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Chapter 1

The Olympics were coming to Tokyo. The 
bullet train wasn’t ready. 

Japan lay in ruins after World War II. Bombs 
had destroyed much of the country’s largest 
city, Tokyo. The country slowly rebuilt. By the 
1960s, there were new factories and gleaming 
apartment towers.

An Olympic 
Feat
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In 1964, Tokyo 
was set to host the 
Olympic Games. 
The country could 
show the world 
how much it had 
changed. The train 
was part of that. 

Yoshinori Sakai at the opening 
ceremony of the 1964 Olympics.
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The bullet train was named for the engine’s sharp nose. It 
looked like something from The Jetsons, the popular futuristic 
cartoon show. The train was more than the engine and the cars 
it pulled. The Japanese called it “shinkansen” or “new main line.” 
The line needed special tracks which were laid over three 
hundred miles between Tokyo and Japan’s second-largest city, 
Osaka. 

The Japanese government could not force people to sell their 
land. Tracks cut away from a straight route. Rivers and canals 
were paved over. The train ran on electricity. Power lines were 
strung over tracks. 

Work began in 1959. The new train was supposed to cost one 
billion dollars. After five years of construction, it cost twice that. 

This super fast train is named for its bullet-shaped nose.



A Japanese bullet train is allowed to be 
only 15 seconds late or early to its 
destination. Today as many as 13 trains 
per hour travel along the bullet train’s first 
line in each direction.

FAST FACT
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On the morning of October 1, 1964 a huge crowd 
waited. At six a.m. the first bullet train sped into Tokyo 
Station. It was on time. 

“It was like flying in the sky; it was that kind of feeling,” 
Fumihiro Araki, one of the first railway engineers, told a 
reporter from the Los Angeles Times. “On a clear day, 
you could see Mt. Fuji. It felt like you were sailing above 
the sea.”

The project changed the country. It began because 
one man was afraid that trains would disappear.
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