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Part 13 - Wednesday, April 7 – Kumamoto
After breakfast we checked out, leaving our bags at the hotel for pick up prior to our afternoon departure. As mentioned
earlier, Kumamoto has two streetcar lines--but for some reason they’re numbered 2 and 3 (perhaps an earlier route 1 had
been abandoned). The city has a population of 670,000, just about the same as Kagoshima, as mentioned above, which
also sports an 8-mile long two-line standard-gauge streetcar system. The lines in Kumamoto overlap for most of their length,
splitting at the system’s western end, with route 2 operating south to the main station and route 3 intersecting the JR 2 miles
further northward along the line. Upon our arrival in Kumamoto two days earlier, we had inadvertently gotten off at KamiKumamoto, and ended up riding route 3 rather than route 2 to our hotel. With Shinkansen service through Kumamoto about
to commence, the main station is being rebuilt and the streetcars serving it will operate over a slightly different alignment,
stopping at new covered platforms in the station’s forecourt. We observed the outer portion of the tram route being relocated
onto reserved track to replace the current street operation.
Most of the system is in pavement in the center of streets, separated from motor traffic. A short stretch of route 3 operates
over back-alley right-of-way, where the line moves from one street to another, very reminiscent of the old North Shore Line
between 5th and 6th Streets in Milwaukee. Although there is no traffic light preemption, operation seemed to be rather
snappy and disciplined, with uniformed personnel.
The rolling stock is quite similar to Kagoshima’s, with both cities on the island of Kyushu having a great deal in common (as
mentioned before), including population, number of streetcar lines, route length and even scrape-off day passes. The
traditional 1000-series date from the early 1950s, with the 1200s having come in 1958. Both have conventional controllers
and brake handles, and also contain wooden floors. The more modern 8200s were built in 1983, with the 8500s following
two years later and the 9200s arriving in 1993. We also saw and rode in car 101, a dark brown deck roofer built in 1993, no
doubt for nostalgic purposes. The major difference in rolling stock between the two cities is reflected in the two series of
100-percent low-floor cars. Kumamoto was first, with its 9700s, built to a MAN-Adtranz German design starting in 1997.
They are a shorter version of the groundbreaking MAN low-floor cars built for Augsburg, Munich and Bremen. This group
was followed by the 0800-series in the last decade. Both of these models were built by Niigata, using what is now
Bombardier technology, while the low-floor cars in Kagoshima came from Alna. The 0800s are very similar in design to the
first low-floor cars we encountered on our trip, in Toyama and Takaoka. There are various color schemes in use, with a
large number of cars painted in advertising liveries. Some of the older cars have the sobriquet, “Kumamoto City
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Transportation - Since 1923,” painted on their sides in English. It appears that sometime after the ‘50s, the company
adopted a numbering system where there first two digits reflect the year the rolling stock was ordered.
There are two carhouses, and late in the day, after I finished my photography I went to the one that seemed to house the
company offices, in the hope of purchasing one of the jackets used by operating employees. It was quite an adventure since
nobody spoke English (at least those who I was exposed to). But I finally got my point across (much to their amusement),
and they wrote down the price and let me try on different sizes. The jacket is waterproof, has a hood, and its back is
festooned with Japanese characters and the words, “Light Rail Transit,” above a drawing of low-floor car 9701. It cost about
30 dollars, and I figured I could wear it on fantrips, but so far I’ve forgotten to do so! Phil and I had gone our separate ways a
little earlier, as he wanted to take additional videos of cars on the main street under the watchful eye of the city’s beautiful
castle situated on a hill above downtown. I had gotten photos of just about every type of car in that setting, so I went off and
successfully accomplished my errand.
Except for this period we spent the day together. And when we got to the end of route 3, we came upon a single-track
interurban station across the street from the tramway terminal and JR station. Checking a map we saw it was a branch of
the Kumamoto Electric Railway, whose mainline heads north from downtown for about 7 miles to a place called Miyoshi. We
rode the two-car MU to the junction (4 stops), where we also found the carhouse and shop. The train just shuttles back and
forth from Kami Kumamoto to the junction. Upon seeing the storage tracks we noted that most of the company’s cars were
Tokyu Car Co. products, quite similar in design to the Red Line rapid transit cars in Cleveland (built by the same
manufacturer). We eventually rode a train of these units back to the city, to a downtown terminal near the two streetcar
lines. However prior to that, we observed an old green MU and a car that looked like an old American interurban in the yard.
We wandered over to these museum pieces and encountered a young Japanese man being shown the interurban by a
company employee. Although the worker did not know any English we were fortunate that the younger man did. It turned
out he was a Japanese railfan, and was getting a tour of the property. We were invited to join them and boarded the car,
which was undergoing extensive rehabilitation. Its wooden interior was being restored and I would not be surprised if it is
soon available for charters and special events. The car is numbered 71, but Phil said that the other side of the double-ender
was numbered 17. I’ll have to look at his videos, as I did not photograph that end, since it was in the shade.
We now reversed our ride of two days earlier, working our way back to Hakata on the 16:55 train and then transferring to a
Shinkansen to Kokura after a 14-minute wait. We didn’t stop in Hakata, which is part of the Prefecture of Fukuoka, Kyushu’s
largest municipality. Sporting a population of 2.5 million, it has a fully automated subway system with 3 lines totaling about
19 miles, which opened in 1981. Only two terminal stations are not underground. As a result we decided to leave a visit to
this system for a future visit (if we remember).
Kokura, on the other hand, is part of Kitakyushu Prefecture, Kyushu’s second largest metropolitan area, with a population of
1.5 million. It lies on the northern tip of Kyushu island, and is only 15 or 20 minutes away from Fukuoka. It too has a rapid
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transit system, which is limited to a single 5.5-mile monorail line. Kokura was the original target of the American plutonium
A-bomb, but because of smoke and clouds in the sky above the city on August 9, 1945, the delivery aircraft was diverted to
Nagasaki. Our second Toyoko Inn was a short walk from Kokura station, where we arrived on time at 18:40. After settling
into our rooms we found our dinner at the nearby restaurant complex adjacent to the railway station.
Photos – Kumamoto’s streetcar system.
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24: A view toward Kumamoto Castle showing the two types of its most modern cars operating in service. The 9700series low-floor cars were among the first to operate anywhere in Japan, while the 0800s represent improvements
made over the last decade.
02: No. 101, a 1997-built car built to represent a vintage car from the city’s past. It is shown on a short stretch of
private right-of-way along route 3.
Now, from oldest to newest rolling stock:
15: Car 1092 represents the oldest series of cars running in Kumamoto. This view features part of the city’s urban
landscape with the surrounding mountains hovering above.
04: No. 1204, a unit built in 1958, has just left the Kami-Kumamoto terminal of route 3. The JR tracks are shown
elevated at left.
26: No. 1355, from 1960, is operating along Kumamoto’s main thoroughfare in front of Kumamoto Castle, while a
9700-series low-floor car turns onto the street. The 10, 12 and 13 hundred series were originally numbered in the
100, 200 and 300 series prior to being converted on one-man operation. All were manufactured by Toyo Koki.
18: The first two digits of the newer cars represent the year in which they were built. Thus car 8201 was built by
Nippon Sharyo in 1982, along with its partner, 8202. Interestingly, they are capable of operating in multiple unit.
Kumamoto’s downtown area is quite modern looking.
19 and 00: The 8500-series were the first of a long string of cars built by Alna Sharyo for over a decade.
33: The 9200 cars were the last to be built by Alna for Kumamoto.
03: A high-floor 9200 from Alna is contrasted with a low-floor 9700 from Niigata in this view at the Kami-Kumamoto
terminal of route 3.
29: Another view of a 9700-series low-floor car, built to similar specifications as the ground-breaking cars built by
MAN-Adtranz for Augsburg, Munich and Bremen. Kumamoto Castle looms over this part of the city.
01: Low-floor Niigata-built 0801 (2008) is shown running along Kumamoto’s short section of private right-of-way on
route 3.
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The city’s interurbann line, the Kumamoto Electric Railway.
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05: Across the street from the JR Kami-Kumamoto station and the terminal of the city’s streetcar line 3, a small,
single-track station serves a branch of the Kumamoto Electric Railway. This interurban train shuttles back and forth to
the mainline at an intermediate station, Kita-Kumamoto, where the company’s offices and shops are located.
14: A Kumamoto Electric Railway mainline train from Miyoshi to Kumamoto approaches Kita-Kumamoto, the junction
with the branch to Kami-Kumamoto.
13: One of the Tokyu-built trains at the service facility in Kita-Kumamoto.
11: No. 5102 probably originally operated on the Tokyu Toyoko commuter line from Tokyo to Yokohama.
09: Car 71 is shown alongside the 5102. The traditional-style interurban is being restored inside and out.
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