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Development of Riverside Land and Plain-Forest Land
in Makabe-gun, Hitachi-no-kuni, in the Early Eighteenth Century:

A Region Transformed by Shinden Reclamation

Atsushi ONODERA

This study identifies the process of development of shinden in harachi (plain-forest land)
and ryusakuba (riverside land between levees and riverbanks) in the Makabe-gun of Hitachi-no-
kuni during the Kyoho Reformation of the 1720s—1740s. In addition, it considers the effects of
this development on the region, revealing the following points:

The development of new fields in ryusakuba and harachi was initiated in the Kanto region in
order to help restoring the financial well-being of the Tokugawa Bakufu (government). New
ryusakuba fields were tested around 1731 and again in 1743, with the harachi fields being de-
veloped somewhat later in 1746. ‘

Few of these new fields were farmlands; most were pasture or forest fields. During the
Kyoho Reformation, the bakufu began conducting land surveys in harachi and ryusakuba to control
farmers in the area who were already growing cash crops such as bush clovers and kaya gra-
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mineous plants. In order to raise more revenue, the bakufu began to tax these crops. As a result,
forests in the flatlands and floodplains, which had previously been considered as common proper-
ty, were now being divided into private lots. Moreover, the farmers were encouraged by the baku-
fu to plant other high-profit cash crops. They also intensified their harvest and sale of bush clo-
vers, and began to buy increasing amount of fertilizer.

Ryusakuba shindens (new floodplain fields) were developed by the heads of adjacent villages.
However, floods changed the river courses, resulting in disputes over their ownership. These
areas were temporarily subjected taxation, but they eventually reverted back to their original
uses as places to cut grass for compost. Arguments began to take place over the control of these
areas. ’

Harachi shindens (new forest fields ) were developed jointly by the elders of surrounding
villages. All farmers in the villages were allotted new fields based on the amount of their other
landholdings. Therefore, as with the floodplain fields, these areas became no longer common prop-
erty. Farmers began to plant more Japanese red pines and to harvest more bush clovers and
cogongrasses; Japanese red pine bush clovers sold especially well in the Edo market.

Another consequence of new field development was the loss of habitat for wild boars and deer;
many of these animals were captured by farmers in an effort to maintain their fields.

The climate of much of the 18th Century was characterized by cool summers and long
periods of precipitation. To make matters worse, the eruption of Mount Asama in 1783 covered
the area with volcanic ash, and the Kokai River watershed was plagued by incessant flooding.
From the 1750s to the 1780s, financial problems caused by natural disasters, damage wrought by
wild animals, and the purchase of fertilizer, devastated farming villages. Differences among social
classes intensified, and more farmers began to migrate to cities. Troubled farmers with newborn
babies were left with no choice but to kill them. The population of some villages fell by half.
Irrigation canals which had been particularly hard-hit by flooding could no longer be maintained,
causing widespread abandonment of paddy fields. This led to the sale of land, not only fields and
rice paddies but also harachi shinden, which was bought by some farmers.

By the 1790s, the devastation of farming villages had abated with the help of bakufu officials,
who implemented policies to encourage, among. other objectives, in-migration, raising children
through subsidies, the purchase of fertilizer, and the development of paddy fields and irrigation
canals. In the 1810s and 1820s, a gradual improvement was beginning to take place; farming
villages were being repopulated, although new villagers were subject to discrimination as late as
the 1970s.
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