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The Rise and Fall of a Suzuki & Co.-affiliated Developer
that Capitalized on National Forests Returned to Private
Ownership in the Taisho Era (1912-1926),

and Two Idiosyncratic Entrepreneurs who Maneuvered

the Firm During its Early and Later Years
The Roles of Kotaro Hirao and Yukimatsu Ota Involved

in the Primeval Obonai Forests in Akita Prefecture

Isao Ogawa

The vast forests of Obonai stretching along
the shore of Lake Tazawa, located in the central
part of Akita Prefecture near the border with
Iwate Prefecture in northeastern Japan, were
forcibly converted by the central government
into state ownership during the Meiji period
(1868-1912). The aggrieved local residents filed
a lawsuit to have the forests returned. Their
case was won in the 1910s, but a forestry com-
pany (affiliated with the trading house Suzuki
& Co., Ltd. in Kobe) acquired by capitalists
who effectively paid the legal costs obtained
the exclusive rights to most of the regained vil-
lage-owned forests. The forestry company
thrived by producing acetic acid and other
products for military use as prices soared dur-
ing World War I. The village also prospered
with the rapid increase in new businesses.
However, the postwar recession saw these busi-
nesses decline, causing the company to
eventually declare bankruptey in 1925.

The Rise and Fall of a Suzuki & Co.-affiliated Developer that Capitalized on National Forests
Returned to Private Ownership in the Taisho Era (1912-1926), and Two Idiosyncratic
Entrepreneurs who Maneuvered the Firm During its Early and Later Years

This paper examines the history of the forest-
ry company from its inception to repeated
reorganizations and transfers, liquidation, asset
disposal, and dissolution, and analyzes how
mayor Hironari Tashiro and the residents of a
poor mountain village, located far from the na-
tion’s capital, experienced difficulties
promoting regional development and working
with the firm. The paper also looks at Kotaro
Hirao and Yukimatsu Ota, two differential
who, in various ways, had both positive and
negative impacts, to assess the roles of these ex-
ceptionally talented risk-taking entrepreneurs,
whose reputations are difficult to define. Hirao,
a prospector and speculator, was also known as
an explorer who dispatched an expedition to
the phantom Ganges Island in 1911. Ota was a
professional liquidator, or so-called hatchet
man, who liquidated a failed bank with an in-
genious plan to turn the former salt fields along
Tokyo Bay into an amusement park in the pre-
war period.
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