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Land Survey, Management and Agronomy of Shifting Cultivation in Early Modern Dewa Province,
Northeast Japan: Kano in Murayama County

KOMEIE Taisaku

Japan had several types of shifting cultivation or slash-and-burn farming. Although their historical
geographies had been partly researched, little attentions had been paid to their historical change and
regional variations including kano, one type of shifting cultivation in the west side of Tohoku. Y.
Yamaguchi and K. Sasaki supposed that kano had only small subordinate role in agricultural economy
and had been introduced in medieval or early modern times after the development of rice paddies. To
reexamine their supposition, I study the historical geography of early modern kano with special at-
tentions to the treatment in land survey, the management in combination with other stable fields, and
the agronomical change.

In Murayama County, Dewa Province, the lord Torii executed a kenchi or a general land survey in
1620s using the land category of ‘kano’ with the lowest tax, and in 1630s his successor Hoshina and
then in 1670s the Shogunate followed it. Their surveys recorded shifting cultivations already spread
thinly and broadly in the foothills at an altitude of 200 to 500 meters. Analyses of land use and own-
ership of three villages show compact landscapes containing paddy and dry fields attached with some
shifting cultivations and more than half of landowners in each villages, including upper and lower
ones, combining stable fields with kanos. From seventeenth to eighteenth centuries, one of those vil-
lages experienced conversion of space for shifting cultivation into paddy fields simultaneously with
the increase of population and agricultural fields including kano itself. This suggests that the exten-
sion of shifting cultivations into more remote and steep areas happened with the agronomical chang-
es, which featured continual cultivation over two years and making of kano in summer seeded with
buckwheat or turnip after the main spring works on paddy fields.

In sum, these processes contributed for supporting more population in foothill areas. The shifting
cultivation in west Tohoku might not be the most important economy, but it continued to coexist
with other fields and keep its importance.
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