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SOME

ADVICE
FOREIGNERS WISHING

TO HIKE AND CLIMB
IN JAPAN'S MOUNTA-
INS

170

GLENN : CONVERSE

The foreign traveler to Japan,
who comes to climb and hike in
her mountains as well as view the
beauty of her culture and her
people, would be wise to know a
little about this increasingly po-
pular recreation before he embe-
rks on a journey there himself.

A complete line of equipment
can be found in Tokyo and other
major cities. If the would-be hi-
ker or climber is less than about
5-10"" to 6'-10"” (175 to 180 cm.),
he will have little trouble locating
clothing, packs, shoes, skis, and
whatever else, in his size, The
taller foreigner must be prepared
to bring some of his own equip-
ment. I speak from direct experi-
ence, as I am 6'-2"" (188 cm.).
The average Japanese is about 10
-15 cm. shorter than the average
Westerner. From what I have se-
en, I would say the equipment is
of good quality and well suited
to the weather conditions of Jap-
an’s mountains. There is not yet

much Japanese down clothing or
down sleeping bags. Imported it-
ems will be more expensive than
those in your own country. So
bring those items of personal ge-
ar you can least do without, and
trust that anything not brought
can be bought in Japan. And re-
member that anything(except may
be for skis and rock-climbing
helinets) can be individually made
on quick order. As Japan is every
bit as industrialized as Western
nations, there is an abundant su-
pply of nylon, plastic, aluminum,
etc., for creating every conceiva-
ble product.

You, as a foreign traveler, can
expect a great amount of quickly
changeable weather. From talking
to other people, I would compare
the Japan Alps with the Cascades
of Washington or the Southern
Alps of New Zealand : rugged,
steep, heavy snow in winter, a
large amount of rain in all month.
One difference, however, is the
complete lack of glaciers in Ja-
pan. If you are mentally prepared
for wet weather, then your stay
here can be quite enjoyable. Al-
most every Japanese carries an
umbrella with him or her to the
mountains. I have tried also but
because the wind can play havoc
with an umbrella, I prefer to ca-
rry a rain poncho or parka.

Trails, in general, are well-kept,
well-marked, and well-traveled.
Trail signs are in Japanese, tho-
ugh, so maps are quite helpful.

While maps are also in Japanese
only, there are comparatively few
problems in finding one’s direct-
ion. and location. The maps show
the many huts scattered throug-
hout the mountains, the elevations
in 20 meter contour intervals, and
principal streams and rivers, The
most useful maps are those that
have a scale of 1:50,000 and cover
10’ of latitude and 15 of longitu-
de. Because of the rugged chara-
cter of most Japanese mountains,
trails follow either ridges or river
valleys. There is little opportu-
nity for cross country travel.’

Water is readily drinkable eve-
rywhere. There may often be no
water between huts, so a water
container is helpful. If you want
to travel light, then make use of
the huts, which are rarely located
more than a half day’s walk from
each other. For about 1000 yen
($2.80) you can receive warm be-
dding and two Japanese meals.
For the large foreigner, the meals
tend to be small and almost tota-
lly lacking in protein. Rice is the
staple food.

Usually, you can buy a can or
two of fish at the hut. But I su-
ggest you bring along some food
suplements in addition to your
own lunch food (unless you like
rice for lunch, too). If you trav-
el during August, when all of
Japan appears to be in the mou-
ntains, it may be difficult to se-
cure lodging at a hut. During the
other months that they are open,
I suspect there will be no probl-

em obtaining lodging. I should
add that May, early June, the
last half of July, all of August,
September, and most of October
are the best times for visiting the
mountains. The rainy season lasts
for about a month (roughly June
10 to July 10). Typhoons are fr-
equent during August and Septe-
mber.

Some uniquely Japanese custo-
ms. Travel to and from mountain
areas is well organized, with fre-
quent train and bus service. Be
assured, however, that transport-
ation facilities are CROWDED.
On any winter weekend, trains
contain incredible numbers of sk-
iers. During Golden Week, rou-
ghly the first week in May, and
during the months of July and
August, the mountains are jamm-
ed with people. I often wonder
why Japanese go to the country
when conditions on the trails and
ski slopes are so bad. “Commun-
ion with nature” is impossibly
hard to secure. Somehow, every-
one gets there and back, although
I think that for many the trip on
the train and bus may have been
the most tiring time of all.

Crowds should not deter you
from taking the opportunity to
visit the higher country. If you
keep in mind that an awful lot
of people enjoy being in the mo-
untains and have a tremendous
enthusiasm for hiking, climbing,
and skiing, then you, too, can go
and enjoy vourself. Because there

are few foreigners who venture
into the mountains, you will find
many people curious about you.
All will be friendly to you, and
even if you cannot find a common
spoken language, you can comm-
unicate in the unspoken language
the mountains share with her tr-
avels.

Unfortunately, because of the
tremendous numbers using the
trails and slopes, there is a defi-
nite problem with respect to tr-
ash and garbage. No one, appar-
ently, has taught Japanese to ke-
ep the mountains clean of cans,
paper,
material. You will see large pi-
les of trash near the huts (Mt.
Fuji is notoriously bad) as well
as bottles and cans scattered al-
ong the trail. If I were dictator
in this country for one week,my
first edict would be that everyt-
hing carried in must be carried
back out. Japanese have a strong
sense of personal cleanliness and
just a little bit of education sh-
ould convince them that they
cannot throw away indiscrimina-
tely their trash when they are
in the mountains.

and other non-organic

Maybe you ask why they bring
in so many cans, bottles, and
paper products in the first place.
The concept of America’s freeze-
dried and dehydrated foods have
not yet reached Japan. Consequ-
ently, Japanese carry incredibly
heavy and huge packs (up to ab-
out 50 kilograms, which for a 65
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kilogram man is an awful lot of
weight). They put everything in
but the kitchen sink. Of course,
they must have rice at least twice
a day. Add to that the necessary
preparations which can only be
obtained in bottles and cans and
you have the makings of a food
truck on foot. Hopefully, some-
one will discover that it isn’t so
much more expensive to use the
light weight food so commonly
found in the mountains of west-
ern America and then everyone
will follow suit. In fact, if you
have access to some of these de-
hydrated food preparations in
your country, bring them with
you to Japan. You will have a
very curious audience, if you care
to cook for yvourself.

One custom I love-the Japanese
onsen, or hot mineral spring ba-
th. After you return from the
high peaks, but before you start
back home, stop a while at an
onsen. What a delightfully rela-
xing experience. During the wi-
nter season, practically every ski
lodge has its own onsen, where
you can daily soak tired and ac-
hing muscles. Just be sure you
bring a small towel and soap
with you(also if you hike in the
mountains), as usually none are
provided at the onsens. You may
have heard that the Japanese
baths are terribly hot compared
to your usual bath temperatures.
It's quite true, but you will soon
discover that you won’t boil. Just
grit your teeth, tell yourself it

doesn’t hurt, sit down, don’t mo-
ve, and before you know it you'll
be just as happy as the next fe-
llow.

I suppose I could go on for a
long time and explain in more
detail. However, I suggest you
wait until you come to Japan and
then make inquiries as to places
to visit, routes to take, food to
bring, and so on. You will find
that several people in the Tokyo
Japanese Alpine Club (JAC) sp-
eak excellent English (as well as
other languages) and will only
be more than willing to help you
make your stay an enjoyable one.
Have a Japanese-speaking person
contact the JAC office (404-7657)
and locate the phone number of
some English speaking member.
Men such as Sekiguchi Shuya
(family name is given first), Ho-
rikawa Eijiro, Matsuda Yuichi,
and Suzuik Hiroyuki can be of
great assistance to you.

Do come and enjoy the beauty
of Japan and meet with her pe,
ople.
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