Sleeper Train to Sapporo
Christopher P. Hood

In January 2004 I travelled to Japan to see how the JR companies deal with snow. It seemed an obvious time to take my first visit for 12 years to Hokkaidō and to visit JR Hokkaidō. Given that I don’t like flying, I decided that I would do what I had been intending to do for several years and take a sleeper train in Japan. 

There were two options; Cassiopeia and Hokutosei. Looking at the timetable, the latter would get me in to Sapporo at a better time for my first meeting of the day. I had also heard from my Japanese host family about how wonderful Hokutosei is and how people dress up for dinner. So I decided that I would take this service. However, as I was in Gāla-Yuzawa until mid-afternoon that day, and to reduce the amount of supplement fare I would have to pay as I was on a JR Pass, I decided to pick up the train from Morioka.

On the day of my journey I gradually began to learn that perhaps my decision to use Hokutosei was not the best one. Spending the day with JR East, my host was keen to show off a display – including a life-size replica of one of the rooms – of Cassiopeia on one of the platforms at Ueno station. Very impressive. Consoling myself with the thought that it was probably not a room I would have booked anyway, I did not think too much of it. Later that day I sat on a Hayate service that rushed northwards to the snow country – over-taking my sleeper train somewhere near Ichinoseki. As I had time – about 45 minutes – at Morioka, I decided to wander down to the platform and have a look at Cassiopeia as it went by. I realized that all of the rooms looked very smart and rather than being a sleeper train, it was a business hotel on wheels. The train’s departure was slightly delayed as the platform master looked for a foreigner who had been seen making his way down from the ticket gate but had not yet been seen boarding!
When Hokutosei arrived and I boarded, it was more what I was expecting. Other than the locomotive, it was a blue train. I had a bunk in a room which had 4 bunks in total – although only another 2 people were in with me. As the train left Morioka and the snow began to fall, I wandered around the creaking train. Eventually I came to the lounge and found 2 more passengers. There was a TV, which did its best to pick up some sort of reception. If anyone had been dressed up in suits for dinner, they were long gone and apparently wrapped up in bed. After passing Hachinohe, and realizing that there was not much else to do, I decided to try to get some sleep. This was not a totally successful exercise due to the cold. 
At 6:00 I was woken by the announcement that breakfast was ready and we should make our way to the dining car to avoid the rush. So I did. There was no rush. In fact, I stayed in there for over an hour and had a very leisurely breakfast. Only 3 others came in during the time I was there (others either had snacks or ate after getting off). But it was great. The staff were friendly and happily took photos and videos. The food was not as expensive as it could have been and it tasted much better than any food I’ve had on trains in Britain. By now we were in Hokkaidō and the sun was just beginning to rise across the snowy vista. Is there any better way to see Hokkaidō? I doubt it. This is the way it should be done and covered in a blanket of snow is the way Hokkaidō should be seen. By Sapporo the snow was beginning to fall very hard and the familiar sounds of wheels on the track had all but gone and the train seemed to glide silently and gracefully into the terminal.
On getting off I was surprised to see so many other passengers – where had they all been hiding? Most were moving to the exits, but other were taking pictures of the train’s badges and ice-covered exterior. JR Hokkaidō may not have the money of JR East, and Hokutosei may not be as flash as Cassiopeia, but it is still a special train and I would recommend it to anyone thinking of visiting Sapporo.
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