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Introduction
Few car brands have achieved the global stature, enduring reputation, and cultural
significance of Toyota. From its origins as a small family-run weaving loom business in
Japan, Toyota Motor Corporation has risen over the course of more than eight decades
to become the world’s largest automobile manufacturer. With a presence in nearly
every corner of the globe, Toyota vehicles are instantly recognizable symbols of
reliability, efficiency, and innovation. But behind each model on the road is a rich
history—one that interweaves visionary leadership, pioneering technologies, and a
relentless pursuit of improvement.

The story of Toyota is, at its core, a story of transformation. It begins with Sakichi
Toyoda, an inventor whose looms revolutionized textile manufacturing in Japan and
whose spirit of innovation inspired his son, Kiichiro Toyoda, to look beyond the family’s
traditional enterprise. In the 1930s, against the backdrop of a rapidly modernizing
Japan, Kiichiro embarked on the ambitious challenge of automotive manufacturing.
Through bold experimentation, both technological and organizational, Toyota began
producing vehicles that would eventually reshape global transportation.

Central to Toyota’s ascent is its unique approach to manufacturing—the Toyota
Production System. This philosophy of continuous improvement and waste elimination,
formalized with concepts like Just-in-Time and Jidoka, redefined industry standards and
gave rise to what is now known as Lean Manufacturing. Not only did this advance
propel Toyota to global competitiveness, but it also transformed supply chains,
management strategies, and production methods far beyond the automotive sector.

However, Toyota’s influence stretches further than technical mastery and operational
efficiency. The company’s brand identity is built on an unyielding commitment to
quality and customer satisfaction, underpinned by the human-centered principles of
the Toyota Way. Toyota’s pioneering role in hybrid technology, especially with the
introduction of the Prius, marked a major leap toward eco-friendly mobility, seeding
the growth of alternative energy vehicles worldwide. Its investments in safety,
innovation, and sustainability reflect a deep awareness of its responsibility to society
and the planet.

Today, Toyota stands not only as a business titan but also as an agent of change in
the automotive world. The company’s response to global challenges—whether
navigating economic crises, adapting to fast-evolving technology, or addressing
environmental imperatives—demonstrates its resilience and capacity for renewal.
Toyota’s story offers illuminating lessons about leadership, adaptability, and
vision—lessons that hold relevance for industries and societies everywhere.
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In the chapters that follow, this book traces Toyota’s journey from its earliest days to
its role as a shaper of tomorrow’s mobility. By examining the milestones, models,
mistakes, and triumphs that define Toyota, we can better understand both the legacy
of this iconic brand and the future it aims to create in the ever-evolving landscape of
global transportation.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Toyota: From Looms to
Engines
In the burgeoning industrial landscape of late 19th-century Japan, a carpenter named
Sakichi Toyoda embarked on a path that would, generations later, lead to the creation
of a global automotive powerhouse. Born in 1867, Sakichi didn't follow the traditional
family trades of farming and carpentry for long. Instead, a fascination with machines
took hold, particularly weaving looms, which at the time were inefficient and
demanded considerable manual effort.

Sakichi’s inventive spirit led him to develop Japan's first self-powered loom in 1897.
This wasn't merely a minor tweak; his loom, constructed from a mix of iron and wood,
brought significant improvements in efficiency and quality. One of its most notable
features was a "weft halting device," an ingenious mechanism that automatically
stopped the machine if a thread broke or ran out. This innovation prevented the
production of defective fabric and allowed a single operator to manage multiple looms,
a revolutionary concept for the era. This principle of "automation with a human touch,"
or Jidoka, would later become a foundational pillar of the Toyota Production System.

Sakichi continued to refine his weaving machines, and in 1924, he perfected the Type
G automatic loom. This highly advanced loom further boosted productivity and
significantly improved quality. The success of his inventions led to the establishment
of Toyoda Automatic Loom Works in 1926. Sakichi's dedication to continuous
improvement and his knack for problem-solving earned him the moniker "Japan's
Thomas Edison."

While Sakichi was transforming the textile industry, his son, Kiichiro Toyoda, was
growing up immersed in the world of machinery. Kiichiro, born in 1894, displayed an
early fascination with his father's looms, keenly observing and understanding their
intricate workings. After graduating from Tokyo Imperial University, Kiichiro joined the
family business, Toyoda Boshoku, founded by his father in 1918.

Kiichiro's vision, however, extended beyond textiles. In 1929, he embarked on a
pivotal journey, traveling to Europe and the United States to investigate their
manufacturing processes, particularly in the nascent automobile industry. This trip
profoundly impacted him; he witnessed firsthand the transformative effect
automobiles were having on Western societies and envisioned a similar future for
Japan. He also keenly observed inefficiencies in foreign production lines, a critical
insight that would later fuel his ambition to develop a more streamlined manufacturing
system.
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Upon his return to Japan in 1930, Kiichiro began diligently researching gasoline-
powered engines, an ambitious undertaking given the family's textile background. At
the time, the Japanese automotive market was largely dominated by vehicles
assembled by foreign manufacturers like Ford and General Motors. The Japanese
government, recognizing the strategic importance of a domestic vehicle industry,
especially amidst growing tensions and the war with China, actively encouraged local
companies to venture into automobile manufacturing. This governmental push
provided the perfect catalyst for Kiichiro's automotive aspirations.

Seizing this opportune moment, Kiichiro established an automotive division within
Toyoda Automatic Loom Works on September 1, 1933. This dedicated team, though
small, was passionate about the challenge of building vehicles. To kickstart their
efforts, Kiichiro dispatched a director to the United States and Europe in mid-1933 to
acquire essential machine tools for automotive production.

The division's first major hurdle was engine development. They decided to reverse-
engineer contemporary American designs, starting with the Chevrolet straight-six
engine. In May 1934, they purchased 1934 models of DeSoto and Chevrolet sedans to
serve as design references, disassembling and sketching the parts to understand their
construction and materials. This meticulous approach allowed Kiichiro's team to not
only replicate but also improve upon existing designs, notably in the cylinder head and
intake manifold, which resulted in more power. After overcoming challenges, such as
casting the complex cylinder block, their first prototype, the Model A engine, was
completed on September 25, 1934.

With an engine developed, the focus shifted to building a complete vehicle. In May
1935, the automotive division completed its first prototype sedan, the Toyoda Model
A1. Heavily influenced by the streamlined design of the DeSoto Airflow, the A1 aimed
for superior ride comfort, particularly for rear passengers. The chassis and electrical
systems were reportedly copied from Ford, while the engine, as planned, was based
on the Chevrolet design.

Kiichiro's vision was not just for passenger cars. Recognizing the immediate need for
commercial vehicles, especially for national policy reasons, Toyoda Automatic Loom
Works began designing a truck in March 1935. Using a 1934 Ford truck as a reference,
they designed a sturdy chassis, integrating the newly developed Type A engine. The
result was the Toyoda Model G1 truck, completed as a prototype on August 25, 1935.
The G1, with its 3.4-liter, 65-horsepower Type A engine and 1.5-ton load capacity,
marked a significant milestone as the company's first production vehicle and its first
export. Its immediate profitability proved crucial, providing the necessary funds to
continue passenger car development.

The Japanese government's Automobile Manufacturing Industry Law, introduced in
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1936, further solidified the path for domestic production. This legislation effectively
encouraged companies like Toyoda to establish mass production systems. Bolstered
by these developments, the first passenger car, the Toyoda Model AA, was completed
in April 1936. The Model AA, a four-door sedan, featured an all-steel body and
innovative hydraulic brakes, a testament to the division's rapid technological
advancements. It continued the design principles of the A1, with its streamlined
styling and a focus on passenger comfort. Production of the Model AA continued until
1942, with 1,404 units manufactured.

By this point, the automotive division had outgrown its status as a mere offshoot of
Toyoda Automatic Loom Works. In April 1937, the automobile department was
officially registered as the Toyota Motor Company Limited. The slight, yet deliberate,
alteration in the company's name from "Toyoda" to "Toyota" was chosen for several
compelling reasons. In Japanese, "Toyota" has an appealing eight-stroke signature, a
number associated with good fortune and prosperity in East Asian culture. The change
also made the name easier to pronounce internationally and distanced the burgeoning
automotive brand from the agricultural connotations of "Toyoda," which literally
means "fertile rice paddies." This seemingly subtle change marked a clear signal of
the company's aspirations to become a global, innovation-driven entity. Kiichiro's
brother-in-law, Rizaburo Toyoda, was appointed the first president, with Kiichiro as
vice-president. Toyota Motor Company Limited then formally took over automobile
manufacturing from Toyoda Automatic Loom Works on September 29, 1937.

Shortly after its establishment, Toyota broke ground on its first dedicated production
facility, the Koromo Plant, on September 29, 1937. Operations at the Koromo Plant,
which had a planned production capacity of 2,000 units per month, began in
November 1938 with a staff of 5,000 employees. Though its layout and workflow were
inspired by large-scale American production facilities, Kiichiro immediately began
streamlining the process with an innovative just-in-time production system, laying the
early groundwork for what would become the renowned Toyota Production System.

Tragically, Kiichiro Toyoda would not live to see the full realization of his dream. He
passed away suddenly on March 27, 1952, at the age of 57. However, his pioneering
spirit and foundational work had firmly set Toyota on the path to becoming an
automotive icon.
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