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Introduction
Nissan: Portrait of a Car Brand is a journey through the story of one of the automotive
world’s most dynamic and resilient companies. Since its founding in 1933, Nissan has
evolved from a modest Japanese carmaker into a driving force of innovation, with a
presence on every continent and a legacy that continues to shape the future of
transportation. This book explores the milestones, challenges, and triumphs that have
defined Nissan, revealing the company’s relentless pursuit of excellence and its
commitment to making mobility accessible and exciting for all.

Beginning with Nissan’s earliest days, the story unfolds against the backdrop of a
rapidly changing Japan. In its nascent stages, Nissan was a testament to ambition and
forward-thinking engineering, exemplified by early wins in motorsport and
technological experimentation. The journey from these humble beginnings to global
recognition was not linear, but marked by bold decisions, tenacious problem-solving,
and a readiness to embrace change—even in times of adversity.

A defining feature of Nissan’s trajectory has been its unwavering dedication to
technological advancement. From pioneering multi-valve engines in competition cars
of the 1930s, to introducing the Datsun brand to international markets, and ultimately
to sparking the electric vehicle revolution with the Nissan Leaf, technology is at the
core of the company’s DNA. Innovations in autonomous driving, safety systems, and
battery technology not only differentiate Nissan from its competitors, but illustrate a
deep-rooted belief in shaping a better, more sustainable future.

Yet the story of Nissan is also one of adaptability. The company has faced significant
challenges over the decades: economic upheaval in the postwar era, fierce
competition at home and abroad, supply chain disruptions, shifting consumer
demands, and the unpredictable tides of global finance. Even in the face of
adversity—whether financial setbacks or industry-wide crises—Nissan’s resilience has
allowed it to recover, realign, and continue its pursuit of growth and relevance.

Central to this narrative is not just the hardware—the memorable cars and
breakthrough innovations—but the people, philosophy, and purpose that guide the
brand. Nissan’s commitment to sustainability, diversity, uplifting communities, and
cultivating a responsible corporate culture is as much a part of its identity as its
celebrated vehicles. Through partnerships, marketing evolution, and a clarity of vision,
Nissan navigates the intersection of commerce, society, and technology with intent.

As we explore Nissan’s past, present, and future in the chapters ahead, this book
seeks to provide more than just a chronology of events. It is a portrait of a brand
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defined by courage, transformation, and vision—a legacy that continues to inspire,
excite, and drive forward the ever-changing landscape of the global automotive
industry.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Beginnings: The Birth of Nissan
The story of Nissan, a titan of the automotive industry, doesn't begin with a grand
pronouncement or a single, defining moment, but rather with a series of
entrepreneurial ventures and strategic mergers in the early 20th century. The nascent
Japanese automotive landscape was a patchwork of ambitious startups, and it was
from this fertile ground that the seeds of what would become Nissan were sown. To
truly understand Nissan's DNA, one must first look to its formative years and the
companies that contributed to its eventual genesis.

One of the most significant threads in this tapestry is the Kaishinsha Motor Car Works,
established in 1911 by Masujiro Hashimoto in the Azabu-Hiroo district of Tokyo.
Hashimoto, a mechanical engineer who had studied in the United States, harbored a
vision of producing automobiles domestically in Japan. His early efforts led to the
creation of the DAT car in 1914. The name "DAT" was an acronym derived from the
surnames of the company's three principal investors: Kenjiro Den, Rokuro Aoyama,
and Shun Taro Takeuchi. This initial vehicle was a two-cylinder, ten-horsepower model,
marking a crucial step in Japan's automotive ambitions. The DAT car was initially
conceived as a passenger car, but the limited market for such vehicles in early 20th-
century Japan soon prompted a shift in focus.

The company recognized the greater demand for commercial vehicles, and thus, DAT
began producing trucks. This pivot was a pragmatic response to market realities and
would prove to be a recurring theme in the history of Nissan – adaptability in the face
of evolving economic and social landscapes. By 1918, the company had been renamed
the DAT Motorcar Co., reflecting its expanding scope.

Parallel to DAT's development, another crucial player emerged: Jitsuyo Jidosha Seizo
Co., Ltd., founded in Osaka in 1919. This company was a collaboration between
American automotive engineer William R. Gorham and Japanese businessman Kubota.
Gorham brought his technical expertise, while Kubota provided the financial backing
and local connections necessary to establish an automotive manufacturing operation
in Japan. Jitsuyo Jidosha Seizo initially focused on producing three-wheeled vehicles
and eventually built a small car known as the Gorham.

The paths of these two pioneering companies converged in 1926 when DAT Motorcar
Co. and Jitsuyo Jidosha Seizo Co. merged to form DAT Jidosha Seizo Co., Ltd. This
consolidation represented a significant step towards a more unified automotive
industry in Japan. The new entity continued to produce both DAT cars and trucks,
consolidating their respective experiences and resources. The merger, while bringing
together two significant early Japanese automakers, still operated on a relatively
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modest scale. The true catalyst for Nissan's emergence came with the involvement of
Yoshisuke Aikawa.

Aikawa was a shrewd industrialist with a keen eye for opportunity. He had founded
Tobata Foundry Co., Ltd., a company that manufactured automotive parts. Aikawa’s
vision extended beyond simply producing components; he saw the immense potential
in full-scale automobile manufacturing. In 1931, Tobata Foundry acquired DAT Jidosha
Seizo Co., a move that provided the much-needed capital and industrial backing for
the struggling automotive venture. This acquisition marked a turning point, injecting
new life and strategic direction into the enterprise.

With Tobata Foundry's backing, the production of a new, smaller car, designed for a
broader market, began. This new vehicle was named the "Datson," meaning "son of
DAT." The "son" was meant to convey a smaller version of the existing DAT cars.
However, in 1933, the name was changed to "Datsun." This seemingly minor alteration
was, in fact, a clever linguistic and symbolic maneuver. The Japanese word "sun" (son)
can also mean "loss" or "disadvantage," so to avoid any negative connotations, "sun"
(as in the celestial body) was adopted instead. The "rising sun" imagery was, and
remains, a powerful symbol in Japan, lending a more positive and aspirational feel to
the brand. The Datsun name would go on to become synonymous with Nissan for
decades, particularly in international markets.

The year 1933 is officially recognized as the founding date of Nissan Motor Co., Ltd. It
was in this year that Yoshisuke Aikawa officially established Jidosha Seizo Co., Ltd.,
which then acquired all the assets for manufacturing Datsun cars from Tobata Foundry
Co., Ltd. The following year, in 1934, the company's name was formally changed to
Nissan Motor Co., Ltd. The name "Nissan" itself is an abbreviation of "Nippon Sangyo,"
meaning "Japan Industries," which was the parent holding company established by
Aikawa. This new corporate structure reflected Aikawa’s ambitious vision of creating a
vertically integrated industrial conglomerate, with automobile manufacturing as a
central pillar.

The establishment of Nissan Motor Co., Ltd. marked the formal birth of a major player
in the Japanese automotive industry. Under Aikawa’s leadership, the company began
to rapidly expand its production capabilities. Early investments were made in modern
manufacturing techniques and machinery, many imported from the United States, to
increase efficiency and output. The Yokohama Plant, established in 1935, became a
crucial hub for engine production and a center for research and development, laying
the groundwork for Nissan's future powertrain innovations. This commitment to
domestic manufacturing, even with reliance on foreign technology initially, was a
strategic imperative for Japan as it sought to industrialize and assert itself on the
global stage.

During these formative years, Nissan’s focus wasn't solely on mass production. There
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was also a strong, albeit perhaps less publicized, emphasis on engineering and
performance. Early on, Nissan demonstrated its forward-thinking approach by
developing specialized cars with advanced technology. For example, the Datsun
NL-75, featuring a DOHC engine and a supercharger, secured victory in the "All Japan
Automobile Competition" in 1936. This early success in motorsport, just a few years
after the company’s official founding, hinted at a deeper aspiration for performance
and engineering prowess that would become a hallmark of the brand. This competitive
spirit was embedded in Nissan's DNA from almost its very beginning, underscoring a
desire not just to build cars, but to build better cars.

The 1930s were a period of rapid growth and foundational development for Nissan.
The company established its core manufacturing processes, built a nascent but
significant sales network, and began to solidify its brand identity with the Datsun
name. The early Datsun models, though small and relatively simple by later standards,
were reliable and affordable, catering to the growing domestic demand for personal
transportation and commercial vehicles. They laid the groundwork for Nissan's future
expansion, both within Japan and eventually, across international borders. The
challenges of a nascent industry, coupled with the escalating geopolitical tensions of
the era, shaped a company that was both resilient and adaptable, traits that would
serve it well in the decades to come.
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