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CHAPTER 1

LAND OF THE

RISING SUN



On a sunny afternoon in late July, four friends arrive at Station 5 on the Yoshidaguchi trail, having just taken the bus there from their apartments in downtown Tokyo. They purchase walking sticks at a souvenir shop. Even though it is hot and humid, they tie jackets around their waists and shove gloves and scarves in their backpacks. They also fill them with snacks and water, and money for the restrooms. It will take many hours to hike to the top of Mount Fuji, and they want to be prepared. After everyone is ready to go, the friends make their way past the crowds of people to the Yoshida trailhead and begin their journey to the summit. The first part of the hike isn’t hard at all. It is a smooth trail that serpentines through the forest like a long, slithering snake. Lush trees line the trail. Birds chirp, squirrels race about gathering food, and butterflies flutter from flower to flower. At the sixth station, the group pays a small fee to have their walking sticks branded. They will get one of these special marks on their sticks at each of the stations. This traditional souvenir shows that they had enough courage and strength to make it all the way to the top.
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The Yoshida Trail at the top of Mt. Fuji.
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Many Mount Fuji hikers get their walking sticks branded at each station on the way to the top. The sticks become treasured souvenirs that remind the hikers of their Fuji-san adventures.


Once the group passes the sixth station, the lush green vegetation has ended. There are fewer trees up here. Rough, red-black rocks cover the ground, looking much like the surface of the moon or maybe even the planet Mars. Someone reminds the hikers that these are lava rocks left over from one of Mount Fuji’s many volcanic eruptions. They are like the hands of time on Mount Fuji.

The higher the group climbs, the steeper the trail becomes. Eventually, the trail does not switchback up the mountain anymore. Instead, it goes straight up. Handrails help the climbers keep their footing on the loose gravel.

At the eighth station, the friends stop for the night. There are huts that hikers can reserve during their trek. They dine on small plates of curry and rice, and then slide into their sleeping bags. They pack themselves together in the tiny hut, hoping for a few hours of sleep. It’s noisy outside. Many people are still hiking on the trail. The friends all wish they had brought some earplugs to block out the sound.

Around 2 a.m., the group decides to start hiking again. It’s too noisy to sleep, and they want to see the 4:30 sunrise from the top. Watching the sunrise from Fuji’s summit is legendary. After all, Japan is the Land of the Rising Sun, and the best place to watch the sun crest the horizon in Japan is from the highest peak in the country.

At this point, the climb to the top becomes difficult. The trail becomes steeper and steeper. There are many people on the trail. They are all wearing headlamps so they can see in the pitch-black night. In some places, there are six people, shoulder to shoulder, stretched across the trail. There is also a long line of people streaming to the top. The crowd moves at a snail’s pace. Some walk a few steps and then stop to rest. Others stop alongside the trail to breathe some bottled oxygen, which can be purchased at stations along the trail. The air is so thin up here that, with each breath, very little oxygen reaches the lungs. The bottled oxygen helps.

At the beginning of the hike, a heavy mist had hung over the mountain. Now the clouds have lifted. The group walks up a set of stone steps past two white lion statues and underneath a torii. This wooden arch marks the entrance to a Shinto shrine, for many believe that Mount Fuji’s summit is a holy place. Once the friends pass through the gate, they have officially made it to the top. It is very cold up there on the roof of Japan. Even though it is summertime and very warm down in Tokyo, it feels like winter on the top of Mount Fuji.

It is now within minutes of sunrise. The friends sit on some benches and steady their cameras. The sky begins to turn from black to pale yellow, and then to dark yellow and brilliant red. The clouds begin to boil and roll as the rising sun quickly warms them. Once the fiery red sun is up, the sky calms into a soft blue, and the white clouds look like an ocean of frothy waves.

Ohayō gozaimasu! Good morning! A new day in Japan has just begun. Many in the group marvel at the sun rising over Mount Fuji—it is the most beautiful sight they have ever seen.

The friends take an hour to hike around the rim of its crater. The huge bowl is 820 feet (250 meters) deep,1 about as deep as a 60-story office building is tall.

Before they leave the summit, the group eats noodles for breakfast at the highest restaurant in Japan. One person mails a letter at the post office so that it will have a cool stamp from the top of Mount Fuji. A few others get their picture taken with the big stone marker that reads (in Japanese), “This is the summit of Mount Fuji.”2 They all buy water to drink on their hike back down the mountain. There are no stations on the descent. After they get their walking sticks branded with their final tenth station marking, they start down the steep slope to the bottom.
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The sunrise on top of Mount Fuji, the roof of Japan, is a glorious sight with brilliant brushstrokes of color and dramatic movement of clouds.






MOUNT FUJI FACTS


Name: Mount Fuji; in Japanese, Fuji-san, Fujiyama

Origin of name: Various legends exist, yet none tell of the exact origin

Location: Japan’s Honshu Island near the Pacific Coast, about 70 miles (112 kilometers) southwest of Tokyo

GPS coordinates: 35.3606° N, 138.7274° E

Range: Freestanding

Origin: A series of volcanic eruptions that began approximately 100,000 years ago

Elevation at summit: 12,388 feet (3,776 meters)

Elevation at Station 5: 7,562 feet (2,305 meters)

Closest village: Fujiyoshida (population 50,000)

First recorded summit reach: 663 CE by a Buddhist monk

First European to reach summit: Sir Rutherford Alcock and his dog Toby in September 1860

Official local language: Japanese

Number of official trails: 4

Number of trekkers per year: More than 300,000

Difficulty of climb: “Easy” to “moderate” compared to the world’s other high peaks; no technical skill or equipment required

Percentage of trekkers who reach summit: Approximately 80%

Fastest climbing time: 9:55:41 by Ruy Ueda (Japan) on July 13, 2022

Threats to Fuji: Trash left by hikers; volcanic activity
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Traveling down Mount Fuji may be less difficult than going up, but it’s still not easy. Slippery rock slopes make the descent a little treacherous in some places. Also, there aren’t any stations there, so hikers must make sure they have all the water they need for the several-hour hike.


Even though it’s downhill, the hike is difficult. In some places, the hikers slide down the mountain on the loose gravel as if they were skiing on a snowy slope. On other parts of the trail, they have to strain their leg muscles to keep their balance. Fine volcanic dust covers the hikers in layers of dirt.

By the time the friends reach the bottom, they are tired and grimy. They can’t wait to get back to their apartments in Tokyo and clean up. It was a tough climb, and much harder than many of them had imagined. They are glad they have climbed the sacred mountain, but they have no desire to hike it again. Now they understand the old Japanese proverb, “He who climbs Mount Fuji once is a wise man. He who climbs it twice is a fool.”3




A Mountain Without Equal

In Japanese, Mount Fuji is called “Fuji-san” or “Fujiyama.” Fuji is believed to come from ancient Chinese characters that mean “without equal.” The term Fujiyama means “goddess of fire.” And the ending - san means “mountain.”4

According to Japanese history, the first person to hike Mount Fuji was a monk in 663 CE.5 For centuries, the mountain was considered a god by the Shinto and Buddhist religions of the Japanese people. Because of that, women were not allowed to hike the trails—it was a place only for men. The hike was a spiritual journey, or pilgrimage, and men hiked it for enlightenment. Teenage boys braved the slippery slopes to the summit to prove they were men. Despite the ban, Tatsu Takayama, a Japanese woman, hiked to the summit in 1832, becoming the first woman to do so.6

The first European to hike to the summit of Mount Fuji was Sir Rutherford Alcock. He was also the first British diplomat to visit Japan. He climbed to the top with a crew and his Scotty dog, Toby, in 1860.7

In 1867, Sir Harry Parkes (the second British diplomat to visit Japan) and his wife, Fanny, hiked to the summit. By doing so, Fanny Parkes became the first British woman to hike to the top of Mount Fuji.

There are no longer any restrictions on who can climb Mount Fuji. Some still go as a spiritual quest. Others climb to prove to themselves they can accomplish difficult tasks. Many climb the mountain as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity while visiting the Land of the Rising Sun.
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Sir Rutherford Alcock
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CHAPTER 2

CLIMBING TO THE

TOP



Mount Fuji stands 12,388 feet (3,776 meters) above sea level and is one of the most-climbed mountains in the world.1 The number of people who climb it varies from year to year. However, the number is always in the hundreds of thousands. In fact, in some years, upwards of 400,000 people climb Mount Fuji during its two-month season.2 Yoshida trail is open from July 1 to September 10, while the other three trails (Subashiri, Gotemba, and Fujinomiya) are open from July 10 to September 10. Hiking the mountain at other times of the year is far too dangerous and is not recommended.

In the winter—as early as September—most of Mount Fuji is covered in a blanket of snow. It often doesn’t melt until nearly summer. The mountain might appear safe from the base, but conditions at the top can be treacherous. Snow, slush, frigid temperatures, high winds, and avalanches are just some of the dangers hikers may find in the off-season. There are four main trails to the summit of Mount Fuji. The most popular is the Yoshidaguchi (also called Yoshida) trail. There are ten stations along this trail, numbered from the bottom of the mountain to the top. Most people start their hike at Station 5, which is at about 7,562 feet (2,305 meters) of elevation. Buses from Tokyo run to this station during the official climbing season, making it extremely crowded. Some people come to Station 5 to begin their climb of Mount Fuji. Others come to be part of the































Running to the Summit
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