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A Systematic Survey of Technical Development of Vehicle Bodies
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M Abstract

Japan began manufacture of vehicle bodies about the same time automobiles were introduced in the country. A variety
of bodies has been manufactured that combines the demands of each era and the technologies available. For passenger
cars and small vans, wagons and commercial vehicles, their bodies are produced by auto manufacturer themselves or
by affiliated manufacturers. On the other hand, for vehicles such as medium duty and heavy duty motor trucks and vans,
refrigerated vehicles, dump trucks, tank lorries, truck mixers, medical checkup vehicles, and ambulance cars, their bodies are
manufactured by specialized body builders.

The number of cars in Japan has been increasing steadily since their introduction at the end of the Meiji era. As Japan entered
the Showa era, a constant growth in the number of automobiles could be seen, and manufacture of motor trucks, including
buses and three-wheeled vehicles, and specialized vehicles such as dump trucks and firefighting vehicles began. However, the
use of cars was limited compared to America and Europe prior to 1945 (Showa 20), just before the end of the Second World
War. The period of post-war reconstruction until 1950 ushered in the age of motorization. Japan’s demand for automobiles grew
significantly, and the manufacture of vehicle bodies grew dramatically in both types and quantity produced. The construction,
configuration, materials, and quantities of vehicle bodies produced by vehicle body manufacturers have changed in response to
the demands of customers and the state of use and as a result of industrial and social changes in each era.

Vehicle body manufacturers are responsible for cargo beds, special equipment, and compartments used by motor trucks,
buses, and passenger cars for purposes such as specialized delivery of items including refrigerated goods, dirt and sand,
and liquid ; for loading and unloading goods ; for firefighting ; and for medical rescue. There are many types of vehicle
bodies in response to the diversity of loaded items and the wide range of purposes. On the other hand, the number of vehicle
produced is limited to a small quantity. Because the number of vehicles such as vans, refrigerated vehicles, and dump trucks
manufactured each year are limited to the hundred thousand units range, there is an almost one-to-one correspondence
between the specification and manufacture of the vehicle bodies and the vehicles, including for these models.

Circulation of vehicle bodies also differs from that of passenger cars. Their system of registration differs depending on the
vehicle type and condition, and numerous individual inspections and documentation are necessary.

The manufacture of vehicle bodies, which grew alongside the proliferation of automobiles, can be divided chronologically
into the early period, the period of growth in types, the period of growth in capacity, and the modern period. Manufacturers
carried out efforts to meet the demands of each period. The early period was limited by quantity manufactured, but
pioneering builders created vehicle bodies that are still used today. The periods of growth in types and capacity saw progress in
development and improvements that included those of new manufacturers. Manufacturers have worked on increased reliability
and durability up to the present date.

As automobiles proliferated, their negative aspects were seen in automobile accidents. Strengthening and revising
regulations also applied to vehicle bodies as the need arose, and currently measures for the appropriate disposal of used
vehicle bodies are also considered necessary.

During the period of 1945 — 55 (Showa 20 — 30), the production of vehicle bodies grew rapidly, including those of vans.
Demand of construction during the post-war recovery led to a rapid rise in the number of special-purpose trucks/specially
equipped vehicles manufactured, as represented by dump trucks, mixers, and truck cranes. However, production is currently
decreasing. While it is a matter of course that the proliferation of automobiles has led to the development of automotive
vehicle bodies, vehicle bodies for detachable container systems, firefighting vehicles, and aerial work platforms show that
the development of vehicle bodies also has an independent existence to provide needed functions. There are numerous future
challenges that require contribution by vehicle bodies, such as improvements in the rationalization of goods distribution and
the shift from a society of construction to a society of maintenance. The sustenance and growth of the vehicle body industry
hold promise to meet these demands of the future.
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