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Part 5 - Tokyo Sunday, March 28 – Hakone Circle Trip
Today was our scheduled Hakone Circle trip, which combined riding on several types of conveyances around a very scenic
loop. The trip is very popular with tourists and local residents alike, featuring the opportunity to visit art museums, historic
temples, hot springs and parks along the course, as well as achieving views of Mt. Fuji. As we found out, it is extremely
popular on weekends. You can buy a 1-day or 2-day “Free” Pass with or without a round trip on the Odakyu interurban
between Shinjuku and Odawara, the gateway to the area. We chose to do the latter, as it would be simpler for us to get to
Odawara via JR from Shimbashi (a short walk from our hotel), although we would return on an Okdakyu Romance train in its
railfan seats. This also allowed Phil and Sue, who were leaving Japan before us, to take advantage of free travel on their
Japan Passes by riding JR on the first leg of our excursion. Unfortunately the weather was not too cooperative, staying
mostly overcast with some drizzling rain, with the temperature falling sharply as we gained altitude.
JR’s Tokkaido line brought us from Shimbashi to Odawara in a little under an hour and a half. We rode aboard an express
with transverse seating and arrived on time at 9:57. At Odawara, which is also served by the Shinkansen, we used a wide
enclosed overpass to reach the portion of the complex servicing the Odakyu and the Hakone-Tozan railways. In 2005, when
Clare and I came out here, the trackage at the interurban platform was dual-gauge, with the Hakone-Tozan’s standard
superimposed on the Odakyu’s 3’ 6”, thereby supporting overlapping services of the two commonly-owned lines. But now
only the narrow-gauge tracks are left, as in 2006 Hakone-Tozan service was cut back to Hakone-Yumoto, some 4 miles
further up the line. In fact, as we rode an Odakyu interurban local at 10:03 (all longitudinal seating) for the 15-minute ride to
Hakone-Yumoto, we saw a tiny bit of dual-gauge track, starting at the standard-gauge line’s carhouse/maintenance facility,
about a mile short of the outer terminal.
There were lots of passengers transferring here, but we fell back a headway (roughly 15 minutes), skipping the waiting 10:24
in order to photograph additional arriving trains. This also permitted our wives to board the next terminating Hakone-Tozan
train after it discharged its passengers, thereby allowing us to sit together, as room was at a premium in these short
overcrowded MU trains, even on this cold and miserable Sunday morning. Clare and I had ridden the mostly single-track
line before, so we knew that Phil and Susan would not be disappointed in the scenery along the steep 5-mile long route. In
addition to stopping at local stations, our train paused twice to change ends, as the railway uses switchbacks to help
surmount the steep and rugged terrain. The grades approach 8 percent as the line climbs some 1,700 feet. In fact the ride
is rather spectacular, twisting and turning through a narrow wooded valley, crossing many bridges and running through a
number of tunnels.
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Rolling stock consists of 2- and 3-car MU trains gathering power from 750-volt DC overhead catenary (the Odakyu portion
now uses 1,500 volts). We didn’t fall back for photos as the weather was not conducive and I had gotten excellent coverage
5 years earlier. There seems to be about 4 different types of equipment on the roster, but like with so many other olderlooking Japanese cars, it is difficult to figure out their age. I suspect the newer cars were built in the last 20 years.
At the Gora end of the line (11:19), we transferred to a funicular, but had to wait about 10 or 15 minutes to board because of
the crowds. I had previously photographed the entire roster (cars 1 and 2 according to the local trainspotters), so saved a
place in one of the units for Phil while he video filmed. The top of the funicular at Sounzan was as far as Clare and I had
gotten in 2005, * but now we were going to transfer to the “ropeway” (gondolas) to continue our journey up to Togendai at the
foot of Lake Ashi. Interestingly there are 4 intermediate stops on the funicular and a ride on the ropeway involves
transferring from one gondola to another about halfway. The ride in the hanging cars, which cross some deep ravines,
would have been much more scenic had the weather been better. A sulfuric odor permeated the area, and it was possible to
see some volcanic activity (geyser smoke) below.
We crossed Lake Ashi aboard one of the colorful tourboats (built to resemble ancient vessels), but stayed inside as strong
winds had been added to the piercing cold and damp weather, whose effects seemed immune to our inadequate sweaters
and jackets. I wandered out on the deck every now and then for some views of the shoreline on this 45-minute run, but Sue
braved the elements for almost the entire trip. The literature advertises an impressive view of Mt. Fuji (12,388 feet), but the
mountain was socked in by clouds (the brochure contains a disclaimer indicating this is possible). But I did get a few photos
of our boat and some of the others we passed. Here is a short description of the fleet of four vessels on Lake Ashi.
The Vasa, modeled on a ship commissioned by 17th-century Swedish king Gustav Adolph, is painted emerald green and
decorated with ornately sculpted woodwork. The Royal is inspired by the 17th-century French sailing warship Soleil
Royal. This red ship, with a double-decker promenade and observation deck, feels like a floating palace on the lake. The
Frontier paddlewheel ship is modeled after the 19th century American paddlewheel steamers that plied the Mississippi
River in those days. It is steered with a stern paddle, a distinguishing feature of paddle wheelers. The Victory, which went
into service in 2007, echoes its namesake, that famous 18th century British warship and veteran of many sea battles

We made two stops at the south end of the lake, Hakonemachi and Moto-Hakone. Both are served by Hakone-Tozan buses
that can be used by circle trip passengers. We chose the latter, as the map in the brochure seemed to indicate that one of
the lines eminating from that point would take us back to the Hakone-Tozan at an intermediate station (which it did), a much
shorter and more scenic ride than the direct buses to the gateway stations. The brochure promotes a 40-minute walk

*

High winds shut down the ropeway, so we were turned back less than half way around the circle.
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between the two boat stops along the “course” (called the Old Tokaido Trail), mentioning a number of points of interest as
well as more views of Mt. Fuji. Presumably this is much more popular when the weather is better.
Upon arrival at Moto-Hakone we found a restaurant that served very appealing hot noodle soup, allowing us to warm
ourselves. For obvious reasons we avoided the outdoor balcony looking over the lake and took our time--I truly hated to
leave. Our bus was not very crowded as most circle trippers choose to ride direct service to Hakone-Yumoto or Odawara.
We had good seats as we wound our way up the mountain to Kowakidani (2 stops down from Gora), where we then
transferred to a crowded Hakone-Tozan train to repeat the most scenic portion of the ride, including the switchbacks.
Our reservations for the trip back to Tokyo specified the 16:47 train, and with almost an hour to spare, we grabbed some tea
and pastries in the station buffet. After that repast we found our train, whose consist was outfitted with front and rear
observation sections, as advertised. We had seats in front and were soon greeted by the operator, who bowed before
opening the hatch and climbing the stairs to his perch above our heads. Clare and I had ridden in one of these 10000-series
trains before, and I had gotten lots of photos out the front, so now I deferred to Phil, who filmed most of the 92-minute run,
including many oncoming trains as well as our scooting around inbound locals. Our train was built in 1987, but there are
50000-series cars from 2005 that also offer similar front viewing. The newest Romance trains are numbered in the 60000s
(2008), but are not equipped with observation sections, perhaps because of clearance problems on their weekend sojourns
through the Eidan Chiyoda subway line. They are possibly the first reserved seat, extra-fare luxury trains in the Tokyo
subway. Interestingly, on its other end the Chiyoda line has reciprocal running with JR. We completed our return trip on the
Toei Oedo line from Shinjuku to Shiodome. If we ever get back to Japan in the future, making this trip in good weather
would be near the top of my “to do” list.
Photos – Hakone Circle Trip from Tokyo/Odawara. The weather was miserable but we still enjoyed the journey.
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20: A narrow-gauge Odakyu local train approaches the Hakone-Yumoto station, where passengers transfer to the
standard-gauge trains of the Hakone-Tozan railway. The track at the far left is standard gauge and is turning off a
short section of dual-gauge rail that leads to a storage/maintenance facility.
22: A four-car train of Hakone-Tozan equipment pauses on a side track at the Hakone-Yumoto station. Car 104 is one
of a class named, “Bernina,” after the Rhaetische Bahn in Switzerland.
23: Passing one of the gondola cars on the “ropeway” connecting the top of the Funicular at Sounzan with Togendai
on Lake Ashi. 24: Another view of the scenery traversed on the gondola. Note the smoke rising from the hot pots, sort
of like Yellowstone.
26: The boat landing at Togendai on Lake Ashi. The view is from a balcony of the joint station of the ropeway and lake
touring company. The ship is the Victory, built in 2007.
32: While en route to Moto-Hakone, we passed the Vasa, built in 1991.
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33: A train of “St. Moritz” equipment on the Hakone-Tozan approaches Kowakidani station. The 200-series honors
one of the most important Swiss cities on the Rhaetische Bahn.
21: One of the 10000-series double-ended Romance trains on the Odakyu Electric Railway departing from the
narrow-gauge side of the Hakone-Yumoto station. The motorman sits above those passengers fortunate enough to
reserve the front seats. The trains were built in 1987 and refurbished in 1999.
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