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Preface

I first visited Shinohata in 1955, and spent six weeks doing a once-over-lightly social survey as part of a general study of the post-war Japanese land reform. Over the next decade I went there again twice for several months at a time, not explicitly for research (although I did spasmodically keep a diary) but because I found it a pleasant and undistracting place to write books and because I found the Yamamoto family extraordinarily congenial to live with. In the late sixties I agreed to write about it for Allen Lane.

In retrospect, I rather wish I had not. Having embarked on a project of this sort one is reluctant to abandon it, and having finished a book one is reluctant to tear it up and not publish. What is more I much enjoyed the two months I have since spent in Shinohata with the purpose of writing this book in mind, and many parts of the book itself were a pleasure to write. But still I have some misgivings – on two counts.

The first is about making fun of people. I like to think that I have a sense of humour, and in spite of some years of immersion in Japanese life it is largely an English sense of humour. Many of the things I notice and record I do notice and record because they tickle that English sense of humour. There are many things that people in Shinohata do rather seriously and solemnly which when described dead-pan do seem a little bizarre. To point up those elements makes for more interesting reading, but it does sometimes run close to making fun of people. Now there are some people in Shinohata whom I feel no compunction in depicting as figures of fun; they are figures of fun to some of my Shinohata friends too. But there are three problems. One is to avoid a tone of knowing superiority. The second is to protect my sources – the friends who told me some of the less flattering anecdotes about their fellow villagers. The third is to avoid the danger of presenting also as figures of fun those Shinohata friends whom I do hold in affection and esteem. I hope I have succeeded. Fictitious names, locations and circumstances will, I trust, protect everybody in Shinohata from being actually bothered as a result of anything I have written, but one would like to feel that even if an assiduous detective were to penetrate some of the disguises I would have nothing to be really apologetic about. One can never be quite sure.

The second problem is less serious. For someone who has been a sober social scientist all his life, concerned with scholarship and sociological generalization, a bedside-reading, human interest kind of book is not an easy one to write. In the end I could not do it, of course. I had to smuggle in a few tables and digress into the mechanisms of income redistribution and the social origins of egalitarianism. The resulting mix of anecdote and what some people might be pleased to call structural analysis does reflect fairly accurately what I want to say about Shinohata, to the general reader rather than to my fellow sociologists. But I fear that being neither a scholarly production nor sufficiently remote from scholarship to be forgivable (an academic does better to write detective stories) it is not going to do much for my scholarly reputation. I once thought of giving the book the sub-title ‘A Sociographic Entertainment’, but who am I to give myself the pretensions of a Graham Greene? It also occurred to me to use a pseudonym, but the Japanese studies world is a small world and it could only be a mere dissociative gesture – which I suppose, in fact, is what this preface is.

I should explain one convention concerning the direct speech which I use rather liberally. The few passages which bear quotation marks are taken straight from a tape recording. Otherwise they are reconstructed from memory. Tape recorders are all very well if one is very explicitly ‘getting someone’s story’. A lot of my quotations come from more casual encounters, sometimes on occasions when it was natural for me to have a notebook and pencil in hand, sometimes not. I did try, however, whether on the basis of notes or not, to do the reconstruction as soon as possible after the event; often within minutes, otherwise within a few hours. A few of the quotations represent a splicing together of more than one conversation, but the vast majority are presented ‘straight’, as they came.

Many thanks are due to Ethel Royston for some resilient typing, to Jonathan Unger and Peter Carson for reading the typescript and making many excellent suggestions and to Nancy Dore for help with the index and many other things. The Japan Foundation kindly financed the last of my longer visits. What I owe to the people of Shinohata, and especially to the Yamamoto family, for their ability to describe and make sense of their own society as well as for their friendliness and openness, will be obvious to every reader of this book.


1

Town and Country

Some seventy miles or so along one of the main routes which fan out from Tokyo, you will come to Sano Plain. It is a wide basin surrounded by mountains, steep but wooded to the top, a serration of smallish peaks, above which the cap of one of Japan’s elegant volcanoes, white for several months of the year, adds the final tourist-poster touch. Here and there, in the dark evergreen of the wooded mountain sides, are a few gashes of yellow where the erosion which followed reckless war-time logging has not yet been repaired. On the lower slopes are the large square patches of the upland fields, light green in June, darker in September, sere in the autumn and white for the rest of the year from the acres of vinyl sheeting which farmers have recently learned to use. There is nothing very traditional about any agricultural practice in Japan today, least of all about the new crops imported from Europe in the last century.

The railway line across the mountains from Tokyo was a considerable engineering feat in its day. Now, beside it, sweeping across valleys, gouging out mountain sides, banked on the vast mounds of raw spill, are the concrete masses of a new four-lane express-way due to be opened in a few years. Whichever way one approaches it, it is hard to say where the city of Sano begins, so tightly packed are the surrounding villages in this intensively cultivated and increasingly industrialized plain, and so continuous, now, the settlement between one former village centre and another. But the Sano city centre is unmistakably a city centre, and one that befits a prefectural capital. The station forecourt is a broad expanse of tarmac with flower beds and fountains and a great knobbly globe of concrete topped by chunky crystals of coloured glass – the city’s homage to modern art. The broad street leading down from the station to the shabby 1950-vintage prefectural offices and a glittering 1970s prefectural library, past the two six-storey department stores and countless souvenir shops, is a divided highway with flower beds down the centre. In the middle of them, just below the station, stands the city’s homage to representational art and to history – a great green-bronze figure of the sixteenth-century warrior whose family ruled the district for centuries and who might, had he not finally lost to the Tokugawa in the wars of the late sixteenth century, have made Sano the capital of Japan. Three times life size he sits in full armour on a low stool, legs planted wide apart, the horns of his fearsome helmet tilted forward, glowering at his decadent descendants.

Shinohata, the village of this book, is some twenty-five miles further on from Sano, northwards up the valley of the Isokawa river. The train, followed once by a five-mile walk, nowadays more often by an eight-mile taxi ride, is one way of getting there. The electric trains of today are a far cry from the battered coaches and leaky steam locomotives of twenty years ago. And the expresses – painted bright red, to distinguish them from the yellow and green semi-fast and the dull blue stoppers – take less than half the time to climb the thirty miles up the valley to the water-shed and over the next prefecture. Everything about them is trim and dapper; the stylized flourishes of the white-gloved guard, for instance, as he waves the flag for the train to start from Sano station, or the precise unfumbling way the conductor, in equally clean white gloves, clips one’s ticket, arms slightly raised, ticket held at correct angle and correct distance from the body, clipper engaged and operated in a sharp single movement. Equally neat and trim are the uniform dresses of the girls who come round with their refreshment baskets, equally exact the way in which each of their packed rice lunches has its strips of pork and fish pâté and pickled radish and ginger laid in a tasteful pattern on the rice. Even the aerosol-scrawled slogans from last week’s strike have been nearly scrubbed off from the sides of the coaches and now only faintly proclaim the solidarity, and eventual certain victory, of the working class. And last week’s striker is now today’s conductor, carefully adjusting a slipped antimacassar in one of the ‘green coaches’ – what used to be first-class coaches until, fifteen years ago, the railway authorities decided that ‘green’ and ‘ordinary’ sounded better than first and second class in this egalitarian age.

Progress is slower if one travels northwards up the valley by bus. Ten years ago, when the trunk road was first completely metalled all the way into the next prefecture, there were express buses, but no longer. Now, the roads are so crowded that ‘express’ would be a mockery. No society in history has ever been so rapidly motorized, and few societies have had such trouble adapting to the motor-car, as Japan with its dense population and tightly packed settlements. Sano and its surroundings show all the signs of improvised adaptation. No other road in the city has the amplitude of the central station road. The ones through which one edges out to the suburbs are just wide enough for two streams of traffic. Pedestrians need better protection than a mere sidewalk can provide in these narrow streets. Steel girders, set on stout iron posts, run along a couple of feet from the ground to mark a yard-wide strip on either side reserved for their safety. Some of the main crossroads have what is here known to everyone as a Sukuramburu – what American traffic experts apparently call a ‘scramble’, but here with a difference. When all traffic stops and all pedestrian lights go green and the crowds at the corners surge forward in all directions, loudspeakers play the tune of a well-known children’s song about walking home hand-in-hand in the sunset, a tune redolent of innocence and safety and the benevolence of kindly paternal authority.

Paternal authority is also evident in the banners across the roads which proclaim what ‘drive’ is being urged on the citizenry this week – what particular form of exhortation, whether to protect wild birds, to buy savings bonds, to help the aged or to promote international friendship. In road safety week, the volunteer from the local ward’s Crime Prevention Co-operation Group will be manning each of the pedestrian crossings which punctuate the steel barriers every two hundred yards or so. With yellow cap and yellow flag he is there to reinforce the message of the crossing lights (which people seem not much inclined to disobey in ordinary weeks anyway), alternately holding out his flag at a ninety-degree angle to stop the flow of cars or people and then energetically waving them forward as if there was not a moment to be lost.

Every other shop in these streets glitters with plate glass, aluminium frames and often automatic sliding doors of a kind which less affluent or less gadget-minded societies reserve for airports and supermarkets. Shoe shops, electric appliance shops, motor accessories shops, chemists, jewellers and farm implements shops – even farm implements shops – are the most glittery ones with spinning, revolving, flashing neon strips shouting for attention in broad daylight.

Interspersed are the more traditional shops with open counters when the shutters are removed, built in the plain unpainted timbers which were the staple of Japanese traditional architecture. There are greengrocers and fishmongers; a carver of the wooden seals which each householder registers at the town hall and uses in place of the European’s signature; a shop specializing in all kinds of traditional papers, for pasting on screens, for wrapping gifts, for presentation scrolls; a Japanese cake shop whose tasteful creations in rice flour and bean paste represent a still entirely distinct tradition from that of the bakery with its cream puffs and eclairs next door.

As one jerks and crawls out through the suburbs and the first rice fields come in sight, the road broadens somewhat, but still the new extensions to the town stretch out on either side. Clusters of tiny houses with roofs of bright blue and magenta and post-office red snuggle behind the ornamental trees planted in their few square feet of garden. There are tall blocks of flats; a two-storey golf practice driving range, a bowling alley whose neon says ‘BOWL’ just like its American original, a yard with wrecked cars piled six high. There are even a few used car lots to complete the momentary illusion that it is an American town one is leaving. But the rice fields ensure that such illusions are momentary. Glistening squares of water in May, a shimmer of the lightest green in June, rippling yellow in autumn and well-drained dry stubble for the rest of the year, these could only be Japanese rice fields. Nowhere else are rice fields banked with expensive concrete blocks, and nowhere else are rice fields, banked with such expensive concrete blocks (some of them in this valley entirely re-created after a typhoon washed them away fifteen years ago – at a cost to public funds of over £1,000 an acre), left to grow weeds throughout the year. Until 1974 the government paid a sizeable non-cultivation subsidy to reduce production, and even two seasons after the policy was reversed their owners had not adjusted to the new situation.

The Isokawa river which gulped in those rice fields in 1959 becomes that kind of raging torrent only once in a generation or so. In August and September, when most of the water coming off the hills is trapped and dammed and gently led off into rice fields, it is the thinnest of trickles and only in the June monsoon or in the autumn typhoon season does it cover much of its broad bed – about 300 yards from dike to dike, even at the narrow point where it comes closer to the cliffs it has carved out of the valley’s east side and forces the road to cross over to the west. The bed is a mass of boulders and rough mounds covered with miscellaneous rank vegetation interspersed with the tall screens and conveyor belts and storage heaps of numerous gravel works. Trucks clamber up make-shift roads over the dikes – concrete dikes in many places, thanks again to the Typhoon Disaster Recovery Grants – taking load after load away to feed the insatiable needs of Japan’s construction industry. Japan’s per capita consumption of cement has in recent years been the highest in the world. The face of nature is being changed. So much aggregate has been taken out of the river bed that some of the riparian villages are demanding compensation from the gravel companies because the water table has been lowered and their wells have dried up. ‘They should worry!’ would have been the reaction of the samurai official who wrote the official gazetteer of the district in 1814. Explaining that the river’s name referred to its lack of a central channel, he went on, ‘the river is the great curse of the district. It brings down so much sand and rocks that it fills up all its channels and the bed is constantly rising. The dikes have to be constantly raised. In some places the water level can rise to six or ten feet above the level of the surrounding fields and inevitably, sometimes, it breaks through, pouring sand and rocks onto the rice fields which it takes years to remove.’

As the valley narrows further up one sees ahead on the east side, above the line of the brown sandstone cliff tops, the broad clean slopes of a volcano. Several tens of thousand years older than the more famous smooth-peaked volcanoes, its top has already fallen in to leave a jagged array of lesser peaks. Its lower slopes, though, still have a magnificently expansive sweep to them. The steep wooded foothills of another mountain chain gets closer to the west. Little signs pointing off the road announce the starting point of the route up to Buddha Peak, to Phoenix Peak, to Pony Peak. The frequent ‘doraivuin’ (‘drive-in’ restaurants) show that this is the holiday route – as do the equally frequent little three-or-four-hut motels, whose advertisements proclaim the comforts which young couples can expect to find. Some of them are uncompromisingly modern, with Motel Monte Carlo or Motel Arizona written in bold Roman letters. Others get the best of both worlds. Moteru Romansu is written in Japanese script. And it has the traditional shingle too – the ‘upturned jellyfish’ sign; a little circle with waving tentacles of steam which once meant a hot spring and then, because of the erotic mixed-bathing-and-pillow-geisha associations of hot springs, came to mean any hotel where one could take a girl for an illicit afternoon. There are garages and agricultural co-operative granaries, a factory recently established to employ the local sons who prefer to stay at home and make their future as part-time farmers rather than migrate to the industrial centres. Is it the holiday-makers or the commuters to the factory who are the reckless drivers? A barrier across the road bears a slogan in the seventeen syllables of a traditional haiku:


Crowded Japan.

Where are you going,

in such a mad hurry?



There are fewer rice fields, more steeply terraced, as the valley gets narrower: more dry fields climbing up the slopes, many of them planted with mulberry for silkworms. The small town centres which the main road passes through, or more often bypasses, get smaller now as the hinterland they serve contracts. A few miles from the head of the valley a side road turns off westward up towards the hills. It follows the little stream through some rice fields for about three-quarters of a mile until it turns round the corner of the plantation of young pine trees to reveal a cluster of sixty houses nestling in the foothills of the mountains ahead – the hamlet of Shinohata.

My first visit to Shinohata was in 1955. I was doing a study of the effects of the land reform on Japanese villages. I had already spent some time in a northern village in a predominantly rice growing area, formerly dominated by a single powerful landlord. I planned another spell in a western village with a more diversified agriculture and a strong owner-farmer tradition. To complete what inevitably had to be a rather small sample, I wanted to find a village in central Japan with several landlords of medium-sized holdings, in an area where forest land played a larger part in the village economy. Forest land not having been redistributed in the land reform, one might expect landlord power to be less diminished in such a village and older ‘feudal traditions’ to remain stronger. I went to the agricultural department of the prefectural offices in Sano and explained myself. Maps were brought out. The village at the top of the valley was declared the most likely to meet my requirements. I set off up the valley; two officials, kindly but slightly puzzled and still not quite convinced that a foreigner should actually want to live for a month in a Japanese village, remembered a land dispute which had to be checked up on in that direction and promised to follow a little later.

It was a very different road then. The tarmac stopped before it was out of Sano city. Between towns there was little traffic; groups of school-children going home from school stepped off the road at the approach of the occasional battered, jam-packed bus or a three-wheeled truck, and held handkerchiefs to their mouths until the dust had settled. Cyclists, taking home enormous loads of grass from the river banks to feed their cow, wobbled uncertainly around the potholes; bullocks plodded slowly along drawing carts piled high with farm produce, only a few of them with rubber wheels. There were few new houses to be seen, and those close to the roadside were made to look older and shabbier by their coating of dust. Shopkeepers of the village centres on the way threw buckets of water on the road to keep the dust off their goods in the open shop fronts, but to little avail. There were no drive-ins or motels; only, occasionally, a modest tea house-hotel in traditional Japanese style. The roadside advertisements were not for colour television and cheap foreign holidays, but for durable farmers’ footwear and for curry powders that made a little go a long way.

The officials, whose car could manage the wash-board corrugated road better than my scooter could, got there just before me, so that my arrival caused less consternation in the village office than it might have done. Of the seven hamlets which made up the administrative unit, it was soon decided that Shinohata was the one for me. The people there were known to be calm and equable in spirit, unlikely to be too disconcerted by the arrival of a foreigner or too busy to talk to him. I checked up on the land-ownership situation and decided it would do. But where would I stay? ‘You mean you actually want to stay in the village?’ Eventually my protestations about my familiarity with Japanese food and Japanese toilets were accepted, if still with some scepticism. In that case, the most obvious place, it was decided, was the house of the biggest former landlord. He would know all about looking after foreigners. Not quite the thing, I explained, to be closely identified with the landlords, if one wanted to get frank accounts of the land reform. Wasn’t there a temple? Yes, there was, but that was out of the question. The office clerk who lived in Shinohata explained with some embarrassment that the old priest was deaf and morose, his wife a great trouble-maker and unreliable. The solution was the village shop. A pleasant family, generally liked. The old man would be tickled pink to have a foreign lodger, and since the daughter stayed in to mind the shop, there would be no problems about meals. The clerk got on his bicycle and went ahead to negotiate. Word came back that all was well and at dusk that evening I had my first glimpse of Shinohata, with the smoke from evening cooking fires curling out of the roof vents of sixty houses, and nothing to be heard when I stopped my scooter engine but the croaking of frogs, the sizzle of a late cicada, the rustling of the water in the irrigation ditches, the crackling of the fire in the bath-shed where it had just been lit under the iron bath tub, the whispering of the children who gathered at the gate through which the strange foreigner had just come, and the cheerful, if slightly apprehensive, greetings of the Yamamoto family.


2

Time Past

Men have been living in this area for a long time, though nobody knows much about the people who were here four thousand years ago. Fragments of their pots with their swirling designs and the baroque elaboration of their handles are still occasionally dug up by local farmers, but these Jómon people – who did not have rice and whom it is hard to think of as real Japanese, so integral is rice to Japanese culture – may or may not be among the direct ancestors of the present inhabitants. Koma, the county name which the district has borne since the first historical records of the seventh century, was the Japanese name for the Korean kingdom of Kudara. In the early centuries, rather as between France and Britain in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, both countries were divided into a number of centres of local power, and the sense of Koreanness and Japaneseness was not all that strong. Hence it was quite natural, when the Kudara kingdom was wiped out by its enemies at the end of the seventh century, for some of the survivors to come across the water as refugees. Koma was probably one of the places where they settled, but records are fragmentary. There was certainly a rich ‘continental family’ in the area in the middle of the eighth century because there was litigation about one of its slaves who in 761 had been sent to a temple in the capital, Kyoto, nearly 300 miles away to work as a copyist on Buddhist sutras. He broke bond and fled, and so did a second slave sent to replace him.

Perhaps it was the Koreans who introduced horse-breeding. At any rate the district five miles down the valley from Shinohata still has the name ‘Grazing Fields’ and is recorded in 927 as having the honourable obligation of sending fifteen fine horses every year as tribute to the court in Kyoto.

Shinohata itself first appears in records of the late thirteenth century. By then the central authority of the Kyoto court had dwindled to nothing. It was the locally resident feudal barons who had the power to squeeze tax rice out of the farmers, and the constant temptation to expand their estates at the expense of their neighbours was one which neither greed nor their military-heroic cultural traditions prompted them to resist. It was in one of the intermittent periods of relative peace, when the victory of one warring league established something like a stable order over large tracts of the country, that the local baron enfeoffed one of his sons in Shinohata, though where he had his mansion, how strongly fortified it was, how many his retainers and how many farming families he could exact tribute from, nobody now knows.

Almost certainly, here as in other parts of Japan, the distinction between warrior retainers with a claim to some kind of aristocratic lineage and bonded tax-paying farmers with no claims to be other than ‘common people’ became increasingly fluid. The warriors farmed, or at least directed closely the farming labours of hereditarily bonded farmers. Likewise, when the chance of a battle arose, an enterprising and courageous farmer could hope to distinguish himself enough to be recognized as a warrior, to receive a feudal grant of land and the right to tax the people who worked it.

Thus, for centuries, farming and fighting went hand in hand. Real peace came to the district, as to the rest of Japan, only at the end of the sixteenth century. Helped by the new weapons which the Portuguese had brought, the Tokugawa family at last achieved what its predecessors had all sought – stable hegemony over the whole country; enough overwhelming power and enough legitimacy to settle boundaries between fiefs and confine their vassal barons within their allotted areas, to unify currencies and weights and measures, to control inter-fief commerce and external trade.

Part of the pacification policy was a sharp separation between warriors and farmers. The latter’s swords were impounded. Their land was surveyed and registered and the tax assessment of each plot fixed. Cultivation was an obligation as much as a right. The farmers were bound to the land and in principle could not sell or mortgage it. The samurai warriors no longer lived in the villages but in the castle towns. Their annual stipends were paid in rice – so many bales per family according to rank – from the taxes collected in kind from the villages. They busied themselves with guard duties, with practice of the military arts and study of the Chinese classics, above all with ceremonial pomp and circumstance. Occasionally they took spells of duty in the fief branch offices, supervising the collection of the tax rice, settling disputes between villages over rights to irrigation water or the boundaries between the tracts of forest land which villages were allotted for communal use, supervising riparian works and the upkeep of bridges and roads and important shrines and temples.

During the two and a half centuries of the Tokugawa regime, from 1600 to 1870, the province of which Sano city was the centre frequently changed hands. Sometimes it was given in fief to relatives and close retainers of the Tokugawa family; at others it was directly administered Tokugawa land. It made little difference to the ‘common people’. As far as they were concerned they were governed by ‘the authorities’ in the castle town of Sano. Shinohata came under the branch office at Nakatani, half way up the valley, but there was a small detachment of troops stationed a little way away at the head of the valley, at the inspection barrier where the road passed over into the neighbouring fief. Shinohata’s land survey was completed in 1603, though the only remaining record of it is the ‘black-ink seal’ warrant which exempted from taxation the half-acre of rice land registered in the name of the village’s Shinto shrine. The proceeds of renting that land were used for the upkeep of the shrine and the expenses of its festivals. (Only the Tokugawa Shōgun himself issued ‘red seal warrants’; his officials’ ink was a less imperious black.)

Villages like Shinohata were largely left to govern themselves – or rather to be governed by the ‘three ranks of officials’. ‘Headman’, the ‘representative of the farmers’, and ‘senior farmer(s)’ were the titles used in Shinohata: elsewhere the last were sometimes called ‘neighbourhood group chiefs’. These offices, certainly the first one, seemed to have run in the same rich families for several generations. It is unlikely, though, that any of these officials exercised anything like dictatorial power. There were, probably, informal councils of older farmers of fairly well-to-do families who would expect to be consulted in most matters. But as far as the samurai authorities were concerned the three ranks of officers were the responsible officials. It was they, for example, who signed the documents from which the 1814 gazetteer of the district was compiled – documents still preserved in Sano by a descendant of the Confucian scholar who edited the compilation. One of them is a somewhat crude schematic map of the village – generally rather uninformative except about such things as the location of a curious rock with a perpetual rust-red pool of water which was good for curing warts. Even that was signed in the bottom corner by some of these officials as an assurance that this was a true likeness of their village. More consequentially, they were the people who could expect especially dire punishment if their village was guilty of rebellion, or the sheltering of secret Christians. But generally their job was to keep law and order, to supervise communal village work – the repair of roads and the irrigation system, the sharing out of water in dry years – and, above all, to see to the collection and delivery of the tax rice.

The rice tax was a collective village responsibility although tax assessments were fixed for individual farmers’ holdings. Gontarō, who is arguably Shinohata’s most eminent and certainly its most bizarre inhabitant, and who until 1946 was its biggest landowner, is the descendant – the present house-head – of the family which held the headman position in the latter part of the Tokugawa period. He will proudly show visitors a hanging bamboo screen which his great-grandfather was given by the local samurai Intendant by way of reward and encouragement for his prompt delivery of the rice tax. Like many other headmen towards the end of the period when the power of the samurai was weakening vis-à-vis the peasants and merchants, he had been given quasi-warrior status – allowed, that is, to use a family surname just like a samurai and to wear both a long and a short sword, privileges denied to ordinary farmers ever since swords were impounded at the end of the sixteenth century. Surnames, historically deriving from place names, implied landed property rights. They were therefore inappropriate for peasants, who had property obligations rather than rights. Peasants were known by their personal names, which generally ran in the family. A son would give up his ‘young man’s name’ and take his father’s when his father died or ‘abdicated’ (and moved out of the main house to the ‘old people’s annex’), leaving him the headship of the family.

The tax burden – the number of bales of rice the village had annually to deliver – probably fluctuated. Apart from occasional ad hoc remissions in years of bad harvests there were also periodic re-surveys. In the 1688 revision, two lesser shrines in Shinohata lost the exemption they had received in 1602, which indicates a general tightening. There were other attempts to increase the tax yield in the areas of directly administered Tokugawa land in the early eighteenth century, but they were prosecuted with a good deal less vigour from the middle of the century onwards. Altogether, with rice strains and cultivation practices gradually improving, it is generally thought that the tax burden fell considerably in the Tokugawa areas – for rice land from perhaps as much as 60 per cent of gross yields at the beginning of the period, to something closer to 40 per cent by the middle of the nineteenth century.

Apart from the slow improvement of rice yields, there were also some new sources of income. Silkworms were reared and more land planted out to mulberry. The cocoons were sold to merchants who ran the filiatures where the silk was reeled, and organized the cottage weaving industry for which the more advanced part of the province, closer to Edo – the modern Tokyo and then the capital of the Shōgun – was famous. The mountains, too, provided various exotic mushrooms which could be dried and sold in Edo. For it was in Edo that the purchasing power for luxuries was concentrated. One of the ways which the founder of the Tokugawa dynasty invented for keeping the feudal lords under control was to make them build mansions in his capital and spend half their time there – and in most years, probably, a good deal more than half their feudal revenues, such was the round of conspicuous ceremonial consumption in which the lords and their large samurai retinues spent their days. Edo was also the destination of much of the timber and charcoal which also came from the mountains. Like the tax rice they were punted down the valley to the sea and then sent by ship to Edo. In the village next to Shinohata there was a rich timber merchant who owned a large timber yard in Edo.

With these new economic developments, the villagers of Shinohata were probably rather better off by the end of the Tokugawa regime than they were at the beginning. Certainly the gravestones in the village graveyard get rather bigger after about 1800, though whether that reflects greater wealth or greater piety is a moot point. Population increase may have absorbed some of the new income. Until fairly recently, however, there was still enough spare irrigation water available for new rice fields to be constructed, so that there was not necessarily any decline in the size of holdings as the number of houses grew. At some time in the Tokugawa period younger sons from Shinohata started two branch hamlets down the hill closer to the Isokawa river, one of which still bears the name New Rice Field.

The new wealth, such as it was, was far from being equally distributed, however. Some were rich and some were poor. Some, once rich, became rapidly poor. Some, once poor, became slowly rich. The rise and fall of families is still a frequent topic of Shinohata conversation.


Nakanobu’s a fine worker, and so’s his wife. They’ve brought up eight children; fine children, too. He left her with six of them, all young, when he was called up for the war. We all helped out a bit, but I don’t know how she managed. But bit by bit he’s built it up, and now they’re fairly comfortable. His oldest son’s come back from Tokyo, too. He deserves his good luck, seeing how poor they were. And they used to be rich, too. A lot of land, a big house. But the old man, his father, gobbled it all up. – Gambling, mostly. And drinking. And gambling when he was drunk.



Or, again:


The old girl – my mother-in-law – had had a hard life. Father – my husband – always used to say: she had her faults but one had to remember she had a hard life. She came from a big big house in Daibo. They had once been very rich – I tell you, it had six ten-mat rooms, and you couldn’t get your arms around the main stem pillar. But her family had fallen on hard times. And then she fell on hard times again here. Her husband – father’s old man, that is – died when father was four. Well, actually he disappeared. Nobody knows where he is buried. As a matter of fact he ran away from his debts. We’d been running the shop, such as it was, for generations – nothing much but salt, saké, sugar, tea and such-like – and he got badly into debt. He wasn’t a bad worker; worked hard in fact, and he wasn’t a spendthrift. He just was too fond of public office, of doing things for the village, serving on committees, being chief of this and vice-chief of that. He was just too good-natured; gave too much of his time and money to it. He was the one who organized the work to make that emergency reservoir up below the shrine – the War-camp Pond, we call it, though I don’t know who ever had his fort there. He put a lot of time into that. And money. And so he piled up debts. They had to sell off nearly all their rice fields – and the house; it was all taken to pieces and sold to someone in Makizawa. Two of the rice fields at the top of the village went to Kikutarō. Mother-in-law said she remembered making those fields; carrying the earth up there in great hods. We let Kikutarō have them cheap, she said, on the promise that when better times came he would sell them back. But you know how it is. When the time came, he denied that he’d got them particularly cheap. In the end we got the smaller one of the two.

It’s partly luck. Mother-in-law was always telling us what bad luck she had. They used to have a fine horse. One of the best and strongest in the village. Mother-in-law took him up into the woods to cut grass, loaded him up with four great bundles and was leading him back. Just as they were crossing the bridge, he missed his footing and fell in. There he was; the load had turned him over on his back and the stream pinned him against the footings of the bridge. There he was; the feet in the air. She couldn’t do anything. Rushed back to the village for help, but by the time they got there it was too late. A horse is finished as soon as it gets water in its ears.

As a matter of fact, she was a bit of a bore at times was mother-in-law with her stories of her hard luck. If ever we were going that way she used to tell us: just you go and look at that house in Makizawa that we sold. Take a look at the main stem pillar. See the size of it. You’ll see, too, it’s got a little room in the corner of the verandah where they put a big pot underneath that you can take out from outside so that you can pee indoors without going out into the rain. I never did go and see it with the famous indoor toilet. I couldn’t see the point.



Or another widowed lady, Hisayō, who clearly looked like someone who had been to a pre-war girls’ high school and managed somehow to seem gracious even when she was hoeing her soya beans.


It was the land reform that finished us off, but we were already pretty much down on our luck by that time. I was born in this house, I didn’t come here as a bride, and as long as I can remember we had about seventy bales [over four tons] of rice a year in rent. But we worked like mad with an acre and a bit under mulberry – that was a lot of silkworms, though it was still possible to hire daily help pretty cheaply then. Once, though, we had the headship of the village – before it moved to Gontarō’s family. We had as much as Gontarō and the other big landlord, Hachizaemon, put together. I’ll show you: we’ve still got the plans of the house that was built in 1835.

[image: ]

You see, it had two small sitting rooms and two bedrooms, and the formal master’s room with the attached attendant’s room just like a samurai house, and the big living room just up off the earth-floored kitchen-workspace. And in addition in the grounds of the house there was a small rice-husking mill with a water-wheel, and two big store-houses with thick mud walls and an ‘old people’s annex’ – where the old people withdrew after the father had passed on the headship of the house to his son. But somehow they went downhill after that. Some time in the 1880s great-grandfather lent a lot of money to a family that his sister had married into. They were trying to start some business, but it failed and the debt had to be written off and some of our land mortgaged. Then the house burned down. It was rebuilt with wood from our own land, but on a reduced scale, you see.

[image: ]

It was some time before they managed to get rid of the mortgage by hard work and economy. Grandfather and father were determined not to lose the family’s position as a landlord with seventy bales. I remember when we had the roof re-done with tiles to replace the thatch. Father could easily have sold a field or two and had it done at once, but he was too proud. So we had it done a strip at a time over the years.



‘Parents work hard (shimbō), children easy life, grandchildren poor (bimbō)’ is the Japanese proverbial equivalent of ‘shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations’. The ups and downs were indeed considerable. In Shinohata one can trace some measure of the well-being of some forty-one households through about three generations from 1901 to 1975. The 1901 family registers record the number of horses, store-houses and barns, and the house-plot size of each household, and there is a 1910 list of contributions to the local shrine which is a not implausible measure of current income. For 1938 there are records of the land tax and of the hamlet association contributions which were assessed on the basis of income; for 1954 and 1974 of property-tax and village-tax payments. If the houses of each period are divided into four ranks roughly equal in size, then only five of the forty-one households remained in the same category throughout – four in the top, one in the bottom category. The majority moved both up and down over that span of years, eight between only two adjacent categories, ten across the range of three, two over four. Of those who moved in one direction only, twelve moved up (seven by only one category and one through the whole range) and four moved down – two of them all the way from top to bottom.

But despite the variety of these patterns of family fortunes, it is striking how much more frequent are stories of houses now of modest means having once been impressively rich, than of houses in recent times well off having once been very poor. Perhaps that is because the process of decline was generally more spectacular, sudden and dramatic than the process of accumulation. Perhaps it is because a certain stigma attached, not just to a history of poverty, but to the actual process of becoming rich. For by and large, the opportunity to accumulate land came only through other people’s misfortunes. A man in good health, in his working prime, with a hard-working wife and two or three teenage working children, could manage to save a little, but it was only when a neighbour – not necessarily a drunkard or a gambler; perhaps a farmer with several children too young to work whose wife had fallen sick, or whose fields had been badly hit by the rice rust – only when a neighbour fell on hard times and needed rice to see him through to the next harvest that a man with savings could turn those savings into real estate. He might simply buy a tract of woodland or a rice field from the man who needed money and take over ownership rights. Or there might be a mortgage agreement which amounted to a low-price sale with a possible buy-back option, perhaps a loan against the security of a piece of land, followed by transfer of the land as the interest payments subsequently mounted and repayment became impossible. The purchaser, when he had accumulated as much land as he wanted to farm himself, would usually leave the seller to cultivate the land as his tenant, paying the new owner a large share of the annual produce from what had once been his, the tenant’s, own ancestral land.

During the Tokugawa period the samurai government periodically reiterated its edicts declaring all land sales and mortgages to be illegal. Apart from the principle of the thing (how dare they behave as if they owned the land which has merely been allotted to them to perform their heaven-sent duty to cultivate!), land concentration – and the impoverishment of those who lost land in the process – threatened the stability of the villages and the working capacity of the tax-paying labour force. But the government edicts were unenforceable – the more so because the village self-government system left supervision of these matters to the headman, and the headmen, coming as they did from the upper stratum of villagers, were the main beneficiaries of free land movement.

For it was always easier for the rich to become richer than for the poor to acquire a modest competence. For one thing, apart from illness, most of the disasters that forced a man to borrow were natural disasters which hit everybody alike: a drought, a sudden spell of cold weather in August just when the rice should flower, an outbreak of the imochi virus, a plague of the stalk-borer insect. Only the rich had stores from which to lend. Moreover, the rich were, most of them, in the business of providing benevolent protection; prepared, perhaps, to forgo an extra 2 or 3 per cent interest for the sake of gratitude and loyalty and the ‘hold’ they might have on a man’s future service; a poorer man making his way up copper coin by copper coin, tiny field by tiny field, was less likely to spoil a hard bargain in order to buy a little prestige, less likely, therefore, to be able to create the indebtedness which led to the accumulation of wealth.

The development of new products for the market – the paper from the mulberry trees and from the specially grown kōzo rush, saké rice wine, timber, charcoal, etc. – and the increase in rice yields, leaving some surplus to be marketed even after the tax was paid, provided new opportunities for the rich to get richer. They had the capital to act as middle men. They had more leisure to travel and investigate markets. They tended to get their wives from further afield (they had to if they were to marry within their status group, since they were thinner on the ground) and so had more widely scattered kin groups and better sources of news. They were more likely to be able to read and write. They had the status and the confidence and the savoir-faire to deal with samurai officials.

And yet there were hazards in being rich. Sometimes the poor were driven to desperation. The best-documented local rising took place in 1836. It started in the silk-weaving areas at the other end of the province, where rice land was scarce, and where many farm families had to buy rice in normal times from the proceeds of their weaving. The harvest of 1833 had been a disaster. The following year and then the following one again were not much better. The price of rice rose. So too – for the weather affected the mulberry also – did the price of cocoons and raw silk which the weavers bought. By the summer of 1836 people were dying of starvation. ‘We have not a single grain of any rice or wheat or millet. We have dug up every edible root in the mountains, eaten every edible grass. The people come to us village officials weeping in desperation, clinging to us for help, but we have tried every conceivable measure; we are at our wits’ end,’ wrote the ‘three officials’ of one village explaining why they could not fulfil their feudal obligation to take their horses for official duty at the post station. Meanwhile the merchants were believed to be holding rice in their granaries, speculating on a further rise in price. On 20 August, a group of 300 men organized a procession to the house of a merchant. It was said afterwards that their intention was to demand a loan of rice to be repaid later, but by the time they got there their numbers had swollen; the crowd was uncontrollable; the merchant’s house was destroyed; his granaries looted. The mob moved on. Within two days they had overwhelmed the small garrison in Sano, the castle town. The news spread; peasants rose all over the province. They were joined by the floating population of porters and day labourers and unemployed who eked out a rough tough bachelor existence in Sano and at the post-stations along the trunk roads. In five days of anarchy, altogether 305 houses were known to have been looted and many burned down.

No one in Shinohata suffered this fate, but the rich of neighbouring villages were not so lucky. An account written some years later, doubtless already somewhat embroidered in the telling, has this description of the rebels’ passage through Kakizaka, now the centre of the township to which Shinohata belongs:


First they ravaged the house of the paper dealer Ichibei, then they moved on to Akatsuka’s. He had hastily got together a group of hunters with rifles to protect him, but when they saw the size of the attacking mob they dared not shoot. Akatsuka’s house was also ravaged and the battle cries of the attackers rang through the hills with a fearsomeness which beggars comparison. The saké brewer Ibei sought to escape by getting neighbours to go to treat with the mob. He offered to feast the whole company, to provide saké and anything they wanted, provided only that they did not destroy his house. There was a clever scoundrel in the advance party who saw an opportunity to enrich himself, and he agreed provided that Ibei undertook to do whatever he was told. So Ibei’s household set about preparing the feast. When the rest of the mob arrived they demanded to know why Ibei’s house had not been broken into, but they were told of the deal and agreed to await the feast. Then their leader arrived, dressed in the bearskin outer jacket, and set his terms. Two hundred bales of rice and an equal amount of money. Ibei had no option but to agree and the feast was set out. Then the leader said: further, I want you to make over the rice and the money properly with a bond – declaring your gift, with your signature and the signatures of the ‘three officers’ of the village as witnesses.

At this Ibei was greatly embarrassed. ‘I’ll give you the two hundred bales, but as for the bond, please spare me that.’ [Presumably it would have laid him open to subsequent prosecution for aiding the rebels.] ‘You don’t understand,’ said the leader. ‘We don’t want to take the rice to the peasants in Ito-gun [the silk-weaving district where the revolt started]. We intend to distribute it to the poor in this village. That’s why we need the bond and the headman’s signature.’ ‘If that’s it,’ said Ibei, ‘then I can promise you I will undertake to do it myself. I will check the family registers from the temple and distribute it fairly, so much per person. I promise you.’

But the leader would not take promises, and so Ibei said he would consult the three officials and see what he could do. Meanwhile the feast had been prepared, and in the interval the scoundrel aforementioned went to Ibei secretly and made him a proposition. ‘Give me a hundred gold pieces and I will fix it for you. I know your relatives and the three officials wouldn’t agree, but a hundred gold pieces is better than having your house looted; that would cost you more than a hundred gold pieces.’

Eventually Ibei agreed and gave him the money, and when, later, the mob began crowding in and raising their battle cry, the scoundrel rushed out into the garden and jumped up on top of a six-foot barrel which was drying in the yard. ‘Wait, wait. Stop it. He’s agreed to our demands. There’s no need to loot,’ he shouted. But nobody took any notice. So then he drew out two swords and started cutting furiously at the air. That attracted attention, whereupon he threw down his swords, raised his arms in the air. ‘I’ve got the bond,’ he shouted, beating his breast, and rubbing his hands together. ‘Stop! Stop!’ And then he pulled out from his kimono a paper handkerchief he happened to have there and waved it in the air. ‘Here it is – and with the signatures of the head man and the other two officers.’

And thus with a blank paper bond he pocketed a hundred pieces of gold and the mob moved on to the next village.



That, doubtless, is a very garbled account of what actually took place, but the insistence on legality even in the midst of revolt, the belief that if the bond was signed no one could take the rice away from the poor again, has the ring of truth. The written word carried authority in the Tokugawa village. Although most tenancy agreements, for example, were not written, but simply verbal arrangements, there was a good deal of account-keeping and bond-writing. One of the houses in the hamlet established as a branch colony of Shinohata has a set of ledgers kept by an ancestor who made a journey to Edo in 1760, apparently on some official village business. One ledger records all their hotel expenditures, certified by each hotel keeper; another their expenditure on post-horses; another all their purchases, apparently on commission for other villagers. There is also a bond which they signed, witnessed by seven village elders, declaring that if there should be any loss of the money which they were to deliver, not only they but the whole village would accept responsibility.

The Tokugawa government also relied a good deal – and increasingly – on the authority of the written word. Instructions were frequently sent to the headmen on how the villagers should conduct their affairs. They were required to make two copies of these instructions, append a paragraph humbly declaring their full understanding and appreciation of the message and send one copy back, sometimes with the signatures of every householder, sometimes just those of the three officers, sometimes, additionally, the signatures of the heads of each group of eight or ten houses into which the village was divided. The abandoned 1880-vintage school-house in Shinohata which was still used in 1955 as a village meeting place had a wooden box with a number of file copies of such documents. One probably dates from the last of the great reform attempts in the Tokugawa administration in 1843. It was obviously addressed originally to the samurai officials from Edo and sent by them to the villages unchanged.


The common people are the foundation of the country. Samurai Intendants should be ever sensitive to the sufferings of the people, and make sure that they are not assailed by hunger and by cold.

When the land is prosperous, the common people lapse into luxury. When they lapse into luxury, they are liable to neglect their work. Make sure that they do not become luxurious in their clothing, their food or their dwellings.

There is a wide gulf between the common people and the government. And the government tends to put a wide gulf between it and the common people. You should always have care that such a gulf does not exist.

Take the greatest care of the dikes, river banks, roads and bridges. Report all damages and immediately repair them to forestall a greater disaster. Similarly when there are disputes among the peasants they should both be reported and settled straight away without favour or partiality so that greater troubles do not arise.

To create new rice fields is an excellent thing, but it should be done where it does not cause harm. Sometimes new rice fields take water from older rice fields or use up dry fields or grazing grounds, but this should not be allowed.

It has always been understood that farmers should wear rough clothes and use straw to tie up their hair, yet in recent years they have imperceptibly grown luxurious and forgotten their station. Some wear inappropriate clothes and have their hair done up in oil by a barber, and whereas it was the custom for farmers simply to wear wide-brimmed straw hats and straw shoulder-coverings in rain, now some have umbrellas and water-proofs. This increases their cash expenditure and the villages change character. Some leave the village for other work, and when one farmer leaves the village and does not pay his taxes, the burden falls on the others so that all suffer. The Intendants and their clerks should set an example in this matter by dressing simply, and what applies to the clerks applies even more so to the farmers. They should be reminded of their long-standing traditions. Barber shops in the villages, farmers engaging in petty commerce in their spare time, are abuses to be corrected. Henceforth they should eschew these luxurious ways, live simply and devote themselves diligently to farming.



The attempt to turn the clock back was, of course, doomed to failure. The very growth of literacy which made such edicts plausible instruments of government was a product of a slowly rising level of living. Schools increased in number and more families came to be able to afford paper and ink and the presents with which teachers were requited for their services. More families could look beyond mere survival as their life objective and aspire to status and respectability – to the family pride expressed in gravestones, to having a son who knew his letters. Towards the end of the Tokugawa period the Shinohata headman ran a reading and writing school for village children as part of his performance of his benevolent duties. When he died in the 1890s a stone was erected in his memory in one corner of the village. It was subscribed for by his former pupils – by the ‘foolish children he trained to the brush’ as they describe themselves in the inscription in a flowery Chinese phrase.

Probably, however, the Tokugawa government could have gone on for a good deal longer alternately pushing against the tide of history or trying somehow to capture for itself a better share of the new wealth that the peasants and merchant producers were creating. But they could not cope both with these problems and with the foreign threat too. The seclusion of the country was now a hallowed tradition, as well as the only reliable guarantee of internal stability. Unable, in the face of foreign battleships, to fulfil its promise to maintain that seclusion, to stand firm against the foreigners’ demand that the country be opened
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