171

JAPAN ALPS, its Physical Profiles and
the Beginnings of People’s Mountaineerings
under the outward Looks of Worship

Takahiko YOSHIDA (Faculty of Arts, Shinshu University)

I. Preface

Although Japan Alps and European Alps and Himalaya Mountains are similarly called
or described as ‘Alps’ or ‘Alpine Looking’ having, on the natural and physical aspects,
differences between them especially among the first one and the latter two are very
obvious. In cultural and historical research they must be separated and be treated
independently rather than be studied in the same category. The author had examined
those differences among them and had pointed out that the unlikenesses were reflected
culturally and historically in the people’s lives of the surrounding areas.

key word : the Alps, Hida + Kiso + Akaishi ranges, Glaciation, Mountaineering,
Worships

II. Location

The Chubu District occupys the central portion of Japan where is the most widest part
of Honshu island. This part of the Honshu island contains generally north-south aligned
Hida, Kiso and Akaishi ranges with high altitude of 3,000 meters and steeply eroded lot
of valleys. Those high and steep mountains are paralleling with each others in north-
south direction.

The Japan Alps is not single mountain but three independent mountain ranges, vet all
of them show the obvious similarity of reliefs in that they have flat-topped surfaces on
their summits or ridges that are a part of relics of the last Pliocene Era origine
peneplains. These are characteristic landforms being its peculiar to the Japan Alps. It
also is worthwhile that the Pleistocene glacier erosional effects are existing within small
and limited area. As a result the summits of each mountain peaks have fine views in all
the directions. Without glacier eroded sharp so called knife ridges and large extent
uneven skylines, those mountains had and has been accessible easily for the native people
living surrounding areas. They also have the name ‘NIPPON ALPS’ which represents
their physical character very properly with their 3,000 meters altitude summit soar out
above the forest margin and exhibiting in everywhere alpine lookings rocky and grass-
land in summer season, ice and snow in winter season. They has been often referred to
as the 'JAPAN ROOF’ which means the most highest zones in the Central Highland

region.
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. Japan Alps Relief Features

From some distant in eastward location 10 or 20 kilo meters away, for example on the
Qomine highland summit near Ohmachi City or on the Utsukushiga-hara (-hara means
plateau) of Matsumoto city, people can enjoy the full panoramic view of the northern
Japan Alps. Those observation platform borders on the east fringe of the Matsumoto
Basin, are facing to the northern Japan Alps across over the Matsumoto basin. From the
east direction the Japan Alps appear as a vast stretch of ridges and peaks linking with
each others of small undulations.

The Japan Alps, whether of which the North (Hida Range) or the Central (Kiso Range)
or, the South (Akaishi Range), all are similar features in that they have flat-topped crests.

Those are substanbtially differ from the original European Alps and the Himalayan
mountains. Although in the Japan Alps, too, the Alpine glaciers of the Pleistocene have
come and gone on several times over the last million years. Japan Alpus have not so high
altitude at most 3,000 meters with its short history of the crust upward movement and,
with its latitudinal southward position approximate of 35-36° N, amount of snowfall is
and was not so much and the effects of the glaciations were limited ones. As the result
cirque formation activities were tiny and, original planation surfaces of the last Pliocene
Era were left widely. This made it possible for people to take along on the ridge
mountaineering routes.

Thus, in Japan Alps any person can reach every peaks by way of normal mountaineer-
ing safe cource without dangerous action such as rock climbing. Since the Pre-modern
Edo-era popularized mountaineering had developed.

IV. Alps and Himalayas With Landforms Made by Quaternary Glacier

Fig.1 and Fig.2 exhibit typical Alpine landscapes in where mountain glacier erosion
agency is prevailing over. They show remarkable landform features derived from Alpine
glacier erosion actions. At sufficiently high altitudes, glaciers form both because tempera-
ture is far below freezing point and mountains receive heavy snowfalls. In time continu-
ously accumulated thick fallen snow become heavy ice and it commences downhill flow,
then an active glacier has come into being. On the upper valley head, snow is collecting
and bowl-shaped hollows are curved by the outward motion of the ice and by intensive
shattering of the rock near the masses of compacted snow. These depressions developed
in bedrock termed cirques. Fig.1 shows this cirques on the leftside mountain slope. Some
folds on the glacier surface are proofs of moving ice.
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Fig.l View from the regular service airline between Lhasa and Chengdu, flying
over Hengduan Shan, by author, August of 1998. Valley glaciers and bowl
-shaped cirques can be seen clearly.

Where two cirque walls intersect from opposite sides, a jagged knifelike ridge, called
an arete, result. In Fig.2 sharp and steep ridges intersected on the ridge too. Where three
or more cirques grow together, a sharp-pointed peark is formed by the intersection of the
aretes. Such peaks are called horn. In Fig.1 and Fig.2, it is easy to find also such horns.
Compareing with Japan Alps to be described later, it is obvious those glacier eroded
mountains had and has been exposed far extent to wilder and more violent natures than
that of Japan. For the long time people could not access to those mountains because the
mountain natures had far surpassed human abilities. People had believed that various and
many devils surely might hide behind in depth glacier eroded deep invisible mountain

corner.
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Fig.2 View from the regular airline service after Chengdu airport departure
1 hour, flying over Hengduan Shan, by author, August of 1998. Several sharp
tooth-like horns can be seen soaring above expanse of cloud.

Above two pictures were taken by author on the regular service airline between Lhasa
and Chengdu, in August 1998. Mountains in the picture were eastern extended portion of
Himalayas, the Hengduan shan. Even today there are many unexplored peaks in the
Himalayan Range including Hengduan shan (44%,1996). There are lot of dangerous
points deep in those mountainland. Still today mountaineerings itselves are very risky
works even be full equipped with varoius climbing instruments and under enough
preparations. Thus mountaineerings are highly adventurous actions at the risk of many
persons lives. So, it is widely accepted that the sucess of reaching the summit is, not only
be honorable achievement but be obvious conquer and the victory over the wild nature.

V. Surrounding Area and People’s Life of Japan Alps
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Small undurating skylines of Japan Alps are, geomorphologically, remnants of plana-
tion surfaces that had formed in the last Pliocene and the early Quaternary stage,
Plistocene epock. In each of Fig.3, Fig.4 and Fig.5, Japan Alps mountains can be seen in
the far background. In Fig.3, from the left (south) to the right (north), the Tsubakuro
(altitude of 2,763 meters), Gaki (2,647 meters), Karasawa (2,632 meters), are making the

row.

Fig.3 From the left to the right are skyline of Mt.Tsubakuro, Mt.Gaki and Mt.
Karasawa. Foreground settlement are on the flat-topped surface of Saigawa
hilly area. At the sunset times in each fine days, inhabitants can look
Buddha-Paradise in the far west, so as a halo appears around Japan Alps
mountain redges. October 2000, by author.

In Fig.4, northern extension of the peaks make the row of the Renge(2,799 meters),
Jii(2,670 meters), Kashimayari(2,890 meters), and Goryu(2,814 meters).
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Fig4 Skyline of Mt.Renge, Mt.Jii, Mt.Kashimayari and Mt.Goryu, from the left to
the right. October 2000, by author.

Fig.5 Skyline of Hakuba Mts. In the foreground harvested ripen rices are arran-
ged for sun-drying. Paddies are on the rice terrace. October 2000, by author.
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Fig.5 shows peaks of Hakuba mountains altitude of above 2,800 meters.

All of these peaks are connected by normal climbing footpaths and walking along
ridges are easy. Japan Alps offers for the citizens nice trekking routes rather than hard
mount climbing cources.

Those pictures were taken on the western slope of Mt.Hijiri located in the northern
portion of Chikuma Mountainland which is extending north-south direction along the
eastern border of the Matsumoto basin. Mt.Hijiri, altitude of 1,447 meters soar out on the
Saigawa hilly province, being monadnock relief with volcanic rock having numerous
small cracks, facilitating as rainwater reservoir. Lot of paddies has been opened on the
foothills of Mt.Hijiri. Most of them take rice terrace forms. Fig.6 shows the landscape of

Fig.6 Rice terrace after harvest. On the northern foothill of Mt.
Hijiri. October 2000, by author.
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the rice terrace.

On the Hijiri mountain, located in the leeward side toward northwestern winter
monsoon, it is given a little more sum of snowfalls than in the bottom of Matsumoto
basin, so as dwellers can enjoy skiing although limited short duration. Fig.7 shows winter

scene after a little snowfall. Melted snow becomes mountain groundwater through

Fig.7 Far background is the Japan Alps being under heavy snowfall amidst winter
monsoon. Middle ground is winter Saigawa hilly province. Foreground are
farmland and settlement with remaining little snow. Picture is taken at the
foothill of Hijiri mountain, February 2003, by author.

penetration and will be used for padi irrigation in spring season.

On the high altitude portion of the Japan Alps heavy snowfall has come in every winter
and it covered mountain surface with thick depths. With the approach of spring, along
with snow melt day by day thick remaining snow deposition shirink its size, displaying
various figures amidst exposed rock slopes. They looks like animals as a running horse
(Hakuba) and as a working aged man (seeding Jii). People inhabited surrounding areas
of the Japan Alps have made use of this remaining snow figures as a sort of agricultural
working calendars. There are also various other relationships between Japan Alps and
nearby dwelling people’s lives in many aspects, in mountainland, gathering young herbs
or picking young leafs in spring and mushiroom gathering in autumun are only some
examples of nice pleasures.

In Japan Alps mountain climbings had to start from the valley bottom in where both
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valley sides had been deepened and scoured steeply by endless erosion actions. Although
people had to do hard climbings in this portion, once after arrival above on the ridge
section they had enjoyed excellent beautiful views in all the directions. People had been
able to make safe climbing so far as taking along on the ridge routes. And even today
the summits of the many mountains are crowded with people wishing to watch the first
sunrise of the new year. This scenic observation place also had held to the worship place
once in ancient days. The most easily accessible Mt. Tsubakuro (2,763meters), summit is
of granite rock and showing excellent view with blight colour. Today, anyone aiming to
climb Mt.Yari (3,180 meters), after departure from the mount Tsubakuro will need to
take a full day trek on the roof along route till the destination, can enjoy nice view all
around on his full course.

VI. Volcanic Mountains as a major Worship Place

Mt.Fuji (3,776 meters), Mt.Ontake (3,063 meters), Mt. Tateyama (3,015 meters ) and Mt.
Hakusan (2,702 meters), all of them are great volcanos and also locate in the central
portion of the Honshu island are, not only famous in Japan but also be as worldwidely
known for their religious special role attracting many pilgrim mountain climbing
believers from the whole nation, as often described. Adding for their symmetric and
excellent scenic outline features with high altitudes, each of them over 2,700 meters as
lanked the class of 3,000meters surpassing any other surrounding summits. And summits
of those volcanic mountains are sacred ground where people of many localities visit.
That the fact more attention should be paid is, geologically, all of those four peaks are
‘young’ volcanic mountains, active or, only temporarily dormant ones. It is also often
described that climber be incentived with religious passions were able to see and to
certify existence the heaven world and the hellworld side by side at the same time.

In the Japanese Buddhism, it had been accepted that the ‘next world’ culd be easily
accessed from the present world in the high mountains, above all, volcanic mountains.
Volcanic activities such as ash and gas gushing and hot water rushings might be the
hellworld itself. On the contray, in fine days, symmetric figures of volcano mountains
shows themselves nice views and, on the summit climbers can enjoy in all the directions
excellent scenic landscapes, close resemblance to the Buddhism paradise, especially,
sunrise and sunset times.

VI. Origin of the religious Mountaineering

The origin of the Japanese religious mountain climbing could be traced back to the
ancient Nara and Heian era. It has been insisted that in Japanese cultural tradition, the
nature is the object to harmony with rather than to battle or to conquer, and mountains
are also in the same context. It was essentially needed for the Buddhism priests them-
selves to have the exercising place in the deep mountains far distant from the everyday
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secular place. The exercising place in where they had often got comprehension of
Buddhism doctorin with inspirations in the midst of pure natures. And those priests had
found that, for large numbers of common people, to visit high mountains by climbing
works were also very effective way to understand Buddha’s teachings, getting through
some comprehension of Buddhism doctorines with inspiration. Then, for the Japanese
people in the pre-Modern Edo era, mountain climbing had never been an adventure but
a sort of the pilgrimage ones. Climbing actions means only to obey its religious rules.

However, that harmony with the nature was for the ascetic priests, needed severe
training in the depth of mountains out of the way. Among the various reasons of the most
important was to avoid many dangers of wild nature, i.e. the ability of forecasting sudden
weather changes which resulted in heavy storms and the techinique of mountaineering
safe route findings.

Climbers in those days were limited only to special persons who had practiced a severe
thorough training in the deep mountains. They were called Gyoja. Lately they had
become well-experienced and excellent guide with real ability for the common people
mountaineering. Populalization of religious mountain climbing had began in the days
near the ending of 18th century, pre-Modern Edo era. Then the numbers of religious
mountain climbers of common people had increased rapidly. They were organized in
their each inhabited units named Kou (7%). Reform trials concerning the traditional
religious purification ceremony had been arised amidst those Gyoja and austerities were
more simplified that had resulted in the more increased numbers of climbing people. Even
today numerous people are belonged to any of above mentioned Kou organizations of
each four volcano, Fuji-Kou, Ontake-Kou, Tateyama-Kou and Hakusan-Kou. Every
year selected and designated persons were sended for climbing pilgrimage as representa-
tives from their own homeland communities. After the climbing had attained they
received divine tablets which facilitate as a talisman, issured at the mountain shirines or
temples and bring back them to their homelands. Pilgrims were financially backed up by
their community members and distributed brought-backed divine tablets for the each
members of the pilgrimage community.

Vi, Conclusion

Climbers then were limited only to special persons who had practiced a severe thor-
ough training in the deep mountains. They were called Gyoja. They lately had become
well-experienced and excellent guide with real ability for the common people’s mountain-
eering. In outward religious super ability looks thorough trainings, Gyoja had obtained
never any super ability. They had obtained only their physical strength and detailed and
wide knowledge concerning wild animals, wild plants and changing weather. As they
could catch any signs of danger approaching through animals behavior or moving clouds,
they soonly stopped training and sought some shelter and had never taken any action till
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the storm had completely passed over. Then, they were able to become excellent guide
for common people’s safe mountaineering. The natural environment of Japan Alps, had
not so much wild natural violence as European Alps or Himalayan mountains, made it
possible to realize the effort of Gyoja’s training. Japan Alps had and has been mountains
that were accessible for the Japanese normal people mountaineering under the leadings
of experienced and trained Gyoja, since already from the pre-modern Edo era.

In Japan many mountains were named after things or matters of normal daily lives, i.
e. draft animals, and birds or insects, hero or heroine of folk tales, important place names
such as dividings, and various gods assisting Buddha. They represents many sort of
materials in Japanese common people’s normal lives rather than thoughts or ideas or,
some worships had been asserted again and again in many cases.
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