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Okura Kihachiro:

From Meiji to Taisho, a Businessman in a State of Frenzy

Claude HAMON*
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Okura Kihachiro (October 23, 1837 - April 5, 1928) was a businessman who founded the Okura-gumi, which, at
the beginning of the 20th century, became the giant Okura zaibatsu.

Coming from the peasantry, Okura moved from the province of Echigo to Tokyo where he built his own grocery
business in 1857. Having done that work for eight years, he became an arms dealer during the Meiji Restoration
and moved to the new, flourishing commercial district of Ginza. In 1874, he decided to engage in overseas trade,
particularly in the import business, and opened an office in London, followed by another in New York, which handled

all kinds of commodities. With his financial, political and military connections, Okura gained a clout that enabled
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his company to make huge profits in a wide range of activities, notably in the newly emerging and growing heavy
industries, such as construction and steel.

In 1895, Okura was thanked for his military contribution to the Japanese victory in the Sino-Japanese War. This
allowed him to play a leading part in the conquest of Korea and then Manchuria in 1905, where he established
a foothold in Sino-Japanese ventures, such as lumbering, mining and steel. Nonetheless, there were still some
disagreements with the Japanese government over the issue of Chinese nationalism, which Okura financed during the
Revolution of 1911, during the overthrow of the Qing dynasty.

In 1915, Okura was granted the title of baron. He was also an active collector of Oriental antiques and in 1917,
funded the Okura Shukokan, Japan’s first private museum of art, for which he donated many art works he had

collected in China and elsewhere.
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