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AMA FISHERY IN THE EDO PERIOD

Toshifumi OHKITA

Abalone gathered by ama (divers) was important to the Tokugawa shogunate as
amarine product for export to neighbouring countries. Hence, ama fishery proliferated in
the Edo period, with ama engaged in diving for abalone along the coasts of about thirty
kuni (regions) extending from the Rikuchu coast in the north to the Amakusa Islands in
the south.

The object of this paper is to explain the actual situation of ama fishery and the
marketing of abalone in Shima, Boshu and Tsushima in the Edo period.

The results obtained are as follows :

1) In Shima, the female ama did the divieg for and gathering of abalone, with a
man standing by in a boat to assist her on her return to the surface. In Boshu, however,
the diving and gathering were done by the male ama with a boatman called kajiko in
attendance in his boat, ready to aid the diver as he surfaced. In Magari of Tsushima, both
male and female ama practised diving fishery.

2) Ama were engaged in diving fishery in most of the fishing villages of Shima
and Tsushima throughout the year but, in a few fishing villages of Shima, they were
active only in summer. In Boshu, up to the middle of the Edo period, ama carried out
diving fishery throughout the year but, due to overfishing and the consequent depletion of
the abalone supply, they were compelled to restrict their diving activities to the summer
months.

3) The ama used to sell their abalone catches to merchants in Shima from where
the abalones were shipped to Yamada, Tsu, Atsuta and Osaka by the merchants. In Boshu,
in the early Edo period, merchants used to buy abalones from the ama and ship them to
Edo. But a share system for the abalone trade was established by the Tokugawa shogunate,
after which the ama were prohibited from freely gathering and selling abalone. Uuder this
system, the merchants, who were the shareholders, contracted for the catching and
marketing of abalone ; hence, the ama eventually came to be employed by the merchants.

In Tsushima, ama engaged in the gathering and shipping of abalone on their own
but, here again, after the feudal lord of the region set up an exclusive collection system
for marine products open only to specific merchants, the ama were no longer allowed to

freely gather abalone and market their catch.





