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Part 6 - Monday, March 29 -Toyama
Today was the start of some serious intensive railfanning. Phil and I left the ladies on their own for the next two days, where
they would have to face the burden of checking out of our Tokyo hotel, riding the Shinkansen to Osaka and checking in to
our next hotel. This would be offset by an additional sightseeing day in Tokyo and a further one in Kyoto. We would meet
them at the Shin’osaka Hotel on the evening of Tuesday, March 30.
We left the hotel at 6:15, too early to partake in the buffet breakfast, and rolled our luggage along the underground
passageway to Shimbashi, where we rode a JR Yamanote train to Tokyo station. The weather was drizzly and still cold. We
made our way through the crowds to the Shinkansen platforms of the East Japan Railway, and found our 7 o’clock Joetsu
Shinkansen train to Niigata awaiting departure. Through high-speed service between JR-East and JR-Central is not
operated, and both have separate platform areas, the former occupying 6 tracks and the latter 4.
We rode the high-speed train to Echigo-Yuzawa, some 125 miles away, a trip scheduled for 71 minutes with 2 intermediate
stops (105 mph). Our reserved seats were in the lower level of the packed MAX-Toki (Multi-Amenity eXpress) doubledecker, facing forward on the “2” side of the aisle in 3+2 configuration. Unfortunately most of the views through the picture
window were of sound barriers. At one point I climbed the stairs and found the seats on the upper level were arranged 3+3,
with almost every seat taken. Contrasting with this was the ride in our connecting conventional train, which would take 115
minutes for a 88-mile journey with one intermediate stop--for an average speed of 47 mph. This train was much more
comfortable with plush reclining seats and excellent views of the mountain scenery. There were fewer tunnels on this stretch
and much more climbing and descending.
Of course everything was on time, with the Shinkansen arriving in Echigo-Yuzawa at 8:11 and the Toyama-bound train
leaving from a different platform at 8:20. The weather kept changing during our journey, from cloudy to rainy to sunny to
snow, and back again. I was able to photograph some placid scenes of Alpine-like woods and villages with snow on the
ground and on trees and houses. We arrived on time in Toyama at 10:15 and walked over to the nearby Comfort Hotel,
where we checked in, but were not yet able to occupy our room.
The weather remained quite strange on this day, cold and mostly overcast, but with occasional periods of snow, rain and
even a bit of sunshine. Streetcar operations in this city of 420,000 are quite interesting, as there are two unconnected 3-foot
6-inch gauge systems. The city system, operating entirely on the south side of the railway station, is a traditional small-town
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street-running operation with 600-volt overhead. Its main line (route 1) is double track, running from the western outskirts of
the city through downtown to the railroad station, where it terminates at a crossover in the middle of the street. It connects
with the Toyama District Railway, a heavy interurban with high platforms, at both terminals. Route 2 encompasses all of
route 1, continuing beyond the station on double and single track to the university and a baseball field, after crossing the
Jinzu River on single track. Route 3 is a brand new service, operating in a continuous counterclockwise loop, first along
route 2, and then over some new single track through downtown to a junction with the tracks of the 1/2, which are then
traversed to get back to the railroad station. This is a restoration of a similar route that was abandoned in 1973. Until the
loop was reinstituted the downtown portion of the system could have been best described as an upside down stylized letter
“U” with routes 1/2 on the right and route 2 on the left. The carhouse is located in the suburb of Minami at the far end of
route 1/2.
Most service is provided by conventional streetcars dating from the 1960s (7000-series) and 1980s (8000-series), with 3
brand new 100-percent low-floor cars recently added to the roster (9000-series). The 7000s are equipped with traditional
controller and brake handles, while the newer cars have joysticks. The two-section articulated units were delivered by
Niigata (under Bombardier license) in 2009 for the opening of route 3 (where the older equipment is sometimes mixed in).
Two cars are needed for the new service, but on our second day we saw only one of the 9000s in operation. The older cars
are painted cream with green trim while the LRVs are a dull grey, although one is devoted to the arrival of spring, sporting a
livery of nature scenes with the declaration, “Spring Has Come” and “Cherry Blossoms are Blooming” over a black
background. While shivering we remarked that the sentiments expressed were rather premature! A few of the traditional
cars are covered with advertising, but most are pristine. It’s a very peppy operation and the motormen are not shy about
winding it up, especially since most street track is segregated from motor traffic.
We spent the morning riding and photographing the tramway, finding some good locations in this rather sleepy, non-descript
city, including a pedestrian overpass, the bridge over the Jinzu and along the new loop line with the medieval Azumi Castle
looming in the background.
In the afternoon we turned our attention to the “Portram,” Japan’s only new Light Rail Transit system (the city operation is
sometimes called “Centram”). Running west to the Bay of Toyama (an extension of the Sea of Japan), it operates from the
back of the railroad station over a former interurban that later was taken over by the JNR and integrated into the national
railway system. It is just short of 5 miles long and was opened in 2006 by the third-sector organization that acquired the line
from JR and converted it to LRT operation. It is primarily single track, but instead of using its old route to loop onto the JR’s
mainline, it now travels over city streets through a commercial neighborhood to reach a temporary double-track street-level
terminal perpendicular to the railroad. The outer terminal at Iwasehama is just a single-track stub.
Except for retaining JR’s 1500-volt DC electrification, Portram’s infrastructure is compatible with Toyama’s city system. Thus
in 2016, after the mainline railroad is elevated for the coming of the Hokuriko Shinkansen, the LRT route will be extended
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under the tracks and integrated into the city system to operate through Toyama’s business district. Portram’s rolling stock
consists of 7 Niigata LRVs, similar to the 3 new units acquired by Centram and capable of operating from both 600-volt and
1500-volt DC current. Their livery is traction white with two thick vertical bands of a single color over the door area (2 on
each side). These stripes vary in color from unit to unit, somewhat reminiscent of Pittsburgh’s PCCs in their twilight years.
The double-ended cars are a bit short, but their proportions make them quite attractive to the eye. Service operates every
15 minutes, with a 25-minute one-way running time.
We used the JR mezzanine to cross from the city side of the surface-level railroad station to its back, where we found the
new LRT line. The ride was very pleasant and reasonably fast (35-40 mph) once we reached the original railway’s prw.
Station spacing averages less than a half mile (13 stops in total) so a higher top speed is probably not necessary. While
riding it began snowing heavily with the thick white stuff sticking to the ground. We should have braved the cold and wind
and gotten off at a way station to get snow shots, because by the time we reached the line’s endpoint the sun had come
back out, and had begun melting the snow. We got a few photos in good light but soon the skies darkened again and it
began sleeting, so we headed back to our hotel to escape the miserable weather.
We were very impressed with the ride quality of the LRVs, which were smooth and quiet.* All of the seats are upholstered
and arranged in a transverse pattern, but those on one side of the aisle are a bit narrow, so I’d have to describe the
accommodations as 2-and-1½ seating. The standard Japanese PAYL flat fare system is used, with an on-board change
machine available for those who don’t board with the exact fare. The operator uses a joystick for acceleration and braking.
We enjoyed a good dinner at the Red Dragon, a nearby Chinese restaurant, whose name accurately describes the spicy
nature of its offerings. After one more ride around the route 3 loop we walked to the hotel and had no trouble falling asleep.
Photos – Toyama, 2 systems.
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34: One of the alpine views between Tokyo and Toyama. Lots of snow covered the ground here, but some of the
other areas we
navigated had trees budding on this 29th of March.
16: Toyama’s 7000-series cars are the oldest on the system, dating from the 1960s.
18: Some of Toyama’s older cars still retain an earlier green and cream color scheme.

The first Japanese 100-percent low floor articulated car, a prototype for the Portram fleet built by Niigata, was placed in service during the summer
of 2002 in Okayama. Placards in some of the Centram cars indicated that.
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04: A contrast between one of the 7000s and the later, more streamlined 8000-series cars, built two decades later in
the ‘80s.
11: A good three-quarter view of car 8005, taken on March 30, our first day of really sunny weather.
11: One of Toyama’s three 100-percent low-floor LRVs is shown on the new trackage of one-way loop route 2. Azumi
castle is prominent in the background.
10: A good three-quarter view of one of the Niigata-Bombardier low-floor cars on March 30. The sentiment, “Spring
Has Come,” may have been true according to the calendar, but was laughable (cryable?) in the 50-degree weather on
the 30th, much less the 40- degree temperatures on the 29th.
08: Portram received its low-floor cars before the city system, but except for being dual voltage, they are virtually
identical. The photo was taken during the morning of March 30, on the “other side of the tracks.”
24: A March 29 view of a Portram LRV at Iwasehama, the outer terminal of the line. There is still snow on the
dashboard from a heavy flurry.
36: A little later in the afternoon the skies got dark and sleet and hail started to come down. This view is along the
single track in the streets leading to the rear of the Toyama railway station.
26: Portram approaching the Iwasehama terminal of the LRT line. The vertical stripes, reminiscent of Pittsburgh
PCCs, are prominent in this photo.
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