The real bullet train

Dr Christopher P. Hood

Have you ever wondered where the phrase ‘bullet train’ originated? I suspect not. After all the shape of the 0 series shinkansen would appear to be self-explanatory. But, this is not the real reason, though no doubt contributed to it. The real reason dates back to 1939 – 25 years before the opening of the shinkansen.

Having observed a high speed railway test in Germany in 1903 (the first train to break the 200km/h barrier), a certain Mr Shima began thinking of a dream to create such a train in Japan. That Mr Shima was not Shima Hideo, ‘the father of the shinkansen’, but Hideo’s own father (perhaps this was one of the reasons why Shima Hideo was so keen to be the one to bring about the construction of the shinkansen). The opportunity and need for such a train arose with the outbreak of the Pacific War in the 1930s. As the Japanese Empire expanded into Asia, so Tokyo became more distant from its new territories. At this point the idea of a ‘dangan ressha’ (‘bullet train’) was put forward. Approval for the plan was given and construction began. However, as the war turned, the project was abandoned, but not before significant parts of the route had been appropriated and some of the construction of tunnels (inc. the long Shin-Tanna tunnel) had begun. This was instrumental in helping the rapid completion of the Tokaido Shinkansen some years later.

The train itself was to be a steam train – the profile of which (unsurprisingly) was not to be dissimilar to the Mallard. The similarities (of which there are many) & differences between the ‘bullet train’ and the shinkansen can be summarised as follows:

	
	‘Bullet train’ plan
	Tokaido Shinkansen in 1964

	Route
	Tokyo to Shimonoseki (970km)
	Tokyo to Shin-Osaka (515km)

	Power
	Steam, though also electric locomotives for Tokyo-Osaka
	Electric

	Top speed
	200km/h
	210km/h

	Gauge
	1435mm
	1435mm

	Maximum gradient
	10/1000
	10/1000

	Train size (height, width, length)
	4.8m, 3.4m, 25m
	4.45m, 3.38m, 25m

	Smallest curve
	2500m
	2500m

	Stations
	Tokyo, Yokohama, Odawara, Numazu, Shizuoka, Hamamatsu, Toyohashi, Nagoya, Kyoto, Osaka, Kobe, Himeji, Okayama, Onomichi, Hiroshima, Tokuyama, Ogori, Shimonoseki
	Tokyo, Shin-Yokohama, Odawara, Atami, Shizuoka, Hamamatsu, Toyohashi, Nagoya, Gifu-Hashima, Maibara, Kyoto, Shin-Osaka

	Time
	Tokyo-Osaka in 4 hours (9 hours to Shimonoseki)
	Tokyo-Osaka in 4 hours (3 hours 10 minutes from 2nd year of operation)

	Number of trains
	42 (one-way) between Tokyo & Osaka
	30 one way

	Freight?
	Yes, with depots at Shin-Tsurumi (Tokyo), Hamamatsu, Nagoya, Suita, Okayama, Hiroshima and Hatabu (Shimonoseki)

13 trains a day
	None


Although I am not the world’s greatest steam train enthusiast – a 200km/h ‘bullet train’ is certainly something I would love to see. I wonder if there are any philanthropists out there who would like to fund such a project, as I’m sure we could find more than enough enthusiasts who would like to build it and ride on it…

Some information  about the ‘bullet train’(including a sketch of the train), some of which was used as the basis of this article, can be found in the Japanese book ‘Tokaido Shinkansen’ by Suda Hiroshi. However, if anyone knows of a more complete study, then could they please contact me at c_p_hood@yahoo.com
This was published in Bullet-In, the Japanese Railway Society's publication in 2002.
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