
A visit to Japan
H. W. R. Wade

Having to make an academic visit to Japan in October 1974, I arranged to
arrive a fortnight early and to do some climbing, on the principle of first
things first. I warned the Japanese Alpine Club that I was a quinquagenarian
mountaineer of no pretensions whatever, but they could not have been more
hospitable to me. Not only did they entertain my wife and myself at their
headquarters in Tokyo, where among other distinguished figures we met Mr
lchiro Yoshizawa (AC), author of the article in AJ 79 128-they also did me
the greatest service that can be done to a mountain-minded visitor by finding
me climbing companions. Thanks to these arrangements, most considerately
made by Mr Hideki Myashita, leader of an expedition to Everest, my brief
visit was most enjoyable. I accomplished nothing of the slightest originality;
but since few Europeans climb in the Japanese Alps it may be of interest to
describe them, and also Mount Fuji, as seen through English spectacles. The AJ
has carried 2 Japanese accounts in the last 10 years, Mr Yoshizawa's (above) and
Mr Yasuji Yamazaki's in AJ 71 248.

A pilgrimage to the sacred mountain was naturally the first priority. To
foreigners this is Fujiyama, but to the Japanese it is Fujisan. It is the country's
unique symbol, being over 2000 ft higher than any other Japanese mountain
and standing in isolation only 60 miles from Tokyo. Its height is 3776 m.
Mount Fuji's aesthetic appeal is great, but its beauty lies in its superb conical
profile as viewed from the lake district at its base. Honesty requires the ad
mission that its ascent is one of the world's duller grinds. The first 8000 ft
are accomplished by bus, to a roadhead known as the fifth step, the stages
from base to summit being thus marked off. From there the track gives a plod
of 3! hours up the steep featureless rr.ountainside-featureless, that is, by
nature, but studded with numerous huts and refreshment booths and plainly
indicated by a trail of litter. But no one will be dissatisfied to have gazed into
the crater of this famous mountain, 600 m in diameter and some 180 m deep;
and this I did just 40 hours after landing in Japan. Volcanic activity has been
extinct since 1707, though there is plenty of it elsewhere. There was no snow,
except for patches in the crater; the first fall of the season came 4 days later.
The summit was misty and cold, but my young companions produced a pole
less bivouac tent which, supported by our heads and warmed by the primus,
made a pleasant fug for our picnic. There are plenty of alternative ways of
descent, equally featureless but at least less littered. The night was spent in
a simple but cosy hut at 2450 m, where we took our meal squatting on the
floor and eating with chopsticks. The piece de resistance was a pile of fried
Fuji mushrooms, washed down with sake.

After Mount Fuji there is a choice of many peaks around the 3000 m level
in the Japanese Alps. The most popular area is the Northern Alps, 120 miles
NW of Tokyo, where the small village of Kamikochi could be called the
Japanese Zermatt-or perhaps the Japanese Glen Brittle, since the long ridges
have a distinct flavour of Skye. Ridge-traversing provides the standard expedi
tions, the routes being fortified at many spots by chains, stanchions and ladders,
as on a via ferrata in the Dolomites. The rock is variable, but most of it is none
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too secure. Rock climbs of all grades are available. The ridges have fine features,
such as the pinnacles on the N ridge of Maehodakadake, the great Gendarme
of Okuhodakadake and the elegant outlying spire (or spear, for that is what its
name means) of Yarigatake. The north ridge of Maehodakadake, an easy grade
Ill, is reminiscent of the Pinnacle Ridge of Sgurr nan Gillean. The E face of
this mountain offers a number of harder routes. There is good scenery on
every side. From Okuhodakadake, the principal summit (3190 m), we had a
clear view of Mount Fuji under its new snow, 90 miles distant across a vast
cloud-sea. A couple of miles away there were puffs of smoke from the active
volcano Yakedake.

At Kamikochi the Japanese AC has its one and only hut, a most attractive
chalet at the road head equipped with every luxury including a bathroom and
colour TV. The guardian and his wife are charming people who despite pro
blems of communication did everything they could to pamper their foreign
visitor. From here I climbed with several JAC members, all of whom had
Himalayan experience, and principally with Mr Tsuguaki Itami, a fine young
man of 24 who spoke creditable English and looked after me like a father.
Small of stature, he carried a sack almost as big as himself, with an ice-axe
strapped on one side and an umbrella on the" other. When questioned as to
the utility of the latter he would only say 'Very useful in Japan', with an
expressive gesture skywards. Neither implement was put to use, since the snow
had not arrived and the weather was mostly good. I had brought my own axe
on the express instructions of the J AC and was sorry that the snow was late.
Japanese alpinists do much winter climbing in this region.

To the of Kamikochi lies the main ridge of the Hodaka group, which
contains the most important peaks. The ridge is in the form of a horseshoe
with its open end facing N. Its Warm has a long extension to the N termin-
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ating with Yarigatake; and from Okuhodakadake, which is close to the mid
point of the horseshoe, a long spur runs off to the SW. Our first expedition
was to Okuhodakadake by way of this spur, starting and ending at Kamikochi.
This took us over the Gendarme and another feature, the knife-edge, to the
main summit and round by a long descent to make a 1Z-hour day, finishing in
the forest in the dark. The height gained and lost was 1700 m. On the next
occasion we more prudently started from a higher hut and were able to climb
for Z days before descending. For this we marched round the E end of the
horseshoe and ascended to the Karasawa hut, magnificently ituated in its
centre. From there we traversed the horseshoe clockwise, first ascending
Maehodakadake by its agreeable pinnacle ridge and finally reaching
Yarigatake with a second vi it to Okuhodakadake on the way.

This circuit is well served by a chain of high-altitude huts. Private enterprise
provides them all, so that they occur spontaneously by the law of supply and
demand and make no calls on club funds. Their comforts are quite adequate,
much like those of European huts, and their charges are reasonable. Several
are to be found right on the ridge of the Hodaka chain; and special mention
is due to one of the smallest of them, which is tucked into the topmost sum
mit rocks of Kitahodakadake at 3100 m in a superb situation. Here we broke
our journey on our long ridge-climb. Having traversed the pinnacles of Maehod
akadake and many intermediate summits it was cheering to find that no
descent was required from this one. Tea was handed to us as we checked in and
next day, when it poured with rain and we were firmly stuck in the hut, there
was a complimentary mid-morning handout of tea and brandy. In the austere
pages of the AJ I scarcely dare mention one further charm of this hut. Music!
My heart sank when the loudspeakers burst into song. But instead of the
tasteless pop inflicted in the West, they gave us Bach, Haydn and Mozart with
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a very high standard of reproduction. Other pleasures of an evening in this
hut were the views ot the sunset and of the mists gathering round the ridges.

Continuing along the ridge to the N, the route plunges precipitously into a
deep gap, then the ridge rises and broadens and gives easy going. At its far end
stands the symmetrical spearhead of Yarigatake (3180 m), conspicuous from
all directions by its sharp silhouette and obviously not to be missed. Here
again the hut is at a high poiilt of the ridge, so much so that the peak, which
from afar looks like the Matterhorn of the Northern Alps, can be ascended
from the hut in 10 minutes. On the summit it was misty, but as soon as we
started to descend we were in sunshine. It was time to return to the valley,
and we were soon in the midst of a brilliant kaleidoscope of autumn colours.
In the mild weather of late September there were only a few tints on the
trees below Kamikochi. But up the mountainside the colours intensified, stage
by stage, and even above the timber line there were small shrubs of brilliant
scarlet and yellow. The path followed the beautiful valley of the Azusa River,
which cleaves through the heart of the mountains, part of the time through
fine forests carpeted with dwarf bamboo, and passing huts and camp-sites in
the clearings. No one who has done this walk in good weather could forget
the scenery. From the ridge to Kamikochi takes 6 hours. At this season it is
dark at 6, and we needed our torches for the last hour of the 12-hour day.
The comforts of the JAC hut were fully appreciated that night.

My experience of these mountains was short, and the time was favourable
in that the summer crowds had thinned out. All the same, I would say that
Mr Yoshizawa was unduly modest in his AJ article both about the huts and,
in particular, about the behaviour of his countrymen. Many Japanese climbers,
he wrote, should rather be described as mobs or climbing animals. During my
visit to the Northern Alps, when I did not set: a single European face and lived
entirely in Japanese style, I saw no sign of misbehaviour even,of the mildest
kind-unless the playing of a radio at low volume on one of the summits
should be reckoned a crime. The mountains were full of climbers, most of
them young people of about student age, and they were everywhere friendly
and courteous. Nor would I endorse the criticism of the atmosphere in the
huts. They have not the magnificence of the biggest in Europe, but with many
of them they compare favourably. Their food and service were good and their
atmosphere was always pleasant. Commercialism does not seem to have spoiled
them at all. Certainly my nights in them were as comfortable as in the average
European hut, and a good deal more so than in some of the grimmer billets in
the Alps. On the subject of litter, however, I can only agree with Mr Yoshi
zawa's strictures. There is a lot too much of it, due in part perhaps to the
plentiful supply of packaged refreshment at the high-altitude huts. Efforts
have been made to establish dumps at suitable places and to tidy up the more
frequented routes. But what is needed is education of the public which is now
so keen on open-air activity.

By international standards the Japanese Alps are minor mountains. But in
the affections of the Japanese they stand much as do Skye, Glencoe and
Snowdonia in the hearts of the British. They are set in scenery of exquisite
beauty, and no European who is lucky enough to visit them is likely to regret
it. I have many times been among more imposing peaks, but I shall remember
the Japanese Alps with especial pleasure.
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