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Kongō Gumi (Japan)

Founded: 578 CE

When people think about the world’s oldest businesses, they often imagine ancient castles, royal banks, or medieval marketplaces. Few realize that the oldest continuously operating company on Earth is a construction firm that began more than 1,400 years ago in Japan. Its survival is nothing short of extraordinary. Empires have risen and fallen, currencies have disappeared, and entire civilizations have changed beyond recognition, yet Kongō Gumi continues to exist. Its remarkable story is one of craftsmanship, adaptability, family leadership, and an unwavering commitment to excellence.

Every nation has companies that reflect its culture. Italy is famous for centuries-old wineries, France for historic restaurants and mints, and China for traditional medicine companies. In Japan, however, the oldest business grew from something deeply connected to the nation’s spiritual identity—building Buddhist temples. Kongō Gumi became more than a construction company. It became a guardian of Japanese history, preserving some of the country’s most treasured religious landmarks for over fourteen centuries.

The story begins during the late sixth century, a period when Japan was undergoing enormous cultural transformation. Buddhism had recently arrived from the Korean Peninsula, bringing with it new religious beliefs, artistic traditions, architecture, and engineering knowledge. Among the strongest supporters of this new faith was Prince Shōtoku, one of Japan’s most influential historical figures. He believed Buddhism would strengthen the nation spiritually while helping unify the country politically.

Prince Shōtoku envisioned magnificent temples that would serve as centers of learning, worship, and culture. Yet there was one significant challenge. Japan possessed talented carpenters, but few had experience constructing the large, complex wooden Buddhist temples common in Korea and China. The prince therefore turned to the Korean kingdom of Baekje, renowned for its advanced architecture and skilled craftsmen.

Among those invited was a master carpenter named Shigemitsu Kongō. His reputation for precision, leadership, and engineering excellence made him the ideal choice. Accepting the invitation, Shigemitsu traveled across the sea with his family and fellow craftsmen, bringing with them generations of specialized woodworking knowledge.

Their first major assignment was helping construct Shitennō-ji Temple in Osaka, founded in 593 CE and considered one of Japan’s oldest officially established Buddhist temples. The project demanded extraordinary skill. Unlike ordinary buildings, temples required massive wooden beams, elegant pagodas, intricate roof systems, and decorative carvings that reflected Buddhist symbolism. Every measurement had to be exact because mistakes could compromise the structural integrity of the entire building.

The completed temple impressed both religious leaders and the imperial court. More importantly, it demonstrated that Shigemitsu Kongō possessed knowledge unavailable anywhere else in Japan. Rather than returning to Korea, he decided to remain permanently in his new homeland. Around 578 CE, he established a family construction business dedicated to temple building—the company that would become known as Kongō Gumi.

The early workshop was modest. There were no power tools, heavy machinery, or computer-generated blueprints. Every beam was cut by hand using carefully sharpened saws. Wooden joints were carved with chisels and fitted together so precisely that many structures required almost no metal nails. Measurements relied on cords, rulers, and generations of practical experience rather than laser equipment or digital modeling.

What made Kongō Gumi exceptional was its mastery of traditional Japanese joinery. Instead of relying on iron fasteners, carpenters created complex interlocking joints that allowed buildings to flex naturally during earthquakes. This flexibility proved remarkably effective. While many stone structures collapsed during seismic activity, wooden temples constructed using these techniques often survived for centuries.

As Buddhism spread across Japan, demand for temple construction grew rapidly. New monasteries, shrines, pagodas, and religious schools required skilled builders. Kongō Gumi became the preferred choice for many of these projects, earning a reputation for craftsmanship that extended far beyond Osaka.

The company’s success rested on a simple philosophy: quality mattered more than speed. Temple construction could require years or even decades to complete. Every roof tile, decorative beam, carved dragon, and supporting column reflected painstaking attention to detail. Customers trusted Kongō Gumi because they knew the finished buildings would stand for generations.

Leadership remained within the Kongō family for more than forty generations. Each successor spent years learning every aspect of the business before assuming responsibility. Young family members worked alongside experienced master carpenters, beginning with simple tasks before progressing to increasingly difficult projects. They learned not only construction techniques but also accounting, customer relationships, material selection, and project management.

The family viewed itself not as owners but as caretakers. Their responsibility was to preserve the business and pass it to the next generation in stronger condition than they had inherited it. Decisions were rarely made with short-term profits in mind. Instead, every investment considered how it would affect the company decades into the future.

Japan’s history presented constant challenges. Earthquakes repeatedly damaged temples throughout the country. Fires swept through wooden cities. Civil wars during the feudal era destroyed countless buildings. Political power shifted between emperors, shoguns, and regional warlords. Yet each disaster also created opportunities for restoration and rebuilding. Kongō Gumi became specialists not only in constructing new temples but also in preserving historic structures whose cultural importance could not be overstated.

The company developed an intimate understanding of wood itself. Master carpenters carefully selected each tree based on species, age, grain, and strength. Cedar, cypress, pine, and other native woods were chosen according to the specific role they would play within a building. Timber was often aged naturally for years before use, reducing moisture and increasing durability. Every piece of wood was positioned according to its natural grain, allowing buildings to withstand centuries of environmental stress.

One of Kongō Gumi’s greatest achievements was balancing tradition with innovation. As engineering knowledge advanced, the company adopted new techniques where appropriate while preserving the timeless craftsmanship that defined its reputation. This willingness to evolve allowed it to remain competitive without abandoning its identity.

During the nineteenth century, Japan entered the Meiji Restoration, a period of rapid modernization. Western engineering, industrialization, and new construction methods transformed the nation’s economy. Many traditional craftsmen struggled as factories replaced handmade production. Kongō Gumi adapted by applying its expertise to restoration work, public buildings, and specialized wooden structures requiring traditional skills unavailable through modern industry.

The twentieth century brought unprecedented challenges. World War II damaged many historic buildings, while Japan’s postwar reconstruction dramatically reshaped cities and infrastructure. Kongō Gumi participated in restoring important temples and preserving cultural landmarks that symbolized Japan’s heritage.

Economic success during the late twentieth century encouraged the company to diversify into commercial construction. Like many Japanese firms during the property boom of the 1980s, Kongō Gumi expanded aggressively and accumulated substantial debt. When Japan’s real estate bubble burst in the early 1990s, financial pressures mounted. After more than fourteen centuries as an independent family company, Kongō Gumi faced its greatest crisis.

In 2006, the company became a subsidiary of the Takamatsu Construction Group. While some viewed this as the end of an era, the acquisition ultimately preserved Kongō Gumi’s expertise and identity. The company continued operating under its historic name, focusing on temple construction and restoration while benefiting from the financial stability of its parent organization.

Today, Kongō Gumi remains one of the world’s most respected specialists in traditional Japanese wooden architecture. Its craftsmen continue restoring temples using techniques developed over centuries while incorporating modern engineering standards where necessary. Projects often involve buildings designated as national cultural treasures, requiring extraordinary precision and respect for history.

The story of Kongō Gumi offers timeless lessons for modern entrepreneurs. First, mastering one craft thoroughly often creates greater long-term success than chasing every new opportunity. Second, reputation built through consistent quality becomes a company’s greatest competitive advantage. Third, businesses that think in generations rather than quarterly profits make wiser strategic decisions. Finally, tradition and innovation need not conflict; when balanced carefully, each strengthens the other.

After more than 1,400 years, Kongō Gumi stands not merely as the world’s oldest continuously operating company but as a living bridge between ancient craftsmanship and modern engineering. Every temple restored, every beam carefully carved, and every roof faithfully rebuilt continues a tradition begun by Shigemitsu Kongō in the sixth century.

Kongō Gumi (Japan) reminds us that the most enduring businesses are not necessarily the largest or the fastest growing. They are the ones that dedicate themselves to excellence, earn the trust of generations, adapt without abandoning their values, and understand that true success is measured not by decades, but by centuries.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2

[image: ]


St. Peter Stiftskulinarium (Austria)

Founded: c. 803 CE

When visitors walk through the ancient stone archways of St. Peter Stiftskulinarium in Salzburg, Austria, they are not simply entering a restaurant—they are stepping into more than 1,200 years of living history. Long before Europe had modern cities, printed menus, or celebrity chefs, this remarkable establishment was already welcoming hungry travelers. While Japan’s oldest business grew from temple construction, Austria’s oldest surviving business reflects another timeless tradition: offering food, comfort, and hospitality to strangers.

Throughout history, every country has developed businesses that mirror its culture. Italy became famous for family-run wineries, England for tea merchants, France for master coin makers, and China for traditional medicine. Austria, situated at the crossroads of Europe, became known for its monasteries, music, and hospitality. No business captures that heritage better than St. Peter Stiftskulinarium.

The restaurant’s story begins in the early ninth century beside St. Peter’s Abbey, one of the oldest monasteries in the German-speaking world. Although the abbey itself had been founded over a century earlier by Saint Rupert, historical records from around 803 CE describe the monastery’s well-established tradition of feeding travelers, pilgrims, merchants, scholars, and visiting clergy. Over time, what began as monastic hospitality gradually evolved into one of the oldest continuously operating restaurants on Earth.

To understand why such a business became so important, it helps to imagine Europe during the Middle Ages. There were no highways, trains, airplanes, or modern hotels. Traveling from one city to another could take weeks. Roads were often little more than dirt paths winding through forests and mountains. Bandits, severe weather, disease, and wild animals made every journey uncertain.

For weary travelers, monasteries represented safety. Benedictine monks followed the teachings of Saint Benedict, whose famous Rule instructed them to welcome every guest as though welcoming Christ himself. Hospitality was not viewed as a business strategy but as a sacred duty.

Guests arriving at St. Peter’s Abbey received food, shelter, clean water, and a place to rest. Meals were simple but nourishing. Fresh bread baked daily formed the foundation of most meals. Soups made from vegetables grown in monastery gardens provided warmth during cold winters. Fish from nearby rivers, locally raised meats, herbs, cheeses, and seasonal fruits completed the menu. Everything served reflected the rhythms of nature and the agricultural life of medieval Europe.

Unlike many businesses that sought rapid growth, the monastery focused entirely on consistency. Every meal needed to meet the same standards regardless of whether the guest was a poor pilgrim or a wealthy noble. This commitment to quality gradually earned the dining hall a reputation that extended far beyond Salzburg.

As centuries passed, Salzburg grew into one of Central Europe’s most important religious and commercial centers. Merchants traveling between northern and southern Europe frequently stopped in the city. Pilgrims visited nearby churches and shrines. Diplomats, scholars, artists, and nobles all found themselves dining within the monastery’s walls.

The restaurant slowly transformed from serving primarily religious visitors into welcoming people from every walk of life. Yet its underlying philosophy never changed. Every guest deserved excellent food, respectful service, and a warm welcome.

Architecture became one of the establishment’s greatest treasures. Thick stone walls protected diners from harsh Alpine winters. Vaulted ceilings echoed with quiet conversation. Candlelight reflected off ancient wooden tables that had hosted generations of guests. Courtyards filled with flowers offered peaceful places to enjoy meals during warmer months. Rather than replacing these historic spaces, each generation carefully restored them, allowing modern visitors to experience an atmosphere that cannot be recreated.

Throughout the Middle Ages, Europe faced repeated hardships. Famines reduced harvests. Epidemics devastated entire communities. Political conflicts interrupted trade. Religious wars divided kingdoms. Fires occasionally damaged parts of the monastery complex. Yet St. Peter Stiftskulinarium survived because feeding people remained an essential service regardless of political circumstances.

The Renaissance introduced exciting new culinary possibilities. Improved trade routes brought spices from Asia, sugar from distant lands, coffee, chocolate, and eventually ingredients from the Americas. The kitchen embraced these innovations while preserving traditional Austrian cooking techniques. Menus evolved naturally without abandoning the recipes and values that had built the restaurant’s reputation.

One of the figures forever associated with Salzburg is Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, born there in 1756. Although historians debate exactly how often he dined at St. Peter’s, the restaurant proudly celebrates its connection to the city’s musical heritage. Today, guests can enjoy elegant dinners accompanied by performances of Mozart’s compositions, blending Austria’s










​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
~ WORLD'S

OLDEST
BUSINESSES |

| How Family Enterprzses, Ancient Inns, |
Timeless Workshops, and Enduring Traditions
Survived Wars, Empires, and
Centuries of Change

"?.GARY SHIOMI






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





