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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 1 - Why Rail? Scope & Sources

Stand on a platform at Tokyo Station and watch the departure board: trains leave every few
minutes, and the staff point at the clock, the train and the line as each one goes. Compare that
with a wet Tuesday at Waverley, where a late service is almost a tradition. The contrast is a good
way into this course, because Japan's railways are not just machines. They are a set of habits:
punctuality, shared space, and a very large number of people who rely on trains every day. This
chapter explains why Japan became such a rail country, what kinds of line and train the course

will follow, and how to tell solid evidence from legend.

Why a Rail Country?

Three facts about the land and its people help explain it.

Narrow plains, crowded cities A long, thin line of cities

Mountains cover most of the country, so Tokyo, Nagoya, Kyoto and Osaka sit along
people and cities cluster on a few coastal one corridor. That makes a single fast line
plains (check the share). A train moves large unusually valuable, which is the story of the
numbers of people through a small footprint Shinkansen.

better than roads can.

Late roads, early rail

Good roads and car ownership arrived later
than the railways did, so rail shaped the

towns and suburbs first (check the timing).

A British comparison

Britain gave the world the first main-line railways, and Japan's first line was built with
British help (Chapter 2). Yet the two systems feel very different today. Britain's network

grew from competing companies and was later cut back; Japan's grew around huge urban
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commuter flows and kept expanding. Keep this contrast in mind: it comes back in the

chapters on privatisation and fast rail.

The Main Kinds of Line and Train

The course follows a small number of ideas through time.

Type What it is Why it matters

Local and Frequent stopping trains within and Carry the daily crowds; the heart of

commuter lines around cities rail culture

Limited express Faster conventional trains on older, Linked regions before the high-

narrower track speed lines

Shinkansen High-speed lines on dedicated track, The famous "bullet train"; a model

opened in 1964 (check) for fast rail worldwide

Private railways Lines run by companies, often with Shaped suburbs and department-

shops and housing store culture

Subways and Urban underground and street lines Complete the city networks

trams

One name, many meanings

"Shinkansen" means "new trunk line" (check the wording). It names the dedicated high-
speed track as much as the trains on it. The English phrase "bullet train" is a nickname, and

the course uses "Shinkansen" for the system and "bullet train" only informally.

What the Course Covers

Chapters Theme

2-3 Steam, the Meiji era, nationalisation and expansion
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Chapters Theme

4-5 The dream of a fast train; how the Shinkansen works

67 Privatisation; station and street culture

Fast rail today and how to read the whole story

What the course leaves out

This is an introduction for the curious, not a technical manual or a timetable guide. It

keeps engineering to the ideas that matter for the story, and it does not try to cover every

regional line or every train model.

Record, Legend and Round Numbers

Railway history is full of "firsts" and records, so three kinds of claim need different handling.

Record

Dated timetables, official reports, surviving
rolling stock and named accounts. These

carry the most weight.

Round numbers

Figures such as passengers per day are
estimates that change each year. Quote
them as "about" and name the year (check

any figure).

A note on accuracy

Legend

Neat stories, such as a single engineer
solving everything in a flash, or a punctuality
figure repeated without a source. Treat them

as stories until checked.
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Dates, names and figures in this course are given from general knowledge and flagged
"check" where they are uncertain. Before quoting one elsewhere, confirm it with an official

railway source, a museum or a reliable reference.

Where to See the Evidence

Railway museums: Japan has several large ones, with preserved steam locomotives and
early bullet-train cars (check which are open).

The National Railway Museum in York: the nearest comparison for a British reader, and
it has displayed a Japanese bullet-train car (check current displays).

Operators' own history pages: useful for dates and figures, but written by the companies
themselves, so read with that in mind.

Timetable and station-sign collections: small details that show how everyday rail culture

looked in each period.

Exercises

Each chapter ends with three short exercises. The first two are desk tasks; the third asks you to

observe something in the world.

EXERCISE 1

In three sentences, explain why Japan's geography made railways especially useful, and

name one way this differs from Scotland.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Sort these into record, legend or round number: (a) a dated timetable showing a

service between two cities; (b) the story that one man designed the whole high-speed

system alone; (c) "about a million people ride in Tokyo's busiest station area each day".

— Solution
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EXERCISE 3

Next time you use a train or bus, note three things about how passengers behave
(queueing, noise, giving up seats) and write two sentences on how you think this might

differ on a Tokyo commuter line.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Why rail: narrow plains, crowded cities, a long corridor of big cities, late roads
Types: commuter, limited express, Shinkansen, private railways, subways
Shinkansen: the dedicated high-speed system; "bullet train" is a nickname
Handling sources: separate record, legend and round numbers

First stops: railway museums, operators' history pages, the National Railway Museum

Check: share of mountainous land, timing of road growth, the Shinkansen opening

date, the meaning of the name, museum displays

Next chapter: Steam and Meiji, which covers Japan's first railway, the British engineers who

helped build it, and the choices made about gauge.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 2 - Steam and Meiji

In 1872 a short line opened between Shinbashi in Tokyo and Yokohama, about 29 kilometres
along the bay (check the date and length). It was Japan's first public railway, and it arrived in a
country that had ended more than two centuries of near-isolation only a few years earlier. The
line was a statement as much as a service: the new Meiji government wanted to show that Japan
could modernise quickly. This chapter follows how the railway was built, who helped, and a

choice about track width whose effects are still felt today.

Why the Government Wanted a Railway

Modernisation Control and unity

Railways were seen as a mark of a modern Moving officials, troops, rice and goods
state. Foreign visitors and advisers made the quickly helped a new central government
case, and leaders who had travelled abroad hold a country that had been divided into

were impressed (check the names). many domains.

Trade

Yokohama was a treaty port where foreign
trade was concentrated, so linking it to the

capital had clear commercial value.

British Help

The first line relied heavily on foreign expertise, much of it British. Engineers, locomotives, rails
and even some early drivers came from Britain (check the details), and the first locomotives were
built in British works. Foreign specialists were paid highly and were meant to be temporary: the

plan was to train Japanese engineers and then take over.

A British comparison
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Scotland's own engineering firms exported locomotives and expertise across the world in
this period, and Glasgow-built engines ran in many countries. It is quite possible that
Scottish-trained engineers or Scottish-built parts reached Japan (check any specific claim).
The point to remember is that Japan bought the knowledge in order to stop needing to

buy it.

The Gauge Choice
The distance between the rails, the gauge, is one of the most lasting decisions in any railway.

Gauge Width Where it appears
Standard gauge =~ 1,435 mm  Most of Britain and Europe; the Shinkansen later used it

Narrow gauge 1,067 mm  Chosen for Japan's first lines; still the basis of most conventional lines

A choice with long consequences

Narrow gauge was cheaper to build in mountainous terrain, with tighter curves and
smaller tunnels (check the reasoning and who advised it). But it limited speed and
capacity, and it is part of why a new standard-gauge line was later needed for high-speed
trains. A decision made for cost in the 1870s helped create the case for the Shinkansen in
the 1950s.

Early Private Railways

The government could not pay for everything. From the 1880s private companies began to build
lines (check the date), and some became very profitable. Private railways grew alongside the
state lines, and the mix of public and private operators is a theme the course returns to in the

chapters on nationalisation and privatisation.

e Government lines: trunk routes and strategic links.
¢ Private lines: regional connections and routes between cities and the towns around them.

e Result: a patchwork that the state later chose to bring together (Chapter 3).
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Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Give three reasons the Meiji government wanted a railway, and say which you think

mattered most, with a one-sentence reason.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

In three sentences, explain what a rail gauge is and why choosing narrow gauge in the

1870s still mattered nearly a century later.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Find a photograph or description of an early locomotive in a museum collection. Write

two sentences describing one feature that tells you it was built in the 19th century.

— Solution

Quick Reference

First line: Shinbashi to Yokohama, 1872 (check)
Motives: modernisation, national unity and control, trade
Help: British engineers and equipment, meant to be temporary

Gauge: narrow (1,067 mm) for the early lines; standard (1,435 mm) later for the

Shinkansen
Private lines: grew from the 1880s alongside state lines (check)

Check: opening date and length, who advised on gauge, details of British supply,

private line dates
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Next chapter: Nationalisation and Empire, which covers how the state brought the network

together and how it grew before and during the war.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 3 - Nationalisation

By the start of the 20th century Japan had a patchwork of state and private lines, often with
different standards and no through service. In 1906 the government passed a law to buy the
main private trunk lines (check the date and number of companies). The result was a national
network under one authority, and the pattern of state control it set lasted until the 1980s. This
chapter covers why the state took over, how the system grew and how it came to define Tokyo,

and what happened to the railways during the war years.

Why the State Bought the Lines

Military need Economic coordination

The war with Russia in 1904-05 showed how Through freight and passenger services,
important coordinated rail was for moving common rates and common standards were
troops and supplies (check the dates). hard to arrange between competing
Planners wanted one system under companies.

government control.

Public policy

Many officials saw railways as national
infrastructure, not just business. The debate
over how far the state should own them is

one the course returns to.

A British comparison

Britain went the other way for most of the same period. Its many competing companies
were grouped into four large ones in 1923 and only nationalised in 1948 (check the dates),
partly after wartime strain. Japan's state takeover came earlier and more directly, so its

network was planned as one system for longer.
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The Network Grows

After nationalisation the government kept extending the system, with new trunk lines and
branches into every region. Expansion was driven by both economic ambitions and politics: local
communities lobbied hard for a station, and routes were sometimes shaped as much by

influence as by traffic (check any specific example).

Feature What it did
Trunk lines Linked the major cities along the main corridor
Branch and local lines Reached towns and rural areas, many of which later lost traffic

Electrification Began on busy urban sections in the early 20th century (check the first
dates)

Colonial and overseas Built under Japanese control in territories of the empire, a subject that

MES needs careful, sourced treatment

Tokyo and the Loop Line

The railways shaped how Tokyo grew. A circular line around the central districts, the Yamanote
Line, was completed in the early 20th century (check the date of the full loop), and it became the
spine of the city. Stations along it grew into hubs such as Shinjuku, Shibuya and lkebukuro, each

with its own shops and entertainment.

A city built around stations

In many countries stations serve the city. In Tokyo the pattern is closer to the reverse:
districts grew up around station sites, and the biggest hubs became downtowns of their
own. This is one reason private railway companies later invested in shops and housing at

their terminals (Chapter 6).
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During the 1930s and the Second World War the railways were used heavily for military
transport, and the system was strained by lack of maintenance and materials (check the details).
Air raids damaged many lines and stations in the final years of the war, and Hiroshima and
Nagasaki are part of the story as well: railway services in Hiroshima reportedly resumed within a
very short time after the bombing, which has become a famous but much repeated detail (check

this carefully before quoting it).

Handle with care

Railways in the colonies and in wartime involved forced labour and hardship in some
places, and different countries remember it differently. Read widely, use named sources,

and treat any single dramatic story as a claim to check, not a fact to repeat.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Give two reasons the Japanese state bought the main private lines in 1906, and say how

Britain's approach in the same period differed.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

In three sentences, explain how a loop line like the Yamanote Line can shape the growth

of a city.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Pick one dramatic railway story from the war years that you have heard or read. Write

two sentences on how you would check whether it is record, legend or a round number.

— Solution
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Quick Reference

Nationalisation: 1906, main private trunk lines bought by the state (check)
Reasons: military coordination, economic coordination, public policy
Growth: trunk and branch lines, early electrification, politics in routing
Tokyo: the Yamanote loop and station hubs shaped the city

War years: heavy use, damage, and stories that need careful checking

Check: dates of the law and the Russo-Japanese war, the loop's completion date, first

electrification, Hiroshima services, British grouping dates

Next chapter: The Dream Train, which covers the plans for a fast line, the building of the

Tokaido route and the 1964 opening.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 4 - The Dream Train

The idea of a very fast, dedicated line between Tokyo and Osaka did not begin in the 1960s.
Plans for a standard-gauge high-speed route were discussed before the Second World War
(check the details), and some construction work was started and then abandoned. After the war
the old Tokaido line was overloaded, and the idea returned. This chapter follows how a dream
became a project, who made it happen, and how it opened just ahead of the 1964 Tokyo
Olympics (check the date).

Why a New Line Was Needed

An overloaded corridor

The Tokaido corridor linked the biggest cities
and carried a huge share of passengers and
freight on a narrow-gauge line already near

capacity (check the figures).

The gauge problem

As Chapter 2 explained, the narrow gauge
limited speed and capacity. A new standard-
gauge line could be built to a higher

specification.

National confidence

After the war, a flagship project offered a
way to show Japan's recovery and technical

skill to its own people and to the world.

The People

Large projects are never the work of one person, though a few names are associated with this
one. The head of the national railways at the time, Shinji Sogo, is often credited with pushing the
project through, and the engineer Hideo Shima is often named as chief engineer (check both
names, roles and spellings). Many designers who had worked on aircraft before and during the
war moved into railway research, bringing knowledge of aerodynamics and vibration (check this

claim).
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Beware the lone hero

Popular accounts tend to give a project like this to one visionary. In reality it depended on
political backing, a loan from abroad (check the source), engineers, surveyors, construction

crews and suppliers. Treat the single-inventor version as legend, in the sense of Chapter 1.

Cost and Controversy

The budget grew well beyond the original estimate, and the president of the national railways
reportedly resigned in connection with the overrun (check this carefully). The line was still

opened on schedule, and the commercial success that followed largely settled the argument.

A British comparison

Britain's own high-speed plans have been argued over for decades, from the Advanced
Passenger Train of the 1970s and 80s to HS2 (check the current status). The Japanese
project is a useful contrast: one corridor, one clear need, a fixed deadline and strong
central backing. Whether that can be repeated elsewhere is a fair question for the

capstone chapter.

The 1964 Opening

Feature At opening (check all figures)

Route Tokyo to Osaka along the Tokaido corridor

Top speed Around 200 km/h in service, with a trip time of about four hours at first
Track Standard gauge, on dedicated track with no level crossings

Timing Opened shortly before the Tokyo Olympics

Why dedicated track mattered

Running fast trains on their own track, without crossings or slow trains in the way, was as

important as the trains themselves. Most of the reliability and speed the Shinkansen
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became known for comes from the system, not just the vehicles.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

List three reasons a new line was needed along the Tokaido corridor, and link at least

one to Chapter 2.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

In three sentences, explain why giving the Shinkansen to a single visionary is

misleading, and name who else was involved.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Compare the travel time between Edinburgh and London today with the original Tokyo
to Osaka time (check both). Write two sentences on what the comparison does and

does not show.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Need: overloaded corridor, gauge limits, national confidence

People: a railway chief, a chief engineer and many others (check names)
Opening: 1964, Tokyo to Osaka, standard gauge on dedicated track
Cost: well over the first estimate (check)

Lesson: the system, not only the train, delivered the speed
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e Check: pre-war plans, names and roles, budget and resignation story, speeds and

times at opening, British high-speed status

Next chapter: Inside the Bullet Train, which covers the track, signalling, earthquake detection

and the famous punctuality.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 5 - Inside the System

Chapter 4 ended with the opening of the line. This chapter looks at why it kept working: the

track, the trains, the signalling and the habits of the staff. The usual summary is that the

Shinkansen is fast, punctual and safe. A better summary is that it is a system in which each of

those qualities supports the others, and in which most of the design effort goes into stopping

things from going wrong (check the claims in this chapter against current operator figures).

Four Parts of One System

Dedicated track

No level crossings and no slow trains sharing
the line, with fences and barriers along the
route. Fewer surprises means higher speeds

and tighter timetables.

Automatic train control

Signals are sent into the cab, and the system
slows the train automatically if the driver
does not respond, rather than relying on

lineside signals alone (check the details).

A British comparison

Distributed power

Instead of one heavy locomotive, motors are
spread along many cars. This spreads the
weight on the track and helps acceleration

(check the explanation).

Central control

A control centre watches the whole line,
adjusts services and manages disruption in

real time.

On much of the British network, fast trains share track with slow ones, freight and local

stopping services, and there are still some level crossings. Britain's fastest line, High Speed

1 to the Channel Tunnel, is closer to the Shinkansen idea (check its details). The difference

between a dedicated and a mixed railway explains much of the difference in reliability.

Earthquakes
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Japan sits in one of the most seismically active regions on Earth, so earthquake detection is part
of the design. Seismometers along the line and on the coast can detect the first, weaker waves
of a quake and cut power to trains before the stronger shaking arrives (check how the system

works and its alert time). A train running at speed can then slow or stop in time.

Detect early, stop early

The principle is to use the small time gap between the first and later waves. It does not
predict an earthquake. It reacts very quickly once one has begun. Check the current

operator descriptions and any reported performance in recent quakes.

Punctuality

Average delays on the Shinkansen are often quoted as less than a minute (check the figure and

year). The result comes from several things together.

Factor How it helps

Dedicated No interference from slower services

track

Fast Crews clean and reset trains in a very short stop

turnaround

Staff habits Pointing and calling to confirm each check, a practice found across Japanese rail

(check origin)

Maintenance Overnight inspection and work, since the line is closed at night

The Safety Record

The operator has reported no passenger fatalities from train accidents on the Shinkansen since if]
opened in 1964, a claim that is often repeated (check this carefully, including how it is defined
and whether it still holds). Non-accident incidents, such as injuries on platforms or in doorways

and other harm, are a separate matter and should not be confused with it.
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Read safety claims carefully

"No fatalities" depends on the definition: train accidents versus any death connected to
the system. When you see a safety record quoted, ask how it is defined, over what period,

and by whom.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Name the four parts of the system described in this chapter and say which one you

think contributes most to punctuality, with a reason.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

In three sentences, explain how an early-detection earthquake system works and what

it cannot do.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Find a train punctuality statistic for a British operator and one for a Japanese operator.

Write two sentences on whether the two numbers are measured in the same way.

— Solution

Quick Reference

e System: dedicated track, distributed power, automatic train control, central control
o Earthquakes: early detection cuts power before strong shaking arrives

e Punctuality: a result of track, turnaround, staff habits and maintenance

The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture - Page 21



file:///C:/resources/prize4/prize4-5_exercise1.txt
file:///C:/resources/prize4/prize4-5_exercise2.txt
file:///C:/resources/prize4/prize4-5_exercise3.txt

o Safety claim: no passenger deaths from train accidents, with a definition to check

e Check: delay figures, pointing and calling origin, alert times, the safety claim and how
it is defined, High Speed 1 details

Next chapter: Privatisation and the JR Companies, which covers the 1987 break-up of the

national railway and the private railway empires.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 6 - Privatisation

By the 1970s and 80s the national railway had accumulated enormous debts, suffered strikes

and lost traffic to cars and aircraft (check the figures). In 1987 it was split into a group of

regional passenger companies and a freight company, and the new firms were later listed on the

stock market. This chapter explains why it happened, what the new structure looked like, how the

private railways had already built a different model, and how the results compare with Britain's

own privatisation.

Why Break Up the National Railway?

Debt

Large losses, especially on rural lines, and
heavy borrowing had left the national
railway with debts that the state could not

easily carry (check the totals).

Competition

Roads, domestic flights and private lines had
taken customers. Reformers argued that
smaller regional companies would be more

flexible.

The New Structure

Part Role (check the details)

Labour disputes

Industrial action was frequent in the 1970s,
and service reliability and public confidence
suffered (check the details).

Passenger Several regional companies, usually called the JR Group, each covering an area

companies (for example East, Central and West)

Freight company A single company running freight over the lines of the others
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Part Role (check the details)

Shinkansen At first held and leased by a separate body, then sold to the regional companies
(check)

Remaining debt Taken over by a government-backed body and repaid over many years (check)

Break up by region, not by track

Japan divided the railway into regional operators that each own their track and run their
own trains. This is different from the British approach of separating the infrastructure from

the train operators, and it keeps timetabling and maintenance under one roof.

A British comparison

Britain privatised its railways in the 1990s, splitting track ownership from many train-
operating companies (check the dates), and has since moved toward bringing operators
back under public control and a new national body (check the current position). Both
countries privatised, but in opposite ways, and their results are often argued about. Treat

claims that one model simply "worked" with caution (check the source).

The Private Railway Model

Alongside the state lines, private railway companies had long been a major part of the system,

especially around Tokyo and Osaka. Many of them developed a particular business model.

e Own the line. Build a railway out from the city centre.
e Own the land. Buy land along the route and develop housing for commuters.
e Own the terminus. Build a department store and entertainment at the city end, so that

passengers become shoppers (check the best-known examples).

The railway brought customers, the customers filled the housing and the shops, and the shops
filled the trains. After 1987 the JR companies copied the idea at their own stations, with

shopping and offices built into major hubs.

Judge results with care
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The JR companies in busy regions have generally been profitable, while those in rural
areas have struggled and cut or questioned some lines (check the current position). A fair
assessment separates the different regions and does not treat the whole country as one

case.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Give three reasons the national railway was broken up in 1987, and say which you think

was the most important.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

In three sentences, explain how the private railway model of "line, land and department

store" turns passengers into customers.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Compare the Japanese and British approaches to privatisation in two or three

sentences, saying what was divided in each case.

— Solution

Quick Reference

e 1987: national railway split into regional passenger companies and a freight company
(check)

e Reasons: debt, labour disputes, competition

e Structure: regional operators own track and trains; Britain separated the two
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e Private model: line, land, housing and department store

e Results: busy regions profitable, rural lines under pressure

e Check: debt totals, structure details, Shinkansen ownership, best-known examples,

British timeline and current position

Next chapter: Station and Street Culture, which covers station lunchboxes, announcements,

commuter manners and the enthusiasts who love trains.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 7 - Station Culture

So far the course has followed lines, laws and engineering. This chapter turns to the people. A

railway that carries millions of passengers a day develops habits, food, sounds and a fan

community of its own. Some of these are well documented and some are cheerful exaggeration,

so the chapter marks the difference as it goes (check the claims in this chapter against current

The ekiben, a boxed meal sold at stations or on trains, is one of the best-known parts of rail

travel in Japan. Boxes are often tied to a region, with local ingredients and sometimes distinctive

containers (check the history and examples). They turn a long journey into a small tour of local

food, and collecting or comparing them is a hobby for some travellers.

A British comparison

The nearest British equivalent is probably the station sandwich or the trolley service, which

has a long and mixed reputation. A closer comparison might be a regional food counter at

a major station, but there is no real British tradition of region-specific station meals on this

scale (check whether this is still true).

Sounds and Signals

Departure melodies

Many stations play short tunes as trains
arrive or depart rather than plain bells. Some
stations have their own, linked to a local

theme (check examples).

Pointing and calling

Announcements

Announcements are frequent, precise and
polite, giving platform numbers, door sides
and onward connections. Larger stations

announce in more than one language.
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Staff point at signals, signs and clocks and
say what they see aloud. It is used to avoid
mistakes and is seen on platforms and in

cabs (see Chapter 5).

Commuter Manners

Unwritten rules govern a crowded carriage. Many are printed in posters and announcements.

Habit The idea behind it (check current guidance)
Queue at marked spots Let people off first, then board in order
Phones on silent Avoid calls and noise in shared space

Remove or move bags Save space in crowded trains

Priority seats Leave them for older, injured, pregnant or less able passengers

Not everyone, not always

Descriptions of "how the Japanese behave on trains" are generalisations. Rush-hour
crowding is real and so are complaints about it, and etiquette varies by line, time and
person. Treat stories of white-gloved staff pushing passengers in as a real but exaggerated

image of a few of the busiest stations (check the facts).

Stamps and Enthusiasts

Many stations and tourist sites have a rubber stamp for visitors to collect in a notebook, and
some lines run stamp rallies (check the details). Alongside them is a large community of
enthusiasts, sometimes called tetsudo otaku or rail fans, who photograph trains, record sounds,
collect timetables or ride every line. Their interests are often divided into types, such as

photographers, riders and sound recorders (check the terms).

Culture follows the network
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The density, reliability and variety of the system make these hobbies possible. A fan can
plan a trip around a rare train, an old station or a retired model because the timetable can
be trusted.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

In two or three sentences, explain what an ekiben is and why it fits the idea of the

railway as a way to experience a region.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

List three commuter habits from this chapter and say whether a similar habit exists on

British trains or buses.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Choose one popular image of Japanese rail culture, such as pushers on crowded
platforms, and write two sentences on how you would check whether it is record,

legend or exaggeration.

— Solution

Quick Reference

e Food: ekiben, regional boxed meals

e Sounds: departure melodies, polite announcements, pointing and calling

e Manners: queueing, silent phones, bags, priority seats
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e Fans: stamps, photography, sound recording, riding every line
e Care: generalisations and viral images need checking

e Check: ekiben history, melody examples, current etiquette guidance, stamp rally

details, fan terms, British station food

Next chapter: Capstone: Fast Rail Today, which looks at new lines, magnetic levitation,

comparisons with Britain and Europe, and how to read the story as a whole.
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The Shinkansen and Japanese Rail Culture

Course 4 - Chapter 8 - Fast Rail Today

The course began with a platform and a departure board and has followed the railway from a
short steam line in 1872 to a national system built around habits as much as machines. This last
chapter looks at where fast rail stands now, what Japan has tried next, how it compares with
Britain and Europe, and how to read the whole story without turning it into a legend (check the

current position of every project named here).

The Network Today

The high-speed network has spread well beyond the first Tokyo to Osaka line, with lines running
south toward Kyushu and north toward Hokkaido (check the current extent and any open or
planned sections). Newer trains are faster, quieter and more efficient than the first ones, and the
operators have added services of different speeds on the same line (check the models and
speeds).

Question Where the story stands (check all)

Growth New sections continue to open, though at high cost and over long periods

Rural lines Many local lines carry few passengers and face an uncertain future

Population An ageing and shrinking population changes the long-term picture

Disasters The network has been repaired and reopened after major earthquakes and storms

Magnetic Levitation

Japan has also worked for decades on a magnetic levitation train that floats above its guideway
instead of running on wheels. A route between Tokyo and Nagoya has been under construction,
with a later extension planned (check the status, delays and cost). Test runs have reached speeds

well above those of the conventional trains (check the record).

Faster is not the only question
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A new technology has to be justified by demand, cost, energy use and effects on the land
it crosses, not by speed alone. Disputes over the route and its environmental effects have
been part of its story (check the details). Expect claims on both sides and read them with

the standards of Chapter 1.

Comparing Britain and Europe

A British comparison

Britain has one dedicated high-speed line running to the Channel Tunnel, and its largest
high-speed project, HS2, has been cut back and delayed with rising costs (check the
current status). Elsewhere in Europe, countries such as France, Spain and Germany built
networks of their own, often with the same rule that fast trains need their own track.

Edinburgh to London is a useful local test: a good service on mixed track, but not a
dedicated fast line (check the times).

What travels well What does not

Dedicated track, central planning of the Japan's dense corridor of cities, its very high
whole system, and attention to maintenance commuter volumes and its history of land
and timetable discipline. and station development are not easily

copied.

What is still argued

The right balance between public and
private ownership, and whether new lines

pay back their cost.

Reading the Whole Story

e Geography and need (Chapter 1) shaped everything that followed.

¢ A cheap early choice, narrow gauge (Chapter 2), helped create the need for the
Shinkansen (Chapter 4).
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e State and private models have alternated (Chapters 3 and 6), with no permanent winner.
e The system (Chapter 5), not one hero or one train, produced the speed and reliability.

e Culture (Chapter 7) grew on top of a network people could trust.

Keep the habit

The most useful skill from this course is not any one date but the habit of sorting claims
into record, legend and round number. Apply it to every "world's first", every record speed

and every tidy story about a national character.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Write a short paragraph linking a decision from Chapter 2 to an outcome in Chapter 4,

in your own words.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Choose one thing from Japan's rail system that you think Britain could copy and one

that you think it could not. Give a reason for each.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Pick a recent news claim about a new high-speed or levitation project. Write three
sentences sorting its main claims into record, legend and round number, and say what

you would check.

— Solution
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Course complete

You have followed the railway from a short steam line to a system and a culture. Keep the

habit of checking each claim, and keep riding trains.

Quick Reference

Today: a spreading network, uncertain rural lines, an ageing population

Levitation: long in development; judge it by demand, cost and effects, not speed

alone

Britain and Europe: dedicated track is the common lesson; Japan's geography is not

copyable
The habit: sort claims into record, legend and round number

Check: network extent, train models, levitation status and record, British project status,

current journey times
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