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Three stops where subduction built a country — Mount
Fuji, Hakone, and Kyushu, read as one continuous
geological story.
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Why this guide

Four tectonic plates meet beneath the Japanese archipelago. Nowhere

else on Earth do that many plates converge in one place, and the

result is a country built almost entirely by the same process:

subduction, magma, eruption, collapse, rebuild.

Most travelers see Mount Fuji, soak in a Hakone onsen, or fly over Kyushu without ever

connecting the three. They are usually treated as separate destinations, a mountain, a spa town,

an island. They are not separate. They are three chapters of the same geological sentence,

written by the Philippine Sea Plate sliding beneath the Eurasian Plate at roughly 40 to 50

millimeters a year.

This guide reads them as one story. Each stop gives you the mechanism behind what you are

looking at, not just the view.

❋  A  PAUSE

A word from Daniel — I have climbed Fuji before dawn, slept in a Hakone ryokan with a

magma chamber a few kilometers under the tatami, and stood on the rim of Aso watching a

train cross the floor of a caldera that people farm and live inside. What stayed with me each

time was the same thought: this country did not adapt to unstable ground. It built its entire

culture, its baths, its farmland, its trains, directly on top of the instability. That is the thread

this guide follows.

At a glance

REG IONS  COVERED

Fuji · Hakone · Kyushu

BEST  BASE

Tokyo, then south by rail

TRAVEL  T IME

Fuji/Hakone 2h from Tokyo

KYUSHU  LEG

~5h Shinkansen from Tokyo



ACT IVE  VOLCANOES

110 in Japan, dozens here

OLDEST  FEATURE

Hakone caldera, ~400,000 yrs

BEST  SEASON

Spring & autumn

GETT ING  AROUND

Japan Rail Pass recommended

Before you go — getting there by rail

All three stops on this guide sit directly on or near Japan's rail network, which is not a

coincidence. The Shinkansen was built along the same lowland corridors that the volcanic arc

created. A Japan Rail Pass (7, 14 or 21 days) covers the full route described here: Tokyo to Fuji

and Hakone by local and limited express lines, then south to Kyushu on the Shinkansen.

LEG FROM TYPICAL  TIME

Tokyo → Kawaguchiko (Fuji) Direct train / bus ~2 hours

Tokyo → Hakone-Yumoto Odakyu / JR line ~1.5 hours

Tokyo → Kagoshima (Kyushu) Shinkansen ~5 hours

✦  TRAVEL  T IP

A single round trip from Tokyo to Kyushu on the Shinkansen already costs close to the price

of a 7-day national rail pass, so on a route like this one the pass typically pays for itself.

Compare current pass options before booking, since national and regional passes suit

different itineraries.



Built layer by layer over 100,000 years, Fuji's grey andesite rock is the direct signature

of the Philippine Plate sliding beneath the Eurasian Plate. Roughly 200,000 people

climb it every summer; very few know why it looks the way it does.

★ Why the shape is not an accident

Fuji is a stratovolcano, built through alternating lava flows and ash deposits stacked one

eruption at a time. The grey color is the giveaway: Fuji erupts andesite, a rock that only

forms when oceanic crust melts under pressure as it slides beneath a continent.

Iceland's volcanoes, by contrast, are dark because they erupt basalt. Grey andesite is the

signature of subduction, and Fuji is one of the clearest examples of it on the planet.

★ Lake Kawaguchiko — where to start reading the landscape

The Fuji Five Lakes sit in a depression formed by the collapse of an older volcanic edifice

that preceded today's cone. Kawaguchiko is the easiest lake to reach, and the flat valley

floor around it is ancient, forest-colonized lava. The geology starts here, before the climb

even begins.

S T O P  0 1  ·  H O N S H U

Mount Fuji
The Textbook Stratovolcano

~100 km southwest of Tokyo · roughly 2 hours by train



★ The crater rim — 780 meters across

The summit crater is 780 meters in diameter and about 240 meters deep. The current

cone is the youngest of at least three successive volcanic edifices to have occupied this

site over roughly 100,000 years, each one built, collapsed, and rebuilt. Fuji last erupted in

December 1707, an explosive 16-day event that dropped ash as far as Tokyo, triggered

indirectly by a major earthquake 49 days earlier. The National Research Institute for Earth

Science and Disaster Resilience continues to monitor the system, with the last recorded

magmatic intrusion in 2000 to 2001.

◆  WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Fuji is also a water tower. Snowmelt filters through porous volcanic rock for decades before

resurfacing as springs, some of the water reaching the surface roughly 80 years after it fell

as snow on the summit.



Hakone is not a town near a volcano. The onsen, the ryokan, and Lake Ashi all sit

inside a collapsed volcanic caldera formed roughly 400,000 years ago, and the

system is still active today.

★ Owakudani — where the geology breaks the surface

In the northeastern part of the caldera, fumaroles push steam through cracks in yellow,

sulfur-stained hillsides. The Japan Meteorological Agency monitors Owakudani

continuously and publishes current alert levels. This is the one place in Hakone where the

geothermal system stops being background and becomes visible, smellable, and audible.

★ The water in your bath has a geological history

Every onsen in the valley is fed by rainwater that percolated through fractured volcanic

rock, was heated at depth by a magma chamber several kilometers below, and returned

to the surface carrying its own mineral signature. Different springs run at different

temperatures and colors depending on the rock they passed through.

S T O P  0 2  ·  H O N S H U

Hakone
Sleeping Inside a Caldera

~90 km southwest of Tokyo · roughly 90 minutes by train



★ Lake Ashi — the collapse zone

The lake that reflects Mount Fuji on clear days sits directly in the caldera's collapse zone,

ringed by the mountains that once formed the outer walls of a much larger volcanic

edifice. The reflection is real. So is the fact that you are looking across the floor of an

active volcano.

✦  TRAVEL  T IP

Check the JMA volcanic alert level before visiting Owakudani. Trail access has closed

briefly during elevated activity periods, most recently in 2015 and 2019, and reopens once

levels drop.



The densest concentration of active volcanism in Japan. A caldera you can drive and

farm inside, a volcano that erupts almost daily across a city bay, and a town that

pumps more geothermal water than anywhere on Earth except Yellowstone.

★ Aso — the caldera you live inside

Aso is not a single mountain. It is a basin 25 kilometers long and 18 wide, formed by four

major caldera collapses between 300,000 and 90,000 years ago. The largest single

eruption emptied roughly 600 cubic kilometers of magma. Today, nearly 50,000 people

live, farm, and commute across the caldera floor. National Route 57 and the JR Hohi Main

Line both cross it. Nakadake, the only currently active of the five central peaks, sends a

thin gas column skyward most days, and the summit road closes when sulphur dioxide

rises above safety thresholds.

S T O P  0 3  ·  K Y U S H U

Kyushu
The Island That Never Stops

~5 hours from Tokyo by Shinkansen



★ Sakurajima — the volcano that erupts almost daily

Sakurajima sits across the bay from Kagoshima, a city of 600,000 people, and has

produced minor explosive activity on a near-continuous basis since 1955. Locals check

ash forecasts on the morning news and cover their cars. In 1914, a major eruption joined

the once-island to the mainland with lava in a matter of weeks, and it has remained a

peninsula ever since. The Japan Meteorological Agency operates dedicated

observatories around its base.

★ Beppu — the heat that reaches the surface everywhere

On Kyushu's eastern coast, Beppu releases the same magmatic heat in liquid form:

roughly 130,000 cubic meters of geothermal water daily, second only to Yellowstone

worldwide, drawn from around 2,800 registered springs. Eight of the most striking

sources form a sightseeing circuit called jigoku ("hells"), too hot or acidic for bathing,

kept as observation pools that show what the deeper part of every nearby onsen looks

like before it cools.

◆  WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

In 1792, a partial dome collapse at the nearby Unzen volcano triggered a tsunami that killed

roughly 15,000 people, the deadliest volcanic event in Japanese history. Aso, Sakurajima

and Unzen all sit on the same line of subduction, the same melt zone, expressed at different

rates and intensities.

Frequently asked questions

Is it safe to visit active volcanoes in Japan?

Generally yes, under monitored conditions. The Japan Meteorological Agency operates a five-

level volcanic alert system, and summit or crater access closes automatically when readings

rise. Checking current alert levels before visiting Fuji, Owakudani, or Aso takes a couple of

minutes and answers the safety question with live data.

How many days should I plan for these three stops?



Fuji and Hakone can be combined in 2 to 3 days from Tokyo. Adding Kyushu comfortably needs

at least 2 more days given the Shinkansen travel time. A full loop covering all three at a relaxed

pace fits well into 6 to 7 days.

Do I need a Japan Rail Pass for this route?

Not strictly, but it usually pays for itself. A single Tokyo–Kyushu Shinkansen round trip already

costs close to a 7-day national pass, and the pass also covers the Fuji and Hakone legs on the

way.

Is Mount Fuji going to erupt?

It is classified as active and has not erupted since 1707. Japanese authorities monitor it

continuously; a future eruption is considered a realistic long-term scenario, though there are no

current signs of an imminent event.

Can you actually drive or take a train through the Aso caldera?

Yes. Both National Route 57 and the JR Hohi Main Line cross the floor of the caldera, passing

through towns, farmland, and rice paddies that sit inside the volcanic basin.

Sources & further reading

Key references:

National Research Institute for Earth Science and Disaster Resilience (NIED) — Mount Fuji

monitoring data.

Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA) — volcanic alert levels, Owakudani and Sakurajima

observatories.

Smithsonian Global Volcanism Program — Kyushu active volcano database.

Read the full Geonatra articles behind this guide:

Mount Fuji: 7 Geological Stops That Explain How Japan Was Built

Hakone: What It Means to Sleep Inside a Volcano

Kyushu Volcanoes: Japan's Most Active Island

The Ring of Fire Explained: Why Japan Sits at the Most Dangerous Address on Earth

Japan's Most Geologically Significant Places: A Thoughtful Guide

https://geonatra.com/mount-fuji-geology-explained-geological-stops/
https://geonatra.com/hakone-volcanic-caldera-ryokan-place/
https://geonatra.com/kyushu-volcanoes-japan-active-island/
https://geonatra.com/ring-of-fire-japan-explained-tectonic-plates/
https://geonatra.com/japan-most-geologically-significant-places-guide/


About Geonatra

Daniel Harper

Geotourism writer for English-speaking travelers. Focused on places where

deep geological time meets cultural depth, Iceland, Japan, Morocco, and

the rare frontiers in between.

This field guide is free. If you find it useful:

Share it with a fellow traveler

Visit our online articles for more context

Subscribe to our newsletter for new guides

For questions or corrections: daniel@geonatra.com
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