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Introduction

In the time it takes the nine riders in front of me to cycle 
2,825 metres, the men in the stands nursing polystyrene 
cups of beer will either end the Year of the Rooster with 
a windfall or, more likely, rue their decision to stake what 
little cash they had left on a rank outsider.

The spectators at Hiratsuka velodrome belong to two 
loose groups: inveterate gamblers armed with fistfuls of 
betting slips and form guides covered in scribbles in blue 
felt tip, and less reckless souls indulging in a rare Saturday 
afternoon flutter. They are casual punters who, like me, 
will wander off into the dusk, our mediocre losses almost 
forgotten by the time we board the express train back to 
Tokyo. As the riders warm up ahead of the climax of the 
keirin calendar, the only certainty is that one of them will 
be crowned Grand Prix champion and become an over-
night millionaire. For the spectators, the eleventh and final 
race of the day is the last chance to improve their cash flow 
before the New Year holidays, when the regional diaspora 
that comprises a large part of the Tokyo megalopolis return 
to their ancestral homes in the regions to eat and drink and 
snooze beneath heated kotatsu tables, occasionally rousing 
themselves for a fix of inanity courtesy of TV variety shows.
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The Hiratsuka concourse is filling up in anticipa-
tion of the final race. Most of the spectators are men, 
confirming statistics showing that all but 7 per cent of 
velodrome patrons are male. I gauge their average age at 
around 65. Most are decked out in the regulation uniform 
of velodrome-goers: polo shirts that may never have been 
acquainted with an iron, jeans and trainers, and an impres-
sive collection of tatty baseball caps. A few are clearly the 
worse for wear, but there isn’t the slightest hint of menace. 
Whatever energy reserves they have will instead be used 
to bellow encouragement, and abuse, at underperforming 
cyclists on whom they have staked some of their wages, 
or possibly their pensions. Despite a chilly late Decem-
ber wind blowing in from the Pacific Ocean, they make 
a beeline for the few remaining spaces closest to the 
track. Some sip from tiny cups of gratis hot green tea dis-
pensed from machines behind the stands; most, though, 
are marking the final day of the year with beer and chu-hi 
– Japan’s answer to alcopop. With the eleventh and final 
race of the Grand Prix beckoning and the sun dipping 
behind the stand opposite, a few appear unsteady on their 
feet. For now, though, they keep their counsel, their eyes 
locked on form guides and betting slips. Behind the mass 
of punters, the keirin aristocracy – journalists, pundits and 
spectators in the ‘executive’ seats – shelter from the cold in 
the gleaming main stand.

Out of sight, the nine riders are running through their 
checklist of pre-race routines. Earlier, in a brief appear-
ance, they circled the track in single file in a pre-race 
ritual to show gamblers how they would line up behind 
the pacer bike – a requirement known as ‘declaring tactics’ 
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– once the real race is underway. As they wait to emerge 
again, they stretch, take ownership of their breathing and 
slap their thighs. There are shouts of ‘Yoshiya!’ (I’m up for 
this!): a declaration of intent before the biggest race of 
their careers to date. There is much at stake. Minutes from 
now, one of them will be elevated to the pinnacle of Japa-
nese keirin.

Inside the track, rows of knee-high bushes, clipped to 
resemble button mushrooms, surround a manmade pond 
of a murky-brown hue. In the distance, the tops of filthy 
chimneystacks from a reprocessing plant poke above the 
velodrome roof. Hiratsuka, a coastal town an hour south 
of Tokyo whose other sporting claims to fame are surfing 
and a half-decent football team, Shonan Bellmare, has 
historical ties to dolphin hunting due to its proximity to 
the Pacific Ocean. But the only cetaceans on display here 
and around the town are cute anime characters and fluffy 
mascots. Unlike Taiji, the Pacific town the world associates 
with annual dolphin culls, in modern-day Hiratsuka they 
prefer their dolphins intact.

On the concourse outside, hungry spectators are cram-
ming in a late-afternoon snack before the big race. To one 
side a small crowd watches a teenage girl band belt out 
a high-pitched J-pop song; to the other, spectators form 
lines outside stalls selling Japanese fast food: curry, hot 
dogs on sticks, fried noodles and croquette potatoes slath-
ered with a thick, sweet version of Worcestershire sauce. 
An older man, whose crooked teeth would pose a chal-
lenge for the most skillful orthodontist, wanders over, 
looks at me and then veers away, shaking his head. With 
impeccable comic timing, a second man, the owner of 
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the whitest, straightest set of false teeth I’ve ever seen, is 
eager to discover why a foreigner would want to spend the 
afternoon before New Year’s Eve at a suburban velodrome. 
The wording on his T-shirt indicates he once worked at 
the nearby Yokosuka Naval Base, home of the USS Ronald 
Reagan aircraft carrier. He announces that his bets have 
gone well, and pulls a scrap of paper from inside his fleece 
jacket on which he has noted down all of the first-sec-
ond-third finishes in the previous ten races, as if trying to 
decipher a pattern that will pay dividends in the final race, 
now just minutes away. It looks wholly unscientific, but 
his ¥25,000 in winnings exceed mine by precisely ¥25,000. 
Clusters of men make short measure of disposable bowls 
of motsu nabe (a soy-based stew made with offal) and sip 
Ozeki One Cup sake from glass jars.

A jingle tells us we have minutes to pick our riders 
and make our way to the rows of automated machines to 
hand over our betting slips and, in my case, a few coins. 
Trackside, a recording of a trumpet fanfare straight out 
of a black-and-white Arthurian film reminds the riders 
and spectators that there isn’t long to go before the start 
of the race. I decide to get as close as possible to the wire 
fence surrounding the track, which is of a blue as deep 
as the nearby ocean on a sunny day, and dissected by a 
lighter section of blue in the approach to the finish line. 
On the far side the words ‘Shonan Bank’, accompanied 
by another dolphin motif, appear on the track surface 
– ‘Shonan’ being a reference to this coastal region of 
Japan, and ‘bank’ the Japanese shorthand for a velodrome. 
I secure a position just beyond the final corner, where 
the course and standing area rise and fall in a pleasing 
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symmetry. The fence, reaching well above head height, is 
a feature of every velodrome I’ve visited. They are there 
for one reason: to prevent angry spectators from hurling 
objects onto the track – a common problem during kei-
rin’s troubled past, but almost unheard of these days. Still, 
officials on what look like shopping bikes, complete with 
handlebar-mounted baskets, conduct a final check for 
debris.

By the time the monitors located around the velodrome 
show the odds for the final race, 17,000 people have packed 
into the velodrome. Some are scattered along the narrow 
stands perched above the banks, but most have congre-
gated as close as possible to the finish line. Among the 
many men of a certain vintage are couples with children, 
the youngest faces pressed against the fence for an unen-
cumbered view. Another jingle confirms that the betting 
windows are now closed.

Still in their enclosure, the riders begin a series of 
rituals designed to put them in the right frame of mind 
for the biggest race of their careers to date. There is thigh-
slapping, yelling into the void and – inspired by centuries 
of superstition among sumo wrestlers – the sprinkling 
of salt on their bike chains for good luck. As they wait 
to emerge from the warm-up area through the ‘fighting 
gate’, they shout ‘Onegai shimasu!’ – a near-untranslatable 
Japanese entreaty to the fans, the organisers, fellow riders 
and (if they exist) the keirin deities, for a safe and success-
ful race. Their arrival trackside is heralded by a firework 
display, but the intended spectacle falls flat against the 
watery hues of a late-afternoon winter sky. Remote viewers 
watching online or on TV will witness the riders’ arrival 
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along with a strip of basic data at the top of their screens 
showing each competitor’s name, number, jersey colour, 
home prefecture and the year they turned professional, 
accompanied by the husky tones of Koji Yamaguchi, the 
bespectacled, floppy-haired keirin-rider-turned-commen-
tator. My commentary comes from the anonymous voices 
behind me – shouts of ‘Ganbare!’ (Come on!), directed at 
individual riders, who are now walking, one by one, along 
a path lined with Christmas lights before mounting their 
bikes to steer a course towards the starting line. They pause 
and bow before slotting their back wheels into a retract-
able gate and bow again, this time in unison, towards the 
crowd. It is a show of respect towards the men and women 
who have placed their faith in them in the form of hard 
cash – anything from ¥100 to tens of thousands of yen. 
But it is also a physical demonstration of their belief in the 
purity of every race, in the rules and traditions that have 
grown, with occasional enhancements and refinements, 
around the exertions of tens of thousands of predecessors 
– a ritual declaration that they too will pedal, and pedal 
hard, until the last front wheel has crossed the line.

*

Race organisers make every attempt to strip the riders of 
their individuality, right down to their uniforms. Keirin 
jerseys are the antithesis of the tight, gaudy tops plastered 
with sponsors’ names that are a fixture of other profes-
sional cycling disciplines. Each of the nine official shirts, 
in white, black, red, blue, yellow, green, orange, pink and 
purple, is embellished only by its owner’s race number. To 
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reinforce their anonymity, cyclists work their way through 
all of the colours several times over the course of a year. In 
keirin, there is no ‘winner’s jersey’. They are a welcome 
splash of colour amid the more sober hues of the specta-
tors, wrapped up in dark coats and fleeces. The politest 
way to describe keirin jerseys would be to say they are 
functional, but their roomy proportions have an impor-
tant purpose – to accommodate armour to protect the 
rider’s chest, shoulders and ribs in the event of a fall. The 
lower half of the uniform denotes the riders’ place in the 
sport’s hierarchy. Each belongs to one of six ranks. As of 
2018, in descending order, they are: SS (comprising the 
nine elite riders who take part in the annual Grand Prix 
final); S1 (210 riders); S2 (450 riders); A1 (550 riders); A2 
(550 riders); and A3 (500 riders), which serves both as a 
clearing house for recent graduates of the Japan Keirin 
School and a final safe haven for those reaching the end of 
their career. The 123 female riders, meanwhile, compete as 
members of the L1 and L2 classes.

If you’re unsure which class the riders in any given 
race belong to, check the sides of their shorts. A-class 
riders wear black shorts with a green stripe and white 
stars; S-class cyclists sport a red stripe; SS-class riders are 
immediately distinguishable from the keirin hoi polloi by 
their red shorts, with a black stripe and white stars. Being 
awarded SS status is the ultimate goal of every racer – the 
keirin equivalent of winning an international cap in foot-
ball or cricket. Some, like Kota Asai, hold on to the status 
for years – in his case nine and counting. For others, mem-
bership of the ultra-elite will turn out to be a brief, yet 
profitable, flirtation. In 2007, the Japan Keirin Association 
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(JKA), a body effectively run by the ministry of economy, 
transport and industry, decided to grant SS status to nine 
riders every December based on their cumulative earnings 
over the previous eleven months, allowing them to retain 
the rank until the following December. Every six months, 
the JKA updates each keirin rider’s points total – a process 
that results in promotions and demotions, and enforced 
retirement for the bottom 30 riders in the A3 class.

For the fan, establishing which class of cyclist is to 
appear at a particular event is a simple matter of remem-
bering a few letters. The Grand Prix final, the last big 
race of the year, is reserved for the top nine SS cyclists, 
who compete for the biggest prize in keirin: around ¥100 
million. Lucrative GI, GII and GIII events, stretching over 
three to six days, are for all S-class riders. FI events are 
perhaps the most egalitarian, inviting entries from both 
S-class and A-class riders. At the foot of the fixture pyramid 
come the FII events, open to those belonging to the three 
A-class divisions. If that sounds complicated, there is an 
upside. It means that the current crop of around 2,300 reg-
istered professional riders compete with more frequency 
than athletes in any other individual sport. The enormous 
pool of keirin professionals means that it is possible to 
watch male and female riders at velodromes across Japan, 
and at all times of the day, on almost every day of the year. 
Those who prefer to watch online or at one of two dozen 
off-site betting centres can follow multiple meets in a 
single day from around 9 a.m. and, if a ‘midnight’ event is 
scheduled, until around 11.30 p.m.

The schedule is arranged so that every one of Japan’s 
forty-three velodromes, stretching from the island of 
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Hokkaido in the far north to the island of Kyushu in the 
southwest, are given at least one opportunity a year to host 
a monthly GI or GII meet, as well as a GIII event, which 
are held about once a week.

Keirin purists like to think that the only common 
thread running through the sport and its Union Cycliste 
Internationale (UCI) cousin is its name. Yet the two dis-
ciplines are even spelled differently. Japanese keirin takes 
the Chinese kanji characters 競輪 – meaning ‘compete’ and 
‘wheel’, while the Olympic version, ケイリン is written 
in katakana, a phonetic script commonly used to render 
foreign ‘borrowed’ words pronounceable in Japanese. The 
discrepancy is more than a question of pride in the domes-
tic form of the sport. Differences abound between the two 
disciplines, from the number of riders (usually nine in 
Japan and six internationally) to rules on obstructing and 
overtaking (there are more on the international circuit). 
You can spend an entire day at a Japanese velodrome and 
not hear the buzz of a derny (a motorised bicycle used 
to set the pace). Here the pacemaker is a moonlighting 
rider on a bicycle, immediately recognisable by the orange 
flash across the front of his imperial purple helmet and 
jersey. The most obvious contrast is found in the physi-
cal space in which the riders compete. UCI keirin races 
take place on steeply banked 250-metre tracks that do not 
lend themselves to contests on the flatter straights. No 
sooner have UCI riders negotiated one corner than they 
are rising again, adjusting their weight, transferring their 
intentions to their bikes as they negotiate frightening 
angles. In Japan, the only Olympic standard velodrome 
is in Izu – the venue for the now postponed 2020 Tokyo 
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Olympic track cycling events. Races on the professional 
circuit are held on either a 333-metre, 400-metre or, in a 
few cases, 500-metre track. An average race lasts between 
three and five minutes, with most of the drama crammed 
into the corners and flat stretches of the final lap and a 
half. Each of the track’s four corners has a tower housing a 
referee who monitors the race for the slightest infraction, 
using a white flag or a red flag to indicate if the riders have 
observed the rules while negotiating each bend. A red flag 
triggers an enquiry, with a team of judges mustered to 
pore over video footage to determine if retroactive pun-
ishments should be applied to one or more racers. A raised 
white flag indicates the race was completed with no rule 
violations.

*

The line-up at Hiratsuka features the Japanese keirin elite. 
Koji Yamaguchi introduces each rider, making sure to give 
equal billing to each man to prevent any accusations of 
favouritism. The coloured jerseys are briefly given a human 
quality. On the inside, in white, is Yudai Nitta, one of two 
riders from Fukushima, a breeding ground for keirin stars. 
‘Will he cut through the field like a blade of light?’ asks 
Yamaguchi. To Nitta’s right, in black, is Ryuki Mitani, the 
2017 Derby champion and native of the western city of 
Nara, Japan’s capital for much of the eighth century. ‘If 
anyone can open up this field, he can,’ Yamaguchi says. 
Then, in red, Kota Hirahara, a man equally comfortable 
breaking his opponents from the front or holding back 
for a sprint finish. Next to him, in blue, Tomohiro Fukaya, 
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from the central prefecture of Aichi, home of Toyota and, 
on two wheels, an elite rider whose commitment to the 
cause has earned him the nickname The Monster. Moving 
left, one of the least fancied riders, Megumu Morohashi, 
from Niigata in the Japanese Alps. Dressed in canary yel-
low, he has an air of indifference about what lies ahead, 
but Yamaguchi assures us that he is ‘burning up inside’. 
Next to him, in green, comes Daishi Kuwahara, a west-
ern Japan native who had only ridden shopping bikes 
until he gained admission to the Japan Keirin School in 
his late teens. Beside him in orange, Kazunari Watanabe, 
the second Fukushima representative, and the owner of 
an impressive moustache. Completing the line-up, in pur-
ple, is Kota Asai, a crowd favourite and arguably the most 
aggressive rider in the field. Hailing from Mie Prefecture 
– appropriately enough the historical birthplace of Japan’s 
ninja assassins – Asai already has one Grand Prix victory to 
his name, won in 2015.

Uniformed police officers wander up and down the ter-
races, chatting to spectators, gamely attempting to conceal 
their delight that on this freezing day in late December, 
their duties involve nothing more taxing than keeping an 
eye on a crowd of mostly ageing gamblers. A voice behind 
me advises Hirahara not to ‘mess up’. The 35-year-old rider 
from Japan’s least fashionable region, Saitama (Tokyo’s 
answer to the Essex commuter belt), shows not even a 
flicker of recognition that someone in the crowd has put 
his faith in him. 

Now seated on their bicycles, the riders have just 
seconds to strap their shoes into their toe clips and gather 
their thoughts. Some are deliberately taking their time, 
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communicating a nonchalance they hope will unsettle the 
more eager men. The start is moments away. They have 
just enough time for them to contemplate the seven laps 
of Hiratsuka’s 400-metre track that lie ahead. 

Superstitions run high among riders before a race, 
according to Yow Ito, a former rider who retired twenty 
years ago. Over the course of 300 races, Ito made sure to 
attach a charm from his local Shinto shrine to his chest 
armour. Some riders have been known to make the sign 
of the cross, in a country where less than 1 per cent of 
the population is Christian. Genki Tamamura, a diminu-
tive A-class rider, has acquired a measure of fame for 
re-enacting the arm-thrusting moves of Kamen Raida 
(Masked Rider), the hero of a long-running Japanese TV 
anime series who transforms from human to motorcycle-
mounted slayer of supervillains. Fukaya looks skyward and 
extends both arms to the side. Watanabe, in white gloves, 
joins his thumbs and fingertips to form a circle, leans back 
and brings his hands to his mouth, as if drinking an elixir 
from an ancient stone vessel. Fukaya tugs at his jersey. Nitta 
brings his closed fists down on the top of his legs. Hirahara 
adjusts his sunglasses, and Kuwahara raises his arms to the 
heavens. There are myriad last-minute adjustments of 
helmets and jersey sleeves. Their calves glisten with liberal 
applications of baby oil – a precaution that will reduce the 
friction between bare skin and asphalt in the event of a 
fall. Half of the riders are gripping their handlebars. Asai, 
the favourite, is the last to settle. He has barely wrapped his 
fingers around his bike’s dimpled rubber handgrips when 
the recorded sound of a starter gun rings out around the 
velodrome. The men seated on the stone steps in front of 
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me discard their cigarette ends, tip away their coffee dregs 
and get to their feet. The crowd has swelled in the last few 
minutes. Two children duck between adult legs and press 
their faces against the fence separating the crowd from the 
finishing line. The pacer leads off. Nine pairs of legs come 
to life and the riders’ back wheels exit the gates with an 
audible clunk. The pacemaker tilts his left shoulder and 
behind him nine men stretch out into a single line. The 
pre-race chatter around the stands becomes a roar. The 
keirin Grand Prix – the richest race in track cycling – is on.
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Chaotic origins

The first bicycle tyres to touch Japanese soil arrived on an 
American ship in the port city of Yokohama in 1865. The 
details are sketchy, but the most plausible theory is that 
it belonged to a sailor who envisioned leisurely rides in 
an exotic location once his vessel had docked on Japan’s 
Pacific coast.

The arrival of the bicycle was part of an influx of 
Western science, engineering, culture and leisure during 
the early years of the Meiji era (1868–1912) – a time of 
rapid industrial growth and enormous changes in Japan’s 
political and social structure. Citizens were implored to 
devote themselves to the national spirit of fukoku kyohei 
(enrich the state, strengthen the armed forces) – a slogan 
with its roots in the Sengoku Jidai, an ancient Chinese his-
torical work about the Warring States period (472–221 bc), 
that was adopted by Meiji leaders to unite the government 
and private enterprises behind a single objective: an ambi-
tious economic and military transformation that would 
place Japan on a par with its Western rivals. The same 
collaboration between state actors and private enterprise 
would result in the high growth of the 1980s, rooted in 
aggressive exporting of autos and consumer electronics, 
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and aided by central government tariffs on foreign goods. 
This would bring about a ‘Japan-bashing’ backlash from 
countries such as the US, who cried foul over Japan’s 
unfair trade practices.

After more than two centuries of seclusion – a policy 
known as sakoku (closed country) – the arrival of US Com-
modore Matthew C. Perry’s heavily armed Black Ships in 
Yokohama in 1853 forced Japan to finally face outward. 
Under the Tokugawa shogunate (1603–1868), the feudal 
warlords who ruled the country from Edo (now Tokyo), 
contact with the outside world was restricted, but not 
banned altogether. Almost all foreigners were barred from 
entering the country, and limits placed on overseas travel 
by Japanese citizens. Japan retained longstanding trade 
ties to Korea via the Tsushima Strait separating the archi-
pelago from the Korean Peninsula. Chinese and Dutch 
traders were confined to Dejima, an island separated 
from Nagasaki by a narrow strait. The Portuguese, who 
had introduced firearms and Christianity to southwestern 
Japan, were expelled in 1637 for joining forces with rebels 
who attempted to overthrow the shogunate.

Perry’s gunboat diplomacy spawned unprecedented 
contact with the US and Western Europe at the end of the 
nineteenth century. In the sporting arena, the Americans 
brought bicycles and baseball, still Japan’s most popular 
sport. Not to be outdone, the British navy introduced 
football and cricket … and curry, Japan’s de facto national 
dish a century and a half later, thanks in part to its popu-
larity among ravenous schoolchildren. While kare raisu 
was quickly adopted as a loan word for curry (and) rice, 
coming up with a Japanese name for the bicycle proved 
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more difficult. Manufacturers toyed with the word nir-
insha – literally ‘two-wheeled vehicle’ – but settled on 
the more aesthetically pleasing jitensha, which had been 
trademarked in 1870 by the Tokyo-based sculptor Torajiro 
Takeuchi, albeit to describe a three-wheeled bicycle. 
Almost 150 years later, jitensha – whose three Chinese 
kanji characters mean ‘self’, ‘power’ and ‘vehicle’ – is the 
most commonly used word to refer to a bicycle. The Japa-
nese rendering of bike – or baiku – almost always refers to 
a motorcycle. Colourful woodblock prints from the early 
1870s depict ‘bicycles’ sharing road space with carts and 
rickshaws in Tokyo; in Osaka, a cycling code was intro-
duced after bicycles started appearing in the city’s streets 
along with horses and a small number of motor vehicles. 
Newspapers at the time reported the consternation among 
road users at the sight of these foreign three-wheeled 
contraptions.

When Takeuchi trademarked the jitensha, ownership of 
bicycles was still confined to the wealthy, mostly foreign 
residents of trading hubs such as the port cities of Yoko-
hama and Kobe, where Japan’s first golf course was built 
on Mount Rokko in 1903, by English expatriate Arthur 
Hesketh Groom. Japanese citizens with the financial 
wherewithal were allowed to rent, but not buy, a bicycle. 
By the 1880s, the bicycle rental business was flourishing. 
The early wooden contraptions on offer were known as 
gatakurisha (rattle wheels) – Japan’s answer to the bone-
shaker. They were uncomfortable, rudimentary machines, 
but they got their owners from A to B. There was some 
pride in the knowledge that Japanese builders had quickly 
learned the skills necessary to construct a working bicycle 
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– a process of education and adaptation that has served 
Japan well since it emerged from the agrarian shadows in 
the mid-nineteenth century to become a modern indus-
trial economy. 

By the 1890s, rising ownership led to the creation of 
cycling clubs in major cities. It was highly unlikely that 
anyone outside these growing metropolises had ever seen 
a jitensha, which, according to images from the time, 
resembled penny-farthings. By the 1920s and 1930s, 
when industrial modernisation had given way to colonial 
expansionism on the Korean Peninsula and in the puppet 
state of Manchukuo (Manchuria) in China, middle-class 
men were riding something more akin to the modern-day 
bicycle.

If owning a bicycle was the preserve of the wealthy, 
racing them was subject to another form of apartheid. The 
first track race in Japan was held in 1894 in Kamakura, the 
country’s capital from 1192 to 1333 and now a well-heeled 
tourist town of Buddhist temples and trendy cafés. The 
race, open only to visiting Americans, took place against 
the backdrop of the First Sino-Japanese War. American 
gunboats may have opened Japan up to trade four decades 
earlier, but the supposed era of openness and interaction 
had not yet been extended to bicycle racing. In 1896, the 
first road race was held in Kozu, south of Tokyo, again with 
an exclusively American field.

Japan had to wait until later that year to crown its first 
homegrown cycling hero, when Katsuzo Tsuruta became 
the first Japanese rider to take part in an official road race, 
held at the foreign settlement in Yokohama. Within a 
couple of years, the American-only rule disappeared when 
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an all-Japanese field competed in a 500-metre lap of the 
reed-filled pond in Tokyo’s Ueno Park. That event sparked 
a surge of interest in racing and its increasingly generous 
rewards – cash and job offers from companies keen to 
build strong racing teams competing in their name.

A survey conducted in 1898 during daylight hours on 
a major street in the city of Nagoya found that there were 
three times as many bicycles as horse-drawn vehicles. In 
the Tokyo region in 1902, the number of bicycles for busi-
ness use stood at 857. But the 4,571 bicycles that belonged 
to households indicated that their future would depend on 
private ownership. By the late nineteenth century, shops 
in the capital were marketing bicycles as must-have items. 
The middle classes were spoiled for choice: the American-
made ‘Fast’, ‘Washington’, ‘Special’ and ‘Crescent’ models 
were particularly coveted. Other outlets sold and rented 
foreign bicycles, and at the turn of the century the import-
ers Ishikawa Shokai and Nichibei Shoten (Japan-America 
Store) dramatically expanded the choice of imported bicy-
cles available to Japanese consumers. The typical bicycle 
of the time wasn’t that far removed in appearance from 
modern-day bikes: two wheels, a diamond-shaped frame, 
but with fixed wheels and minus a stand. The Russo-Jap-
anese War of 1904–5 ushered in a bicycle industry golden 
age, as manufacturers rushed to meet demand from the 
imperial army. Bicycle production increased from several 
thousand a year to tens of thousands.

In 1901, in the first race organised by the newly 
formed Japan Cycling Federation, Shozo Komiyama, an 
employee of the sales firm Ishikawa Shokai, won ¥100 in 
prize money – the equivalent of ¥2 million today, but still 
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