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I retired to the Imperial after a frantic day of meetings, drinks and the brisk cardio-

vascular exercise of navigating Tokyo’s subway system. The original Impetial, the mas-

terpiece designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and which, before World War II, was Asia’s
best hotel, has been replaced by a less attractive post-war
building. But the Imperial still stands among a select
number of Japan’s pre-eminent hotels, and the bar retains
some of the lost charm of Wright's Oriental fantasy.

Japan is the most expensive country in the world, and
the silly prices become breathtaking at Tokyo’s tonier
establishments. So after quaffing a very cold gin martini
that I couldn’t afford, I returned to my room. Upon
checking my e-mail, I found the following message
from Jackie, a colleague in Hong Kong: “I hear you're
going to Mount Fuji over the weekend. I'm arriving on
Friday — don’t suppose youd mind my coming along?”

I tapped out a quick reply: “Wonderful to have com-
pany. Be sure to bring a warm coat, hat, gloves and a torch. It gets cold at the top.”

From Jackie: “Oh. I didn’t realize you were actually going to c/imb it. I thought you
were going to a spa.”

She was a good sport, though, and came along anyway. It was August and the
Mount Fuji climbing season was at full tilt. I thought climbing Fuji-san would be
a terrific way to spend the weekend without paying extortionate prices for a city
hotel room. The trip promised fresh air, exercise and, most important, a chance to
escape the crush of sweltering Tokyo.

Saturday morning we headed to Shinjuku Station, where we purchased bus tickets
to Kawaguchi-ko, a small city at the bottom of the mountain. At the station there
was nothing in English and it took a bit of asking around to figure out what to do.
We were lucky to get a ride on the noon bus; it would have been wise to get there
earlier, as this was high season and all the seats were full.

Mount Fuji is a revered symbol, with its perfect slopes and surrounding natural
beauty. But it comes with a price — people.

All great cities come with superlatives, but Tokyo has more than its share, and these
include mass, scale and population. With that comes traffic, and our bus crawled
bumper to bumper. After about two hours, the road finally cleared. We had left the
concrete maze and were now winding along proud leafy mountains. But after ten
minutes of gloriously driving more than 30 miles an hour, traffic congealed. "Twas
the season to drive to the country, and by golly, it seemed all of Tokyo was follow-
ing the command.



But mostly it had
people, everywhere,
young and old,
dressed in climbing
gear with lamps
affixed to their
hats: miners in

track suits.
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Once more we had to blunder our way
through our lack of Japanese — you must
change buses at Kawaguchi-ko — which
we didn't realize until the perplexed
driver realized his bus was empty save
for some foreigners. “Guijin!”he said, and
hurriedly returned to the depot and put
us on the local for Stage Five of Mount
Fuji.

From there we had a good view and it is
indeed a beautiful mountain from afar.
Its smaller siblings give Fuji-san a wide
birth, like courtesans making room for
the empress’ long robes to spread grace-
fully to the floor.

The mountain is divided into nine stages,
and we would begin our trek at the fifth,
roughly half way up from sea level, or
about 2,000 meters.

Our second bus wheezed up to Stage
Five, where we found restaurants, souvenir
shops, coffee shops and a small shrine.
But mostly it had people, everywhere,
young and old, dressed in climbing gear
with lamps affixed to their hats: miners
in track suits.

We stopped for a hearty meal of ramen
noodles, and I purchased a wooden staff,
about five feet long with eight faces. At
the very bottom were five Japanese
pictograms branded into the wood, each
containing a number from one to five to
denote what stage you had reached.
Starting half way up was cheating but in
this modern age, who has time for it all?

It was nearly six in the evening when we
actually commenced the walk. The plan
was to reach one of the guest houses dot-
ting the upper echelon of the mountain
around midnight, get a few hours’ sleep,
slurp hot noodles and make for the peak
by dawn. We were already high up and
the setting sun bathed the surrounding
lands and lakes in a gentle light.

It didn't take long for us to reach the first
battalion of climbers. It easily numbered
a hundred people, a shuffling queue
chirping like birds, taking photographs,
carrying staves, wearing little towels
around their necks. They looked like pros,
and were equipped like a paramilitary
unit. Jackie and I strode past them as
quickly as possible, rounded a bend and
hit Stage Six.

It was here that I earned my first stamp.
Sitting around a coal fire were two
youths wearing sweat suits and flip flops.
Iron brands smoldered in the fire. For
200 yen they burned their mark onto my
staff just above the existing pictograms.
This new one contained the character for
number six. I had arrived.

The crowd thickened as we continued.
Light faded but neither Jackie nor I had
a flashlight, so we relied on the fading
afterglow and the headlamps from our
fellow walkers.

Above us with deceptive proximity was
strung a bead of lights from the series of
shelters that wormed up Fuji. From our
low vantage they seemed just a short
climb away. But the climb between
Stages Six and Seven became prolonged.
It slowed. The battalions had merged
into a single army. Not far from Stage
Seven, we stopped.

The halt was not voluntary. The path of
roughly hewn steps allowed for two, at
best three abreast. Above and below
stood a crowded thicket of bodies. The
chatter had died down. People were
starting to feel the claws of the climb in
their calves. I confess the pause was not
entirely unwelcome, as I could lean
against my staff and catch my breath.
But it was getting cold, too. Better to
maintain some kind of pace.

At Stage Seven, I paid for a few more
stamps and put on my fleece. We were



not making good progress.

On we tramped. But as the night
stretched on and the wind picked up,
we had no relief from the crush of
people. Take a step or two up, then
wait, perhaps for a minute or so, then
another step, then another wait ... .

The hours wore on and cold turned
to freezing. I put a T-shirt over my
head and affixed it with a baseball cap
to protect my ears. Jackie sensibly had
a fuzzy hat. Our knees quaked and our
teeth chattered.

The lodges were not very inviting so
we decided to simply climb all night
and reach the peak at dawn. We actu-
ally only had to stretch out two or
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three hours to make it to the top. So,
I suggested we simply kill cime now,
because killing time further up would
be a rather chilly affair. We lingered
for a while, drinking hot cider and
watching the crowd ooze past.

By now the air had thinned and I
developed a pounding ache between
my eyes and at the base of my skull.
Nonetheless we started out again and
I pressed ahead of Jackie, determined
to make it to the next stage.

I soon realized she wasn’t there.
Wearily, relying heavily on the staff, I
returned to the lodge where we had
waited.

“This is pointless,” she said. “I'm ex-
hausted. It’s three in the morning.

Let’s wait for the sunrise here, get
some sleep and then go up to the top.”

Sacrilege! The great climax of trekking
up a mountain is to see the dawn
from the peak. I protested but Jackie
neatly pointed out that there would
be no room for us on the crater, what
with half of Tokyo here with us.

Secretly I was relieved. I was beat.

The lodge — the last one on the moun-
tain — turned out to be more pleasant
than I expected, although it cost near-
ly $50. The entrance was just a simple
elevated floor with a coal fire in the
center. But on the sides were rows of
bunks. In our decimated state, those
mattresses were very inviting. By now,
having surrendered, nothing was going
to stop me from enjoying them.
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After breakfast we left our aerie for
the peak. The sky was a glorious blue
and bulbous white clouds mixed one
pattern into another. The mountain
we could now clearly see was nothing
but red and brown volcanic rock. Not

only a handful remain to go up at the
unfashionable hour of ten.

Several torii stood along the final
stretch, their beauty spare against the
monotonous landscape. At the top

The mountain we could now clearly see was

nothing but red and brown volcanic rock. Not at all

lovely; rather apocalyptic and barren.

at all lovely; rather apocalyptic and
barren. By now the crowds had van-
ished. If in Japan the thing to do on a
summer weekend is climb Fuji for the
dawn, then everyone does so, and

were steps leading up to a monastery
flanked by guardian statues. Atop flew
the Japanese flag.

Finally, painfully, we had made it.

Although we didn’t get the outdoorsy
weekend we had anticipated, no com-
mune with nature, we got a visceral
feel for Japan in a way that you
couldn’t get otherwise. The respect for
a national symbol, the deference to
tradition, the commitment to com-
munal activity and shared experience:
the Japanese have these in a quintes-
sential manner.

Jackie and I were happy that we had
made the effort. “But next time,” she
said, “I'm going to a spa.” M

Jame DiBiasio is a financial journalist
in Hong Kong. Contact him at
dibiasio@email.com.
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