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Part 14 - Thursday, April 8 – Kitakyushu and Okayama
Streetcars in both Fukuoaka and Kitakyushu, a combination of standard and narrow gauge lines, were eventually
consolidated for operation by the Nishi Nippon Railway Company, who gradually abandoned them in the 1970s and 1980s.
By 1985 only one line continued in service, which was used by the traditional Chikuho interurban line to reach its terminal in
the downtown section of Kitakyushu, much like the many American properties that ran over local carlines to reach their
center city depots (think of the interurban networks centered in Indianapolis, Detroit and Cleveland). In most cases, the local
streetcar systems outlasted the interurban lines, but in Kitakyushu the opposite came about, with the remaining city carline
having been abandoned in 1992. However the Chikuho still operates, but from its outer terminal at Nogata only as far as the
end of reserved track in Kurosaki, near the edge of the metropolitan area. But instead of using the buses that replaced the
streetcar line to reach the center of the city, most passengers of the 10-mile long electric line connect with frequent JR
commuter service to and from Kokura station, a 20-minute run covering the 8 miles that had been abandoned.
Because it was never upgraded with high-level platforms and station fare collection, I’m using the term “light rail” to describe
this standard-gauge operation, rather than “interurban,” which in Japan depicts something heavier. Two types of articulated
cars provide frequent service on the line, which is entirely on private right-of-way. The 2000-series are 3-section cars, built
in the early 1960s and painted in a red-and-cream color scheme, while the newer 3000s are double units, dating from the
late 1980s and in a blue-and-cream livery. Two-man crews are utilized, with tickets purchased from on-board machines
(exact change only) and checked by roving conductors. Zone checks, indicating where passengers board, are issued by
machines located on station platforms. Base headways are every 12 minutes, but in rush hours this is augmented to a
frequency of every 6 minutes on the inner half of the line, as far as the carhouse and shop at Nakama. The trains operate at
decent speeds, connecting the underground terminal in Kurosaki and the elevated platform at Nogota in 33 minutes, despite
stopping at 20 way stations en route.
Phil and I enjoyed riding and photographing the Chikuho very much. It’s quite a nice operation, with lots of curves, grade
crossings, hills and bridges, and there is a long trestle over the Onga River near the outer terminal. We did not have the
time to walk back to the bridge for photos as we had only allocated a half-day to cover the line. But when we arrived back at
Kokura we were able to pause briefly for some photos and videos of the monorail from the railroad station forecourt. Soon
we were back at the hotel, meeting our wives, gathering our luggage and checking out for our Shinkansen trip to Okayama.
We had a very successful morning, with not a cloud in the sky.
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We rode the 11:55 Hikari, which operated on time and arrived in Okayama at 13:29, covering the 234 miles in 94 minutes
with 3 intermediate stops for an average speed of 149 mph. Okayama has a very small streetcar system and Phil decided
he’d rather spend the afternoon finishing his video filming of the light rail line in Hiroshima. So he got off there at 12:47,
while we continued aboard the high-speed train for another 42 minutes.
Okayama has a population of 700,000 and sports a 3-mile long, 3-foot 6-inch-gauge streetcar system, the smallest in all of
Japan. We were able to walk to our hotel, the Koraku, and found our rooms ready. Leaving the ladies to their planned
sightseeing activities, I immediately walked to the stub-end streetcar terminal, located between the railway station and the
hotel. It serves both of Okayama’s routes and consists of a center platform serving a pair of tracks and is just beyond a
double crossover and a second platform for discharging passengers. The lines are not particularly interesting, with the
tracks running in the center of the street, generally separated from motor traffic. Route 2, the shorter of the two lines, follows
route 1 along a relatively wide boulevard for a short distance before turning off. Service on this line is not very frequent, but
cars on route 1 were running every 10 minutes or so. There are pedestrian overpasses at the ends of both of the lines,
which afford a good opportunity to get photos without autos in the way. Line 1 ends at a park, with the tracks continuing
around a corner to the carhouse.
Almost all of the rolling stock is traditional, built between 1980 and 1993. The bodies are equipped with prominent and
colorful (but garish) advertising. Like the cars of most other Japanese systems, they are double-sided and double-ended.
But of all the cities in Japan we visited, only in Okayama did we notice the use of right side doors and center platforms. The
first two digits of car numbers indicate their construction year, after you add 1910. Thus car 9201, which pulled out prior to
the afternoon rush hour, was built in 2002. Nicknamed Momo, this 6-axle unit was the first of Niigata’s 100-percent low-floor
articulateds. It is painted an attractive shade of blue and grey, and carries no advertising. I found the interior quite
interesting, with a wood-inlay floor ramping up to the center of the car from the doors and operator’s position. It has a
combination of 1.5 and 1.5 transverse seating with some wooden longitudinal ledges near the articulation. Passengers
desiring seats must step on a pedestal to reach them as wheel wells and other equipment are located directly above the
floor.
Okayama uses a traditional flat fare PAYL system with a scratch-off day ticket also available. The fare box is mounted quite
high and the contact point for tapping smart cards is at the top. This means that many school children, which constitute a
great deal of the ridership after 15:00, have to stand on their tippy toes to pay their fares. To avoid being lost their smart
cards are generally attached to their book bags or backpacks by telephone cords. And with the seats rather high above the
car’s center aisle, many of the (well-behaved) students’ feet do not touch the floor when they’re seated. It was a rather
strange sight to see all those dangling legs. (For the kids the transverse seats work out to be 2 + 2.) Upon returning to the
hotel I saw Phil, who had a good afternoon in Hiroshima. We had dinner in the restaurant area of the railroad station.
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Photos – This section covers our morning in Kokura and Kitakyushu, where we rode a light electric railway.
•
•
•
•
•
•

22: The plaza in front of JR’s Kokura station is very modern and contains statuary.
09: The monorail adds the facade of modernity to the elevated forecourt of the Kokura station.
03 and 27: The older 2000-series cars, dating from the 1960s, are larger (3 sections) than the newer 3000s, and
appear in several paints schemes. Photo 27 was taken behind the Chikuho’s carhouse and shop.
06: The company’s current color scheme is white with blue trim. The scene is typical of the railway, all on private
right-of-way with unadorned functional stations.
04: Most service on the Chikuho is provided by the 2-section 3000-series, which date from the 1980s. The inner
portion of the line is residential in nature. The outer portion is quite rural in spots.
02: No. 3003 is painted in an advertising livery, and is shown passing a new low-rise apartment development.

This section covers our visit to Okayama, a city with a small tramway that we used mainly as headquarters for day
trips to places on the island of Shikoku.
•
•

•
•

19: There are a number of overhead pedestrian walkways in Okayama, allowing for panoramic views of the
area. The streetcar’s number, 8301, indicates it was built in 1993.
22: Two cars from the 1980s pass each other on busy route 1. On this side street, which is traversed only briefly,
there is nothing to keep motor traffic off the running rails. Unlike most other cities in Japan whose rolling stock
evolved to a Peter Witt design with center doors, the cars in Okayama retained a front and rear entrance/exit
arrangement, probably because several stations have center platforms.
29 and 31: The famous MOMO, named after a hero of a Japanese fairy tale. Built in 2002 by Niigata in association
with Bombardier, it was the company’s first effort to provide 100-percent low-floor vehicles. North America may soon
follow, but only if the order for new streetcars for Toronto is not cancelled.
33: MOMO and car 7401 wait for time on the tail tracks just beyond the outer terminal of route 1. The street ends at a
park, but the tracks curve to the right to reach the carhouse around the corner.
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