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The development of bridge girder building companies
from the 1910s to the 1930s

Minoru Sawai

By the end of the Meiji era, five companies were designated as the building factories of bridge girders for
the Japanese National Railways (JNR): Kisha Seiz0, three shipbuilding companies of Tokyo Ishikawajima,
Kawasaki and Mitsubishi Kobe, then Yokogawa Bridge. The first four companies were all railway rolling
stock manufacturers and shipyards, with girder production as a part of their diversified operations. In contrast,
Yokogawa Bridge established in 1907, was a specialized bridge girder-building company. In the 1920s, Nihon
Bridge and Osaka Iron Works were additionally designated as the bridge girders factories by the JNR. These
companies not only monopolized the production of bridge girders for the JNR but also actively expanded into the
markets for private railways and road bridges. They were at the forefront of domestic bridge girders production
and the development of production technologies.

The designated factory system, which could be seen as a substitute for a bidding cartel, was essentially an
industrial organization supported by the JNR. However, the design of the railway bridges to be ordered was
handled by the JNR's internal organizations, or the research institute of the JNR, making the relationship
between the JNR and the designated factories even closer. Furthermore, the JNR bridge design engineers were
simultaneously dispatched to private bridge girders builders as production supervisors. They not only ensured
quality compliance with design drawings but also served as conduits for disseminating new technologies, such as
welding techniques, to private builders. The JNR design engineers and private bridge manufacturers jointly served
as the driving force for expansion of the domestic production of bridge girders and technological innovation in
bridge engineering. Furthermore, in case of exporting bridges overseas, joint action by bridge girders companies

was often taken, with the JNR at the center of this organizational effort.

JEL Classification: N65, N75, N85
Keywords: Japanese National Railways (JNR), Designated factories, Yokogawa Bridge,
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