would the hogwarts express arrive here in japan?
Dr Christopher P. Hood

A few months ago a mentor of mine, Prof. Geoffrey Bownas, mentioned to me one his little hobbies. Geoffrey is long-time Japan-hand. Indeed, this conversation happened shortly before he gave a lecture celebrating a trip to Japan to mark the fiftieth anniversary of his first visit to the country (after which he went on to be one of the central figures of the establishment and development of Japanese studies in the UK, for which he was awarded a CBE in January 2003). Anyway, the hobby is visiting and taking pictures of Platform 0’s. He told me of a few that he had come across – and not just in Japan (I let him know we even have one now in Cardiff!).

Since that conversation, I have been trying to track down more of this strange phenomenon. In the process I have been asked about why it is of such interest. Well, I suppose the answer to that is the fact that it is so unusual – after all platform numbering is supposed to start at one and work up, isn’t it? (Would have caused the Romans a few problems too!) The reason why some stations appear to have a Platform 0 is due to renumbering and more particularly relocation of lines due to reconstruction of stations. The tradition has been that Platform 1 is the one nearest to the station master’s office (main building) and the numbers go up from there. However, sometimes an additional platform has been slotted in, leading to the creation of the Platform 0. Some stations have in the past dealt with the problem in other ways – I seem to remember that prior to the Borg Cube landing at Kyoto, there were two platform 1’s – a proper Platform 1, and the San’in Line Platform 1 (since renumbered to Platform 0 and 33 respectively).
On one of Geoffrey’s trips he was caught taking a picture of a platform 0 sign, and was promptly taken off to see the station master who told him about the history of that particular platform 0. Apparently there may even be (or have been) a station out there with a negative platform number! What is for certain, is that travelling around the Platform 0s of Japan would make a fairly impressive trip, as they are not as uncommon as you might imagine.
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Aso Boy at Platform 0A (there is also 0B) at Kumamoto Station (picture by C.P.Hood – April 2002)
Here is the list of Platform 0s that I have tracked down so far: Kyoto (JR West), Takasaki (Joshin Dentetsu), Yonago (JR West), Morioka (IGR), Kumamoto (JR Kyushu), Echigo-Yuzawa (Hokuhoku Line), Matsumoto (JR East), Himeji (JR West), Harada (JR Kyushu), Tagawa-Gotoji (JR Kyushu), Ogori (JR West), Gobo (JR West), Nishi-Kagoshima (Makurazaki Line). Some others I have not yet confirmed are Hakodate, Iwakuni, Nagasaki, Gomen and Takamatsu. There is also one under construction at Shinjuku. And to add to the list of strange platforms how about Omiya (apparently no number at all at present for the new shuttle line) and Nagano (no platform 0 or platform 1, but officially two Platform 2s, Platform 5s, Platform 6s and Platform 7s). Who knows may be there is even a Platform 9¾ out there somewhere! 
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