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HE Japanese Alpine Club, the first mountaineering organisation 
in the Orient, celebrated its sixtieth anniversary in October, 
1965. The Japanese Alpine Club was founded in 1905, approxi

mately half a century after the founding of the Alpine Club. In that year 
Dr. Longstaff set out for an expedition to the Kumaun Himalaya. During 
these sixty years, mountaineering in Japan has made remarkable progress. 
Particularly in the past few years, Japanese alpinists have climbed in the 
Andes, the Himalaya and other ranges of the world with the exception of 
Antarctica. Fifty-three Japanese mountaineering parties made overseas 
expeditions in I 96 5. This number may seem almost incredible; none
theless, it is true. 

It is not hard to understand that many people in other countries lack 
knowledge about the Japanese mountains. In Japan, we do not have a 
single peak over 4000 m. high, or any mountain with glaciers. However, 
some people may remember the name of 'Fujiyama '. Fujiyama is the 
famous symbolic mountain in Japan with an altitude of 3776 m., the 
highest peak in Japan. 

The playground of the Japanese alpinists is the Japanese Alps which 
became known through the book, Mountaineering and Exploration in the 
Japanese Alps, written by the Rev. Waiter Weston (r86r- 194o) and 
published in r896. 

The Japanese Alps lie in the central mountain area in Japan central, 
that is, between the shore of the Japan Sea and the Pacific and are 
divided into three parts, namely the Northern, Southern and Central 
Japanese Alps. The highest peak in our Alps is Kitadake (Mount 
North) in the Southern Japanese Alps with an altitude of 3192 m., being 
the second highest mountain in Japan after Fujiyama. There are only 
twenty-six peaks in the Japanese Alps that exceed an altitude of 3000 m. 
Most of the mountains are covered with alpine plants nearly to the 
summit, and almost all snow has disappeared completely by August. 
However, mountains like Y arigatake, Hodakadake, Tsurugidake in the 
Northern Japanese Alps and Kitadake and its neighbours in the Southern 
Japanese Alps are steep and rocky, and on them one can enjoy something 
of the mountaineering of the European Alps. 

It was near the end of the nineteenth century that the modern 
mountaineering spirit of Europe was introduced to Japan, and its 
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JAPANESE}\.LPS: l-lODAKA RANGE FROM THE SOUTH IN DECEMBER. THE CENTRAL PEAK KS MAE-HODAKA, FLANKED BY MYOJIN,=DAKE 
(LEFT) AND 0Ku~HODAI{A (RIGHT)~ 
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JAPANESE ALPS: H:oDAE:A R .ANGE IN N 'ovEMBER, VIEWED FROM THE AIR. 'THE RANGE CON
SISTS OF THR.EE MAIN PEAKS: 0KU- HODAKA (BACKGROUND RIGHT), 3190 M.; MAE-HODAKA 

(BACKGROUND LEFT), 3090 M.,; KITA-HODAKA (FOREGROUND) , 3100 JVl. 
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originator was the Rev. Waiter Weston. At about that time, Japan was at 
war with China and later with Russia. These wars raised the morale of 
the Japanese youth. Japan had broken away from her ancient feudal 
system and was facing the new free period called the Meiji Era. Apprecia
tion of mountaineering itself was born among a small elite of Japanese 
youth. Through the book Mountaineering and Exploration in the 
Japanese Alps, they made the acquaintance of Weston, who was then 
living in Yokohama, and enthusiastically talked with him about the 
Alpine Club and mountaineering in the European Alps. Having con
tacted the Alpine Club, and its President, Bishop G. F. Browne, and 
Hon. Secretary, A. L. Mumm, Weston advised the Japanese to found an 
Alpine Club in Japan. (A contemporary record of this may be found in 
'Alpine Notes', A.J. 22. 543 .) Thus, the first mountaineering club in 
Japan was born in October, 1905. This event increased enthusiasm for 
mountaineering in Japan. A few people began some climbing in the 
European Alps and introduced mountaineering equipment, such as the 
alpenstock and rucksack, to Japan. 

Thereafter, the number of Japanese alpinists who visited the European 
Alps increased gradually. In the autumn of 1921, Mr. Yuko ·Maki made 
the first ascent of the Mittellegigrat on the Eiger with three Swiss guides. 
This event gave a great impetus to mountaineering among Japanese 
college students. When Mr. Yuko Maki returned from Europe that 
winter, he taught the mountaineering techniques he had studied in the 
Alps, such as rock-climbing and glacier and snow crossing, to the 
Japanese alpinists. He also brought back the ice-axe made by Schenk 
and ropes guaranteed by the Alpine Club. So far mountaineering in 
Japan had been centred in summer climbing that did not require the 
higher techniques used in the Alps. In Europe, the difference between 
the summer and winter seasons in the high Alps is much less marked 
than in Japan, where there are rapid changes of weather between the 
four seasons. The Japanese mountains, which expose their black surface 
in the summer, completely change their appearance in the snowy season 
from late December to early April, and are then covered with heavy 
snow. In the northern mountains, it is not unusual for a single fall of 
snow to exceed three metres. In the Japanese Alps avalanches occur 
everywhere, and severe cold that ranges around - 20°C. and blizzards 
from the north-west threaten the alpinists. The condition of the Japanese 
Alps during the snowy season is so severe that it is often ranked as equal 
with the condition in the Himalaya during the monsoon season. Although 
the altitude of the Japanese Alps is low without a single glacier, it has 
been the favourite playground of Japanese climbers of the first rank. 

Winter mountaineering in Japan was inaugurated in January, rgro, by 
an Austrian officer, Theodor von Larch (r869- 1945), who was invited by 
the Japanese army to introduce alpine skiing to Japanese military officers 
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and students. As early as January, I9I3, a party of Japanese military 
officers did ski-mountaineering on Fujiyama. The skiing techniques 
introduced by Herr Larch and the new alpine techniques introduced by 
Mr. Maki opened a new field for Japanese mountaineering. The univer
sity students were eager to learn these skills, and therefore made thorough 
study of such books as G. W. Young's Mountain Craft, Arnold Lunn's 
Alpine Skiing, G. D. Abraham's The Complete Mountaineer, or Marcel 
Kurz's Alpinisnze Hive11'nal and M. Zdarsky's Alpine Skifahrer. In so 
doing, they absorbed new knowledge gradually and began to climb the 
Japanese Alps during the winter season. 

The first Japanese overseas expedition was made in the summer of 
I925 by a joint expedition from Keio University and the Gakushuin 
group to Mount Alberta (36I9 m.) in the Canadian Rockies under the 
leadership of Mr. Maki. Although the leader was the only one who had 
experience of alpine mountaineering, all of them made the summit, 
together with two Swiss guides and a Swiss amateur. Thus was Japanese 
mountaineering developed step by step, with such students as its 
nucleus. 

Although the scale of climbing is limited, Japanese alpinists practised 
their skills in the Japanese Alps, often encountering fatal accidents 
caused by avalanches and slips in severe weather. While they practised, 
they longed to gain experience of glaciers in the Alps and the Himalaya. 
It may be said that the history of mountaineering in Japan itself is 
similar to that of mountaineering in Europe. When a summit had been 
conquered, alpinists tried to reach the same peak by harder routes; 
then they began to look for difficult rock climbing for its own sake. 

In the course of such training, Japanese mountaineers began to be 
very interested in the Himalayan expeditions which were being carried 
out by the various countries of the world with increasing regularity after 
the First World War. This was especially the case during the years 
around 1930, when winter climbing was becoming well established in 
Japan, and at the same time other countries were being very active in the 
Himalaya. The Bauer expeditions from Germany tried to conquer 
Kangchenjunga in 1929 and I93 I from the north-east. In 1930, the 
International Himalayan Expedition led by G. 0. Dyhrenfurth also 
attempted Kangchenjunga. In 193 I Smythe's expedition successfully 
climbed Kamet. In the years I932 and I934, Willi Merkl of Germany 
attacked Nanga Parbat, and in I933 the United Kingdom resumed 
sending expeditions to Everest after an interval of nine years. Observing 
these remarkable activities, the Japanese started to think seriously about 
the climbing of the Himalaya. The news of the successful ascent of the 
North face of the Matterhorn by the Schmid brothers, and the disaster 
in 1936 of the Austro-German attempt on the Eigerwand also reached 
Japan. However, most Japanese mountaineers \¥ere not concerned 
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with this news. They looked to the distant, unknown and large-scale 
Himalaya. 

In order to climb the Himalaya, it was necessary to gain experience of 
camping conditions at higher altitudes, and the Japanese climbers set 
about doing this. Gathering information on tents, sleeping-bags, 
mattresses and cooking methods from the reports of Himalayan expedi
tions of various countries, they designed their own items of equipment 
and tested them in winter on Fujiyama and in the Japanese Alps at 
altitudes above 3000 m. They encountered many hardships such as the 
crushing of tents by deep snow drifts, or their being torn by high winds. 
Thus, Japanese alpinists accumulated valuable experience in preparing 
themselves for future Himalayan climbs. Accepting the practice of 
British expeditions, they realised that a party must be divided into two, 
viz, the assault party and the support party, and that several camps 
would be needed. In this way they learned the method of gradual 
attack on the summit. Imitating the Bauer expedition's use of ice-caves 
on I(angchenjunga, the climbers dug snow-caves and tested them 
thoroughly. 

The university students expanded their sphere of mountaineering 
experiences in Korea and Manchuria, which were then Japanese colonies, 
and also in the winter mountains of the Kurile and Sakhalin Islands. 

The year 1936 was a memorable year for mountaineers in Japan. The 
first Himalayan expedition was despatched. A five-man party led by 
Mr. Yaichi Hotta from Rikkyo University in Tokyo had as their objective 
Nanda Kot (686r m.) in the Garhwal Himalaya. They started from 
Almora and climbed the North-east ridge to the summit. Among this 
party there was no one who had previous experience of climbing either 
in the Himalaya or in the European Alps. All of them had been trained 
in the Japanese mountains in vvinter. Most of their climbing equipment 
- tents, ice-axes, crampons, shoes, and sleeping-bags \¥as made in 
Japan. This fact gave great pride to the Japanese people. 

Subsequently, students of various Japanese universities made plans 
for expeditions to the Karakoram and the Punjab. There were also 
several other plans as well, but these were cancelled in December, 1941, 
with the outbreak of the Pacific War. During the war Japanese 
mountaineering came completely to a standstill. 

In August, 1945, the war that had lasted for five years came to its end 
at last. All the big cities in Japan, including Tokyo, had been turned 
into burnt fields. There was a total lack of foodstuffs and clothing, and 
on top of this, severe inflation harassed the people. The Japanese people 
who were under the American occupation struggled for their daily 
livelihood, and there was no time or money for mountaineering. But the 
students who returned from the war poured their energies into mountain
eering activities. As stated in the long Chinese poem that had been 
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popular among the Japanese, 'The mountains and rivers remain the 
same even though the country was defeated by the war ... ', and the 
mountains welcomed the alpinists with their unchanging appearance. 

In 1950 the news of the success of the French expedition which climbed 
the first 8ooo m. peak, Annapurna, excited Japanese climbers. The 
Japanese once again recovered their morale and cast their eyes to the 
mountains abroad. In September, 1951, the Peace Treaty was signed in 
San Francisco, and Japan, finally freed from the American military 
occupation, could find her hope in the future. 

Waseda University quickly restored its Alpine Club and in late 1952 
and January, 1953, they climbed Aconcagua (6959 m.), the highest peak 
in the South American continent. In the autumn of 1952 a party of five 
from the Japanese Alpine Club under the leadership of Dr. l{inji 
Imanishi undertook the first post-war Japanese expedition to the 
Himalaya, reconnoitring Annapurna IV(7524m.) and Manaslu (8156 m.). 

Needless to say, 1953 was the year when the efforts of the British 
resulted at last in the successful conquest of Everest's summit. The 
Japanese sent a large-scale expedition to attempt Manaslu, which ranked 
as the eighth highest peak in the world 

However, the first attack on this 8ooo m. summit by the Japanese 
expedition was not at all an easy one. At first they set up their Base 
Camp at Sama and reached the North Col by using orthodox climbing 
methods. On June r, three members of the party made an attempt on 
the summit but were turned back by lack of time at a height of 7750 m. 
The third Manaslu expedition under the leadership of Yuko Maki was 
organised in the spring of I956. It was a large expedition made up of 
twelve members, twenty Sherpas and 396 porters. The climbing started 
on April I, and on May 9 Toshio Imanishi and the Sirdar Gyaltsen 
Norbu succeeded in reaching the summit from Camp 6 at 78oo m. 
Following them on the I rth, Kato and Higeta also made the summit. 
The climbing of Manaslu had a strong impact in Japanese climbing 
circles. The event resulted in greater appreciation for mountaineering 
even by those people who had hitherto had no interest in climbing. 

A 'mountaineering boom ' began, and Japanese expeditions to the 
Himalaya were further activated by the successful Manaslu expedition. 
About the time of the Manaslu expedition, expeditions from Kyoto 
University explored the Karakoram, Hindu Kush, and the Swat 
Himalaya in I955 and the two following years. In August, I958, a 
party, under the leadership of Takeo Kuwabara, entered the Baltoro 
glacier and climbed Chogolisa ( 76 54 m.) for the first time. On their way, 
they discovered some relics of H ermann Buhl. 

During the thirteen years since 1952 when the first Japanese post-war 
expedition visited the Himalaya, the total of Himalayan expeditions, 
including scientific research parties and private tourists, amounts to 
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sixty-four parties according to official records. The number of virgin 
peaks climbed by these expeditions is twenty-two, of which Manaslu 
is the highest. The following table shows the climbing record in 
chronological order. 

May 1956 
August 1958 
October I959 
May 1960 

' ' ' ' August I96o 
May I962 

', , 
" " 
" )) 

July 1962 
October I 962 
May I963 
August 1963 
October 1963 

' ' ' ' April I964 
May r964 

" " October I 964 

" , 
April I965 

Manaslu (8r56 m.) 
Chogolisa (7654) 
Shalbachum (6745) 
Himal Chuli (7864) 
Api (7I32) 
Noshaq (7492) 
Big White Peak (Lonpo Gang) 

(7083) 
H ongde (66oo) 
Cham1ang ( 73 19) 
Nupchu (7o28) 
Saltoro Kangri (7742) 
Indrasan ( 622 I) 
Numbur (6955) 
Baltoro Kangri ( 73 I 2) 
Saipal (7034) 
Sharpu (7Ioo) 
Gyachung Kang (7922) 
Urkimman (6397) 
Kyungka Ri (6979) 
Annapurna South (Moditse) 

(7256) 
Glacier Dome (7255) 
Ngojumba Ri (78o6) 

L eader 

Yuko Maki 
Takeo Kuwabara 
Tetsuo Yamada 
Jiro Yamada 
Y asusuke Tsuda 
Yajiro Sakato 
Akira Takahashi 

Shojiro Ishizaka 
Seiki Nakano 
Sasuke N akano 
Tsunahiko Sidei 
Konosuke Onodera 
Makoto Numata 
Seihei Kato 
Kanji Kojima 
Ken j i Ishihara 
I(azumi Kohara 
Takeo Suzuki 
Takeo Suzuki 
Akio Higuchi 

Sumio Shima 
Susumu Takahashi 

Since the first ascent of Manaslu, the Himalaya have become familiar 
to the Japanese people. The recent trends for Himalayan expeditions 
show a preference for informal parties rather than for expeditions with 
large-scale backings. One imagines that this phenomenon is universal 
rather than peculiar to Japan. Japanese mountaineers have a strong 
interest also in other ranges throughout the world; but they have special 
interest in the Himalaya. Almost all the main reports published in 
various countries are available in Japanese editions. There are also 
diligent researchers who have made wide bibliographical collections 
concerning the Himala ya. 

In any brief acconut of the prosperous present state of climbing 
in Japan, it is important to relate it to the beginning of Japanese 
mountaineering. Japanese mountaineering has a past related to 
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Buddhism, and this has been its foundation. It is said that in A.D. 538, 
Buddhism was introduced to Japan from the Chinese mainland, and 
from that date devoted Buddhist monks venerated statues of Buddha on 
the summits of the high mountains throughout Japan. Many of the 
faithful started climbing the mountains to offer their prayers. Although 
we have no authentic record left , it is said that a monk called Enno 
Ozunu climbed Fujiyama in about the seventh century. This can be 
considered as one of the earliest climbs ever made. Fujiyama, which is 
now a dormant volcano, was then active. We can imagine that the 
climbing must have been done under great difficulties. In r 907 when 
the surveyors climbed Tsurugidake, one of the steeper rock peaks of the 
Northern Japanese Alps, they found an old brass ring, which must have 
been attached to the top of a monk's cane, and also a spear blade at the 
summit where no one was supposed to have climbed in the past. Archaeo
logists made a study of these articles and found that they were relics of 
about the eighth century. Later many people went to the mountains 
for various purposes such as mining, collecting herbs, or hunting. I 
think the factor that linked the Japanese public and mountaineering was 
the popularity of the mountain sect of Buddhism around the sixteenth 
century. This sect had dominant characteristics derived from the 
mixture of Shintoism and Buddhism. Shrines and temples were built 
on high mountains throughout the country, and urban people from all 
social strata formed groups for pilgrimages and recreation. For these 
reasons, new roads were opened and lodging facilities were established. 

This was the position when European mountaineering was introduced 
after the Meiji Era. Since the Meiji Era, modern Japanese mountaineer
ing has completely lost its relations with religion and has developed as an 
independent climbing activity. Together with alpine mountaineering 
introduced from Europe, the old traditional type of mountain hiking 
has also continued. Consequently, Japanese mountaineering has great 
variety and a unique style. There is a group that seeks rocks and ice; 
other groups follow valleys to the summit. Many alpinists like to climb 
the mountains covered with thick jungle that are peculiar to the monsoon 
area. Climbers can enjoy these various types of mountaineering accord
ing to the seasons and the types of mountains. In the low altitude 
mountains of Japan, however , we cannot possibly hope for mountaineer
ing as in the Alps where everything is rock and ice. There are only a few 
places in the Japanese Alps where in winter a few young Japanese student 
alpinists enjoy somewhat similar conditions. The thing which has 
supported these few alpinists has been the many Japanese mountaineers 
who have loved valleys and high mountains since old times. Although 
the altitude is low, most of the islands of Japan are occupied by mountain 
ranges. T oday there are hardly any Japanese with ordinary health who 
have had no mountaineering experience during their lifetime. Though 
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the degrees of their enthusiasm may differ, all of them are devotees and 
lovers of mountaineering through their own experiences. 

From the Meiji Era up till the beginning of the Second World War, 
the majority of the Japanese people were poor despite the development 
of their country. For a long time they had neither the financial resources 
nor the leisure to climb the high mountains in winter with modern 
equipment. The possibility of enjoying modern mountaineering was 
confined to a group of students who were the children of the relatively 
privileged class. This was particularly true in the case of overseas 
mountaineering expeditions. To go on an expedition was only possible 
for a few elite people and was out of the question for the general public. 
But, after the Second World War, the democracy which was given to 
Japan first manifested itself in the popularisation of all activities . With
out evaluating the merits or demerits of the process, the things which 
had once been open only to the elite few have become available to the 
public. Thus, mountaineering too was open to the masses as their 
recreation. Those people who have heard of the beauty of the mountains 
and the pleasure of mountaineering from their forefathers, were now 
able to fulfil their desires. Today they fill the Japanese mountains and 
enjoy their new recreation. These mountaineers are the young people 
who are sensitive to the new era. Those who support them both 
spiritually and financially are the people in various social strata who 
know the pleasure of mountaineering that has become part of the 
Japanese legacy. Many of them were unable to attain their own desires 
in the pre-war period, owing to lack of means and time. They want the 
younger generation to fulfil their own lost dreams. Thus, the old 
Japanese family system is inspiring modern Japan. 

Japanese mountaineering, which at home can only claim mountains of 
some 3000 m., has rapidly extended its sphere to ranges throughout the 
world. The reason for this development may lie in the fact that the 
sudden expansion of people's energy, which had been suppressed during 
the long period of the war, found an outlet which anyone who knows 
Japanese society and its long mountaineering history will understand. 
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