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Japanese Capitalists Constructed Private Logging

Railways

Focusing on Fukukawa and Kimura’s Forest Investments in

Miyazaki Prefecture

Isao Ogawa

In Japan, forest railways were built primarily
by the national government due to the enor-
mous construction costs involving such
projects. Thus, it was exceptionally rare for pri-
vate forest management companies to
construct logging railroads. Most private rail-
roads were low cost, low standard tracks built
on a small scale without motive power to mini-
mize the capital investment. However,
Miyazaki and Tokushima Prefectures, with rel-
atively small areas of national forests, were
among the few regions where private timber
lines developed extensively.

Chuhei Fukukawa and Keishichiro Kimura,
visionary forestry entrepreneurs from Shizuoka
Prefecture, worked closely together to develop
the nation’s inland mountain forests. From the
late Meiji to the carly Taisho periods (1900-
1920s), when public transportation systems,
such as railways and roads, had yet to be estab-
lished, Fukukawa and Kimura’s forestry firms
built a series of logging railroads in the back-
woods of Miyazaki and other prefectures to
transport felled logs by steam locomotive and
trolley. In addition, they are believed to have
been deeply involved in the construction and
management of several forest railways across
the country. Their businesses reached a peak
with the unprecedented economic prosperity
during World War I, apparently making it easi-
er for the two venturers to raise huge amounts
of construction funds. The foresters’ aggressive

Japanese Capitalists Constructed Private Logging Railways

business tactics were also reflected in their aspi-
rations for full-scale overseas expansion, as in
the case of Fukukawa’s purchase of timber li-
censes on the Queen Charlotte Islands from
the Canadian government in 1920.

However, Fukukawa and Kimura’s forestry
businesses seem to have suffered severe losses
after the collapse of the bubble economy fol-
lowing the end of World War I, with a
steamship company also run by Fukukawa go-
ing bankrupt. Even so, they continued to
pursue their ambitions of developing remote
forest areas. Amid the economic boom imme-
diately before World War II, they worked with
the forestry company Yamago Ringyo to devel-
op a vast area of forests in the southernmost
part of Nara Prefecture and completed a new
private logging railway in 193s. Probably no
other private forestry company, except the gi-
ant trading firms and paper manufacturers, has
ever achieved such success in railway develop-
ment focused on logging railroads, building
one timber line after another across Japan over
along period of time, with trains continuing to
run until 1953.
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