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１ Preface 
The city of Suzaka, located in the northeast in Nagano Prefecture, is topographically featured 
with a steep mountainous area, a fan shaped area which was formed by the rivers originated in 
the mountains, and an alluvial plain formed by the river Chikuma. The city with the population 
of over 54,000 has two major industries: fruit growing and production of electronic devices. 
 
[Suzaka City is located in the northeast in Nagano Prefecture, which is nearly the center of 
Japan.] ＜図１＞ 
 
In this essay I am going to discuss the ways the city can preserve the heritage of the filature 
industry that once prospered in Suzaka and how to utilize them for tourism of the city. 
 
2  A summary of the filature industry and Suzaka 
 
The filature industry is the process to reel silk filaments from cocoons which silkworms of 
Kaiko-ga, a kind of silk moth, make when they develop from pupae into imagoes. The process 
includes growing mulberry leaves, the staple food of silkworms, growing silkworms into 
cocooned pupae by feeding them with mulberry leaves, and reeling silk filaments by cooking 
cocoons to loosen the natural gum or sericin. Originally, farmers were engaged in this industry 
as a sideline.  

Because mulberry trees grew well even in infertile land that was not suitable for rice 
growing, and producing raw silk brought farmers cash income, many farmers were involved in 
the industry. It was established as a cottage industry throughout the country. The raw silk 
made in Suzaka was collected and sent to Yokohama for shipment to the US where most of the 
raw silk was made into silk stockings for women. The raw silk exported from Suzaka was in big 
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demand because of its high quality. 
   In the early years of the sericultural industry, the raw silk was produced at each house. The 
process of reeling silk filaments from cocoons, being cooked in a kettle, by moving a reel by hand 
is called Zaguri or hand reeling. Later, waterwheels were introduced to drive reeling machines, 
which was the advent of the mechanization of silk reeling. Though harnessed to the natural 
power of water for energy, the development of silk production by means of modern steam 
engines was still to come. Once machine reeling came into widespread use, in Suzaka many 
filature mills were built as well as dormitories for mill workers and cocoon warehouses in the 
central part of the town. Thus Suzuka went on to become a big industrial town that attracted 
many people to come to work. 
 
3  The history of the filature industry in Suzaka 
 
The filature industry in Suzaka became widespread after Suzaka-han (a feudal domain) 
encouraged farmers to be engaged in it as a side business in the late Edo Era (the 1800s).  At 
the beginning, raw silk was produced by hand reeling on a small scale in farmhouses. In the 
1870s, machine reeling by waterwheels was introduced since Suzaka was topographically 
fortunate to be located on the sloping ground. Many of the farmers who were engaged in hand 
reeling didn’t welcome the introduction of machine reeling because it would have cost them a lot 
of money for investment on facilities. However, some of the silk businessmen with foresight 
started machine reeling powered by water, which enabled them to produce raw silk of high 
quality in a big volume and thus increased the export. 
 
[A waterwheel and workers of Toko-sha, joint filature mills, in the early 20th century.]＜写真１＞ 
 

In 1875, Toko-sha, the first joint filature mills in Japan, was organized. The silk 
entrepreneurs who had difficulty in capital investment put their capital together to organize a 
bigger business and compete with big companies. The two major organizations of joint mills in 
Suzaka were Toko-sha and Shunmei-sha. They enabled the small businesses to introduce 
water-powered reeling machines so that they were able to produce filaments of uniform 
thickness and meet the market demand for large quantities. Before, the small businesses were 
vulnerable to the price change of raw silk and many went into bankruptcy. But, once a joint 
business was formed, they could support each other to survive the steep fall in the price of raw 
silk which would occur frequently, and eventually it led to the development of the filature 
industry in Suzaka.  

47 small mill owners joined to organize Toko-sha, which means that the raw silk from 
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Suzaka goes to the east, to the US and farther to the world. They were so ambitious to wish to 
export worldwide. It was in the early 20th century when the industry reached its most 
productive stage, and there were 37 big filature mills where over 6500 young female workers 
were employed. The prosperity of Suzaka made it renowned as a town of silk where chimneys of 
filature mills and cocoon warehouses stood shoulder to shoulder. 
 
[Suzaka in its heyday: a view of the mills of the town from a mountain] ＜写真２＞ 
 

There are several reasons for the development of machine reeling by waterwheels in Suzaka. 
First, Suzaka is situated on a sloping ground which is a topographical advantage for 
fast-flowing streams to drive waterwheels. Second, before the filature industry came into being, 
many merchants and craftsmen owned waterwheels to harness water power. Most of them 
were rice merchants and oil merchants, and it was easy to convert the waterwheels they used 
for rice polishing and oil pressing into the use for the filature industry. An interesting evidence 
is that a distribution map of waterwheels for rice polishing of the Edo Era and that of water 
powered filature mills in 1878 are quite similar. At present there are many houses that have 
waterways in their properties; some of them even have waterwheels. 
   Some silk businessmen are still well remembered by the people of Suzaka. Among them, 
Koshi Jusaburo, a famous person who was reputed to be a king of silk, is the one worth noting. 
He was born in 1863 as a son of the Odagiri family, a wealthy farmer in Suzaka, and was 
adopted to be the heir by the Koshi family when he was 20. As soon as he established a small 
filature mill, he showed his ability and expanded his business, then, at the age of 31, went on to 
be the president of Shunmei-sha, joint filature mills. While working to further develop the 
business, he established close ties with businessmen in the central circle. In 1932, he was 
introduced to Okura Kihachiro of the Okura financial combine by Shibusawa Eiichi, and they 
established together Okura Filature Company. He worked to build Suzaka Mill of the company 
and then played a key role for the development of the filature industry in Suzaka. Okura 
Kihachiro, to commemorate his conferment of decoration, had a stained glass made with 
designs of the decoration, his family crest, mulberry leaves, reels, and bundles of raw silk, and 
set it in a window of Suzaka Mill of Okura Filature Company. The stained glass is now 
exhibited in the Suzaka City Museum as an evidence of the prosperity the city enjoyed at the 
time. 
 
[A stained glass: the head of the Okura Combine had it made on the occasion of his conferment 
of decoration. It was fit in the window of Suzaka Mill of Okura Filature Company.] ＜写真３＞ 
 

 3



Silk businessmen in Suzaka including Koshi Jusaburo made their best effort to set up a civic 
infrastructure- electricity, telephone, railways, water service, hospitals and schools- and it is no 
exaggeration to say that they laid the foundation of Suzaka as it is today. Koshi Yasuzo, a son of 
Koshi Jusaburo, established Suzaka Commercial High School, the predecessor of the present 
Nagano Prefectural Suzaka Commercial High School, for training gifted people in the business 
circles.  

Suzaka owed so much to the silk industry for installing the public utilities. Before the 
installation of electricity, at filature mills, waterwheels were used for power and oil lamps were 
for lighting, which was sometimes the cause of a big fire. To prevent a fire and provide brighter 
working environment, the entrepreneurs of the industry made a great effort to install electricity. 
In 1903, Koshi Jusaburo established Shinano Electricity Company, one of the pioneers in 
Nagano Prefecture. And it was in Suzaka where electricity was first introduced for power to 
replace water and steam at filature mills in Nagano prefecture. Then, the electricity became a 
major source of power for the mass production and improvement of quality of raw silk. 
   Without delay, the telephone network was also laid for prompt communication among mills 
and obtaining information on the market price of raw silk. Entrepreneurs also invested big 
capital in building railways which was indispensable for mass transport of cocoons and raw silk. 
In 1922, Katoh Railway between Suzaka and Yashiro was completed, and in 1926 Nagano 
Electric Railway between Suzaka and Nagano was opened. These two railways were merged 
later into Nagano Electric Railway, which is used at present as useful means of transport by the 
local people.  
 Because the water of the river flowing through the town was so acidic it was not suitable for 

use for the sericultural industry; the waterworks construction was rapidly promoted in the 
middle of the Meiji Era. The waterworks helped prevent water pollution of the river and 
outbreaks of epidemic diseases, and, thanks to them, the town was able to cope with the 
increase of population that came together with the industrial development. 

With the advent of the Great Depression started in 1929, the sericultural industry in 
Suzaka went through rapid decline, and filature mills that were standing in a large number 
were forced to close down or go into bankruptcy one after another.  

During World War II, companies evacuated from big cities into the filature mills in Suzaka 
and employed workers who had worked for the industry. One of the companies was Fujitsu 
Limited, then Fuji Tsushinki Manufacturing Corporation. After the war, some filature mills 
were still being operated, but with the closure of Kitamura Filature Company, in 1985, the 
filature industry in Suzaka finally came to end. Most of the electronic companies that moved 
into the city settled in and developed as the once prospered filature industry provided a 
ready-made infrastructure, and now Suzaka is thriving as the center of the cutting edge 
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electronic device industry. 
 
4  The preservation of the heritage of the filature industry 
 
The filature industry in Suzaka unfortunately died out, but various artifacts of the industry still 
remain though they tend to be disregarded. In order to pass them down in a good condition to 
the next generation it is necessary to investigate, preserve, revalue, and reorganize them as 
tourist attractions. Every effort has been and will be made to preserve the industrial heritage of 
Suzaka by the city. 
 
(1) The project to help the preservation of the landscape of the town 
 
The industrial heritage, which is the physical evidence of the prosperity of Suzaka, a town of 
silk, remains in big numbers in the center of the city, and the city government has long been 
engaged in the preservation and utilization of the heritage. Among them, the old buildings 
including the cocoon warehouses built in the early 20th century in particular are marvelous. As 
cocoons from which filaments are reeled are sensitive to the change of temperature and 
moisture, it is very difficult to store them. The warehouses called Dozoh were built to keep 
cocoons in a proper condition. A Dozoh is a warehouse with thick plaster walls and a tiled roof, 
which is airtight and proof against the change of temperature and humidity so that it can 
provide a stable condition for cocoons in all seasons. In addition, as it is made of plaster it is fire 
proof. The warehouses are very beautiful as the outside of the walls are covered with white 
plaster, and this style was also applied to private houses. Many houses in this style called 
Dozoh-zukuri still remain in Suzaka.  

In 1988 the city conducted a survey on historic buildings still standing in the old part of the 
city. Based on the survey we designated the classical part of the city a historical area in order to 
promote a townscape and amenity enhancement project. Under the project the city provides 
grants for repair and recovery of the landscape of plaster warehouses in the area. If it is built in 
the traditional ways and style, a grant is provided for new signs, hedges and stone walls, and 
also for its repair. The grants have been given to 200 cases and many then unknown or 
damaged plaster houses were revived to bring back to life the traditional townscape of rows of 
houses with tiled-roofs and white plaster walls. The various shaped ridge-end tiles on roofs and 
well designed patterns painted on plaster walls are good examples to show how skillful the 
craftsmen at the time were to meet the expectations of silk businessmen, which will catch eyes 
of many tourists.      
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[The cocoon warehouse called Fureai-kan Mayugura: a three story warehouse of Tajiri Filature 
Company. This warehouse was moved from a new road planning zone to the present site and 
restored.] ＜写真４＞ 
 
(2) The cocoon warehouse of Tajiri Filature Company was pulled out to a new site. 
 
When building a new road for a wide scale city-planning project in 2000, a 3 story cocoon 
warehouse of Tajiri Filature Company, which was under threat of demolition, was pulled out 
180 meters to a new location. This cocoon warehouse, a building of historic importance left 
derelict, was moved and restored using the traditional skill called hikiya or pulling house, by 
only the family of carpenters through whom the technique was handed down. Hikiya or pulling 
house is a traditional method to move a house intact by putting logs under the foundation and 
pulling it, which method is reportedly originated in Egypt. The other way to move the house by 
taking it apart into pieces and then reconstructing was also in consideration. However, we were 
fortunate that there were carpenters who had acquired the traditional technology which was 
used when the filature industry was rapidly developing and mills were extended. This cocoon 
warehouse called at present Fureai-kan Mayugura is open to the public, where a videotape is 
played to show visitors the works of pulling and restoring the warehouse. 
 
(3) Designation and registration of cultural assets 
 
The city of Suzaka endeavors to preserve the heritage of the filature industry’s cultural assets. 
The city designated the sites of the demolished buildings of the two major joint filature 
companies, Toko-sha and Shunmei-sha, as historical sites of the city. The old house of Maki 
Shinshichi, a big merchant house which was used as a salon for silk businessmen, is also listed 
as a tangible asset. On each site we put up a signboard to explain the site and its history. The 
city also works hard to preserve the cocoon warehouse, Fureai-kan Mayugura, of Tajiri Filature 
Company and the old house of Koshi Jusaburo, the king of silk, and open them to the public as 
tangible cultural assets listed by the Government. 
 
(4) Materials and artifacts stored in the City Museum 
 
In the City Museum there are permanent display rooms for the sericultural industry where 
reels for machine reeling and kettles for cooking cocoons, and materials to show the prosperity 
of the filature industry in the Taisho Era such as the documents of international trade and 
photos of the interior of big mills are exhibited. We are also working hard on collecting 
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materials of historical importance. The round stained glass of Suzaka Mill of Okura Filature 
Company, a tangible cultural asset listed by the city, is one of the assets of the silk heritage that 
tells of the thriving past of Suzaka’s filature industry, which is displayed permanently in the 
museum. 
 
5   Utilization of the heritage of the sericultural industry for tourism 
 
In addition to the preservation and protection of cultural assets, buildings of historical 
importance and industrial heritage, it is considered important in the recent years to make them 
accessible to the public and make use of them. The city of Suzaka is not exceptional in trying to 
utilize the heritage of the filature industry in various ways. 

The cocoon warehouse called Fureai-kan Mayugura, a tangible cultural asset listed by the 
Japanese Government, and the old house of Koshi Jusaburo are owned by the city and open to 
the public as facilities for everybody to visit. Fureiai-kan Mayugura is used as a base for a town 
visit where visitors can experience hand weaving, have a tea at a café and buy hand made 
cocoon-dolls made of cocoons at a souvenir shop. The warehouse is very popular among both 
tourists and citizens.   

The house of the Koshi family is open to the public where local volunteers explain to the 
visitors about the filature industry and the history of the Koshi family, and the house is also 
available for group activities of local people.    

The old house of Maki Shinshichi, a tangible cultural asset listed by the city, was converted 
to the Suzaka Classic Museum. In the museum, collections of 2000 of folk handicrafts and 
pieces of kimono of the Taisho era with modern, beautiful designs, donated by Oka Nobutaka, a 
Japanese-style painter from Yokohama, are being exhibited. The magnificent house and the 
plaster warehouse currently used as the museum are a very popular tourist destination. 

In the late May every year, Shinshu Suzaka Townscape Festival is held at the streets and 
warehouses in the central town of the city by groups of citizens. On these occasions the 
buildings and the gardens of historical importance, reminders of the heyday of the filature 
industry, are open to the public, which attract many tourists. Volunteers are always available to 
guide tourists to the historical part of the city. The old building of Masudaya Filature Mill 
established in 1875 by the first mayor of Suzaka, Nakazawa Kichishiro, is used as the office for 
volunteers called Townscape Guides’ Office, where visitors can see the old filature mill standing 
intact. 
   The city organizes study tours for visitors to the industrial heritage and the historical part of 
the city, which help many participants learn the history of the town of silk. The program to 
train volunteer guides through the study tours encourages many participants to join us as 
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volunteer guides. Thus, we work together with citizens to regenerate the city and promote 
tourism. 
 
[The plan of Garyu Park was drawn by Prof. Honda Seiroku of Tokyo University, Doctor of 
Forestry, in 1926. It was planned to plant cherry trees around the pond. Owned by the General 
Library of the Tokyo University (The theses of Dr. Honda, Doctor of Forestry)] ＜図２＞ 
 

Garyu Park situated at the foot of Garyu-zan or Garyu Mountain, a popular park among the 
citizens as a symbol of the city, should be included in the list of assets important to the 
industrial heritage. Garyu-zan, which means lying dragon, has the name because it looks as if a 
dragon has just got down. The park was planned for recreation and relaxation for the citizen in 
the early 20th century when the filature industry was at its peak. The then mayor, Matsushita 
Kinroku, commissioned Prof. Honda Seiroku of Tokyo Univ., Doctor of Forestry, who was a 
member of the planning committee of Hibiya Park, Tokyo, to make the park. Later, the park 
was completed as planned in 1926 with many cherry trees planted around the pond at the foot 
of the mountain. In spring the view is magnificent when full broom cherry blossoms are 
reflected on the water of the pond. The park is a favorite tourist spot for both citizens and 
tourists. 

From 1929, after the plan had been submitted, the filature industry rapidly declined 
because of the Great Depression. Many workers of the industry who were redundant because of 
the decline were employed for the construction of the park under a relief measure for the 
unemployed for two years from 1931. Garyu Park is the very industrial heritage that tells the 
ebb and flow of the filature industry of Suzaka. 
 
6   Conclusion 
 
It is important for the city government to make use of the industrial heritage for tourism and 
discover more industrial assets hidden in the city as well as to regenerate the heritage of the 
filature industry of the city and open it to the public. We hope to reevaluate and utilize not only 
old buildings, artifacts of the filature industry and old household goods but also the city of 
Suzaka as a whole as the industrial heritage. 
   In the properties of some of the old houses in Suzaka there are remains of facilities related to 
the filature industry such as boarding houses for female workers and dispensaries for the girls 
to have a rest. There are also the remains of waterways on which silk businessmen put 
waterwheels to harness water power for reeling and some water mills by the waterways. The 
old narrow streets remind us of the old Japanese-style restaurants built in the time of the 
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prosperity, although they are inconspicuous behind main streets busy with car traffic. It is our 
hope to shed light on the industrial heritage like these yet to be recognized, publicize them and 
open them to the public. We understand that there are a couple of ways to make the city more 
attractive to many tourists: by setting up historic town trails of the industrial sites, and by 
making use of the artifacts of the sericultural industry stored in the museum. 
  We hope to further endeavor to cooperate with citizens by involving them as volunteer guides 
of the historic buildings and old town walking and to promote the regeneration of the city by 
utilizing the industrial heritage for tourism.  
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