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Maritime Transport and Osaka Commerce in Early Modern Japan
—The Case of the Port of Hachinohe in Northeastern Honshu—

Nobuo WATANABE

ABSTRACT

The most famous example of maritime transport between domestic ports in
Eary Modern Japan is that which existed between Osaka and Edo, plied by the
“higaki kaisen” and “taru kaisen” shipping guilds. In an earlier paper, I examined
the maritime trade between Sendai and Edo plied by the “kokusen” (rice boats)
from the port of Ishinomaki. In this paper I examine the development of mari-
time transportation between Hachinohe and Edo, and Hachinohe and Osaka. In
1819, Hachinohe domain instituted a monopoly system for the sale of all domestic
produce exported from the domain. The domain set up a special office called
“kokusankata” including samurai officials from the domain, and local large-scale
merchants from the castle town. The Office was charged with conducting trade
for the domain including trade with Osaka. As result, all trade within the port of
Hachinohe came to be conducted as trade with the Office of Domestic Produce.
The Office instituted regularly scheduled shippinng between Hachinohe and
Osaka by hiring commercial ships to carry its Domestic Produce to Osaka. Prior
ot this, in 1814 the Domain had set up a transportation office in Osaka to
manage the flow of commerce between the two cities. This was called the Osaka
Gokokusan Shihai Moto. The Domain drew up a contract with the Osaka mer-
chant chosen to act as manager of this office, Yanagiya Matahachi. Acording to
this contract, ships were to be hired by the Domain, while the manager was
responsible for procuring the ships, for the transport of domectic produce be-
tween Hachinohe and Osaka, and was the sole contractor for the sale of the
produce in Osaka. As was the case in other forms of official trade conducted in
this period, such as the freighting of tax rice for the Bakufu and other domains,
this contract included stipulations regulating the procuring process and an
“empty boat” clause requiring hired ships to carry no other freight than that of
the Domain. However, unlike ships in the tax-rice trade, the inspection to imple-
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ment the “empty boat” clause was conducted in Hachinohe, not at the port of
hiring. That the “empty boat” clause in the contract drawn up in 1814 showed
weaker control of boats hired by the Domain is a reflection of the fact that the
Domain had to depend on Osaka merchants for procuring ships. By the middle of
the 19th Century, the Domain was able to own and maintain its own fleet of
ships for conducting the Osaka trade. Moreover, the Domain was able to open up
a variety of different routes to Osaka, thereby decreasing its dependence on
hired shipping from Osaka, and increasing its direct of its maritime transport.
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