On Top of The World - Reflections on A Recent Trip to Japan

During February and March of this year (2000), I was fortunate to be able to spend four weeks in Japan. Although much of the time was spent in Tokyo, too-ing and fro-ing on the Tōbu-Tōjō-sen out of Ikebukero, I was also able to travel around Honshū on a number of occasions.

There were two main highlights to this. The first, was travelling down to Okayama from Tokyo. Having done this route several times in the past, I was not expecting it to be an extraordinary journey, but I was in for a surprise. That morning, the first 500-series Nozomi of the day had suffered a technical hitch which was causing all trains to be delayed. The sight of total chaos at Tokyo station itself was a delight - as much as I love the shinkansen network and the efficiency of much of JR's operations, I cannot help but get a kick out of seeing it all go wrong now and again. However, I was to get an even greater thrill. My train eventually left Tokyo 18 minutes late. I settled down to some work, and only glanced up at the time as we pulled into our scheduled stops. By the time we reached Nagoya we had made up around 5 minutes - not bad considering there was another train only a few minutes down the track in front of us. However, my knowledge of the network meant that I knew the real fun and games would occur between Gifu-Hashima and Kyoto, and then after Shin-Kobe. I was not disappointed. As we went passed Gifu I set the stop-watch on my watch, and then stopped it again as we swept round the bend and down passed Maibara. With the help of my JR Timetable - always one of my first purchases upon arrival in Japan - I worked out our average speed. I cannot explain the result, as it came out at almost 280 kph - in other words, either my watch is broken, or JR has been lying about the top speed of the 300 series, or the distance between Gifu-Hashima and Maibara has shrunk! Luckily, I have since learnt that I do not need to worry about writing to Casio or about strange tectonic movements in the Kinki/Chubu area, as an article by Oliver (Mayer), which was published in Bullet-In before I became a member (see Bullet-In no. 31), has pointed out that the distances in the JR timetable are incorrect, and recalculating took the speed down to more expected levels! 

Unfortunately, due to our great spurt we had closed up on the previous train, so on the section of the Tōkkaidō line which is used for speed-testing trains, we crawled along (relatively speaking) until it was out of our way. As we passed through the Hanshin region, we were now only 5 minutes behind schedule. An hour or so later we arrived in Okayama station, whereupon the train crew apologised at great length (as he had done at each station) for the delay… and promptly announced that the train was around 30 seconds late!

Perhaps my most unreal experience was to come the next day. Being on a JR Rail Pass, I could not travel on Nozomi. However, only one week earlier the 700 series Hikari Rail Star had been introduced. Not being a particular fan of the 700 series, but wanting to see what it was like, I decided to reserve a seat on one for the trip down to Hiroshima. My opinion of the 700 series is now in need of revision - it's not such a bad looking train after all - though you need to see from the right angle & I'm sure the Rail Star's livery also helps. I was in carriage four - which I discovered to be the 'Silence Car'. Silence in Japan - is this possible? You better believe it! Every time a child made a noise, piercing glares, the like of which I have not seen since Chiyonofuji's heyday, appeared from all angles. The train crew & sellers passed in total silence. I have never been so embarrassed by a single sneeze in my life! I have to say, however, I did miss the immortal words 'Welcome to the shinkansen…' that hail the start of any journey and greet you to the whole shinkansen experience. This is the shinkansen, but not as we knew it.

The low point - in terms of trains - of my trip was the tragic accident in Tokyo that was reported in the April edition of  Bullet-In. Travelling on the Tokyo underground during the ensuing days, each trip was peppered with announcements about how sorry the company was for the accident and that they were doing their utmost to improve safety. Although I echo much of what was written by Professor Smith in the April edition of Bullet-In, I do think it is worth reminding ourselves that Japan is not a complete train utopia. Accidents do happen. Although I would never expect to see a Japanese train driver drinking a cup of tea while driving (which is one of the first sights that greeted me upon my return to the London Underground), the hand signals and waving that is so much a feature of day-to-day life in the cabin of local trains in Japan is not without its risks. These actions can become routine responses to what is expected rather than a response to what the eye has actually seen. If this is not the case, then accidents that have occurred in Japan may have been avoided, and the death of a young boy at Nagoya station may also have not occurred. It is perhaps ironic that while the Japanese belief in the goodness of human nature led to insufficient safety protocols at Tōkaimura, the railway network does attempt to have rigid checks; while in Britain, where the need for limits on the actions of single humans without checks is well understood, the railway network continues to allow drivers (although I am sure that there are many high-quality ones) to behave like Essex boy-racers choosing to speed, drive and observe signals as they please. It is obvious that there is so much that both countries can learn from each other - though it is still apparent which country needs to be doing most of the learning.

Dr Christopher P. Hood

This is an article I wrote in Spring 2000 about a trip I made to Japan and some views about the railways in Japan that I came to. This was published in Bullet-In, the Japanese Railway Society's publication in Summer 2000.
� 'Top Of The World' by the Carpenters was the music used by JR West to promote the new Hikari Rail Star.
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