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The Function of Port Town in the late Edo Period :
A Case Study of the Port Town Esashi in the Matsumae Territory

Shinobu YAMADA

The purpose of this paper is to consider the function of port town Esashi, in the
Matsumae Territory in the late Edo period (the first half of the 19th Century), and its role in
forwarding goods in long distance domestic trade. While focusing on the actual conditions of
shipping in the Esashi area, this paper will examine the role of port towns in the shlppmg and
handling of principal goods.

This study can be summarised as follows : First, the most important aspect to consider
when examining shipping in the town of Esashi in this period was the movement of

“kitamaebune” (coastal sailing ships operated between Matsumae and Osaka during the
18th Century and 19th Century) from the main island of Japan, Honshu. The number of
kitamaebune entering the port of Esashi began to increase during the Bunsei period (1818-29),
and reached its peak during the Tenpo period (1830-43). However, the number of ships entering
~ the port of Esashi decreased during the Kaei period (1848-53).

The main merchandise of these kitamaebune entering the Esashi port was herring.
Therefore, the town of Esashi had functioned as an exporter (or shipper) of herring in order
for these boats to accomplish their goal. In this period, the number of fishermen from the Esashi
area who migrated temporarily to the western area of Ezo to work increased. At this point, the
Tonya (to work in head merchants in the herring business) in Esashi increased the size of the
ships which traveled between the western area of Ezo and Esashi in the Tenpo period, in order
to increase his business of shipping and handling herring. During the same period, the shipping
regulations were revised by the Department of Ports, the Okinokuchi Yakusho. All
kitamaebune which came from Honshu to Matsumae were subject to strong control. This can
be interpreted as an effort on the part of Matsumae Han to collect more port taxes from the
increasing number of kitamaebune. In other words, in Esashi, their need emerged for the Tonya
to increase its function as a handler and shipper of herring for the kitamaebune, and its function
was subsequently strengthened. During the Kaei period, the herring industry declined in the
Esashi area and the number of ships between Ezo and Esashi decreased. The function of the
port town of Esashi as a forwarder of herring also decreased.

From this study, it is clear that in the first half of the 19th Century, the port town of
Esashi functioned as a forwarder of herring, and played an important role in the long distance
domestic transport system of critical products of the time.





