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The State of Direct Export of Raw Silk
in the Early Part of the Meiji Era

Kazuhiro TOMIZAWA

During the period of 1859 to 1899, Japan gradually allowed foreigners to venture further from
port areas into inland areas, in which "Settlement Trade" was the commom form of trade practiced
in Japan under the Unequal Treaty. During this period export and import transactions were
conducted only through foreign merchants residing in Yokohama, Kobe and so on. The power
endowed to such foreign merchans and their Japanese counterparts, differed widely, as the rich
foreign traders were provided with full protection from their powerful governments and were
granted certain privileges on contracts. Consequently, domestic merchants suffered in a

subordinate position entangled with fixed pricing and other trading matters.

As a result, it was highly anticipated that measures would be taken in order to resolve differences
in order to provide better trade practices and equality, and from which, the subject of this
article,direct export was introduced. Primary areas of business which became involved with direct
export included eggs of silkworms, tea, rice and later on the raw silk. However, it was until 1875 that

the matter was forged as a main issue in policy made by the government.

During the same year, Okubo Toshimichi, the Home Secretary at the time, proposed the
protective policy on direct export viewing encouragement of new industries, reinstatement of
trading rights and trade promotions, The policy was supported and implemented by his political
successors even following Okubo's termination in 1878. All through this period the government had
encouraged direct export by providing abundant industrial loans, surrogating the business of
foreign currency remittance and offering overseas informations. The driving governmental forces
for this policy included the Ministry of Home Affairs, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Ministry of Finance(Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce was added to the list in 1881). The

0 350



000000000 D04500000 02002

opening of Yokohama Shokin Ginkod 0O O O O O O O was a direct outgrowth of this policy, a trump
for reinstatement of trade rights and acquisition of specie money. In 1880, Yokohama Shokin Ginko
started its operation with massive funds amounting to three million yen(increased to four million
yen in the following year) supplied by the government and established the system of documentary

foreign exchange for Government (0 0 0 O O O O) exclusively for direct export.

Two vears later, the central bank of Japan, Nippon Ginko (0 O 0O O), was established and
together with its inauguration, various financial and trading institutions became better equipped.
As a consequence, following 1880 there were some trading firms and enterprising individuals that
followed to enter into direct export. The main discussion of this article, Yokohama Doshin Kaisha
(00000 D0) which also opened during the same year, was the first specialized trading firm for
direct export of raw silk. The firm was a public corporation organized by ex-bureaucrats and
models of silk manufacturers throughout Japan and included such important figures as Hoshino
Chotaro and Arai Ryoichiro, the first pioneers for direct export of silk. The firm was initially
capitalized at 100,000 yen and increased later to 300,000yen. They exported Japanese silk directly to
overseas silk tradesmen through their two overseas branches located in New York and Lyon. In
1881, the company acquired huge profits and eventually achieved 20% dividend. This success had
certainly incited and encouraged other firms and individuals to enter into the trade business and
shortly thereafter the number of such enterprises increased nine firms.

Unfortunately, the success of direct export of silk and other materials did not last too long. Due
to the prolonged severe economic recession caused by Matsukata Masayoshi's financial policy
(referred to Matsukata Deflation), and conflicts between domestic and foreign merchants
represented by the affairs of the "Associated Silk Storehouse" 0 00O O 0O 0O O O, the silk market
in Yokohama was closed for several months.. Consequently, seven out of nine firms that entered
into the business had pulled out by 1884. Only two firms, Yokohama Doshin Kaisha and Boeki
Shokaid 0 O O 0O O, which dissolved in 1893, continued to export through and after this year.

However, after suffering huge losses, the latter soon fell into a state of dormancy.

Under such circumstances, for what reasons did only Yokohama Doshin Kaisha survive the
sluggish economic conditions to maintain its business operations. There appears to be no valid
answers other than the fact that they enjoyed the government's generous supports and received a
continuous supply of funds from Yokohama Shokin Ginko for documentary exchange, which was in
fact so abundant that it amounted to ten times or more that of their capital. In fact they were

treated so special that they could even attain funds at 20 times greater than the capital at around
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500 of open market rate during its peak time. Although kept in secrecy, this remained the greatest

reason accounting for the continued development of the company.

However, such privileges only lasted for a short term. After 1882, the Minister of Finance,
Matsukata Masayoshi started reviewing the direct export encouraging policy and gradually
withdrew the official protections for Yokohama Doshin Kaisha until final abolishment of the
"System of documentary foreign exchange for Government'0 0 000000 O0 OO in 1888. The
details of these events will be spared for the next article. However, this withdrawal of protection
was the main cause of provoking a series of rescue activities for Yokohama Doshin Kaisha and

later, the legislation activities concerning rescuing direct silk exporters.

Finally, reference should be made regarding a selection of statistics related to direct export of
silk during the early period of the Meiji era. In 1876, the Mizunuma Silk Mill located in Gunma, was
the first company to export their raw silk directly to the United States. Direct export of silk grew
steadily outlasting various economic turns in the country and in 1884 this kind of firms achieved a
280 market share of all the silk export business. However, during the following year the ratio
decreased to 12-130, whereas foreign merchants in the settlements retained an overwhelming
market share in excess of 800 . In the years following 1888, the market share of Yokohama Doshin

Kaisha remained at less than 100 .

Major destinations for direct export of silk were primarily located in the United States while
Europe remained the second most important area of destination. The importance of the former
gradually increased over time. Following 1885, only Yokohama Doshin Kaisha and Boek Shokai
carried the operation of direct export of silk allowing dominating shares to the fomer. This
allocation of power remained unaffected until the breakup of the Boeki Shokai and the successive
establishment of Yokohama Kiito Gomei Kaisha (000000 O O) in 1893. Specifically between
1887 and 1892, the operation of "Direct Export of Silk" were almost borne by Yokohama Doshin

Kaisya.
Based on these facts, the next treatise will examine in detail the movement related to rescue

plans for Yokohama Doshin Kaisha, which took place during the time of the first session of the

Imperial Diet.
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