were on time… to the second. In fact, during the whole time I was in the cab we never deviated more than 15 seconds from the scheduled time!

The cab is not the quietest place on a shinkansen. Although external noise is limited – the constant changing of the ATC limit meant that there was plenty for the driver to check and confirm. After a while we entered a 270kmh zone, and after encouragement from the other JR staff in the cab, the driver duly took us to that speed. Wonderful! This was something repeated later in the journey as we passed Hamamatsu-ko and passed a Tokyo bound 500 series. Both times this extra speed meant the driver had to readjust so that we would not be too far ahead of schedule – this was done with such smoothness and subtlety that I doubt that any of the passengers on the train were aware of it at all.

Having arrived at Nagoya, I was taken on a tour of the new JR Tōkai station buildings, Central Towers, and the station itself. I then returned to Tokyo on Doctor Yellow. I believe that I was one of the last guests to ever travel on the 0 series Doctor Yellow before it was withdrawn.

Once onboard, the history and purpose of the train was explained to me and I was then shown me around the train, with all the functions of the various pieces of equipment being pointed out and explained. Having seen much of the train, my guide then spoke to the driver, who agreed for me to travel in the cab for some of the time.

I want to now try to explain the difference between a 700 series and this 0 series Dr Yellow. In aviation terms, it was like having flown by the latest high-tech fighter plane on the way to Nagoya, and now I was returned to Tokyo on a Lancaster bomber. The thing is, my father was a pilot of a Lancaster bomber… and I think that is part of the reason why, at the end of the day, it was that journey that was more enjoyable and memorable.

0 series Dr Yellow was full of old machinery. The front panel of the cab is covered with all sorts of knobs and buttons. This did not give the appearance of being the type of train that was at one time a world beater. Car no. 2 was largely empty, stripped of all the usual comforts… including the normal devices to combat changes in air pressure, which meant it was very noisy and that opening and closing the doors was very interesting… especially in tunnels. In two places there were even what looked like gun turrets with appropriate seating (actually there for observing the overhead power-cables)!

One irony was the greater feeling of speed in the 0 series. Although we were going around 70kmh slower, it felt faster than the 700 series. In part this may have been due to travelling in the dark, but I think also the extra height (and so being closer to the power cables, i.e. something close by to see relative speed) also made the speed feel more real. The darkness also confirmed something that I learnt on a later trip to Japan from one of those involved in the design of the shinkansen, that there is little use for the headlights – you certainly cannot see very far with them on and my video only really becomes worthwhile after I turned on the infrared. 

In April I saw a flash of the new Doctor Yellow passing me in the opposite direction as I travelled to Tokyo… I hope that one day I can travel on this too and see whether it has the same magic touch as its predecessor. I have no doubt that the new Dr Yellow will have a very different feel, but travelling like this was a real experience. Having said that, arriving in Tokyo was a very unreal experience – after all, how many of you can imagine what it really feels like to be pulling into Tokyo station at around 10pm with no announcements about which platforms to go to, etc!!!

The 0 series may not be what most of us think of when we picture high-speed rail travel in Japan now, but my journey on 0 series Doctor Yellow reminded me of the magic of the 0 series and why it is so fitting that this symbol of Japanese modernity will have a place in the National Railway Museum rather one of its modern descendents.

Further details about these journeys and other information gathered during my trip will be provided in future articles and my book (planned for publication in 2005 – please be patient!)
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