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Merchant Migration at the Opening of the Ports:
A Case Study of the Shimoda Merchants in Yokohama 1854-1867

Shuntaro Washizaki

The purpose of this article is to investigate the migration process and the role of the
Shimodatrade merchants who migrated to Yokohama and to clarify the relationship between
traded goods and the origins of servants employed in the merchants’ families.

The most useful document for demographic research of Tokugawa Japan is the population
registers, “Shumon Aratame Cho.” Research on marriage and fertility has made remarkable
advances during the past 30 years. On the contrary, there is little research on migration.
Most of the research on migration has focused on village data while urban communities
have hardly been studied. The data for this article largely comes from two data sets. One
is the population register for downtown Yokohama, “5 chome Ninbetsucho” (1865-1866)
found in Yokohama Archives of History. The second is the historical documents for Shimoda
city found in “The History of the City of Shimoda” or “Shimoda-shi Shi.”

Shimoda, in Izu province, was the first port opened to foreign ships in modern Japan
immediately after the signing of the 1854 Treaty of Peace and Amity between Japan and
the US. The ships were supplied with wood, water, provisions, coal and other articles
as necessary. Furthermore, lacquer and ceramic ware were sold to them at the bazaar
opened by the Shimoda merchants.

Yokohama opened its ports for trade in 1859, the year that Shimoda closed, and the Shimoda
merchants moved to Yokochama to export the same goods by employing servants from
Shimoda as before. The demand for Japanese raw silk rapidly increased at this time while
demand for lacquer ware stagnated. Some merchants, therefore, converted their mercantile
activities to exporting raw silk or importing cotton products by employing servants from
silk reeling and cotton fabric production regions such as Kozuke or Musashi province.
To the contrary, the merchants who continued to engage in lacquer ware export by employing
Shimoda servants were forced to move out of Yokohama by the late 1860s.

These results lead us to the conclusion that it was crucial for trade merchants in Yokohama
to establish a connection with textile production regions, not only in the aspect of commercial
networks, but also in the labor market as well in order to hold an advantageous position.

Key words: the opening of the ports, migration, Yokohama trade merchants, Shimoda,
raw silk export





