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Employment and Diversification by a Large-scale Herring Fishery Household
in the Taisho and Early Showa Era: A case study of the Aoyama Family
in Takashima-gun, Hokkaido

HATTORI Ayumi

Herring fishing has played an important role in the economy of Hokkaido in modern times. This
paper is a research piece which considers the ups and downs of the herring fishing in depth. The vol-
ume of the catch has varied and the timing of change in herring hauls has differed by region. The
herring fishery in Takashima-gun changed dramatically during the Taisho and early Showa eras. To
clarify the fishery management activity in the Taisho and early Showa eras, when herring had a poor
haul, this paper focuses on the actions of herring fishers with special reference to the records of the
Aoyama family, which was performing large-scale fishery management in Takashima-gun. There are
two points to consider in herring fishery management in the Taisho and early Showa eras: The first
was the employment of many fishermen, the second was measures to counter poor catches.

Many herring fishery laborers were migrant workers. They did not work in the same fishery every
year, but moved to other fisheries which gave them better conditions. The key concern in fishery
management, therefore, was whether a sufficient supply of excellent migrant workers could be gath-
ered. In the case of a large-scale herring fishery household, many fishermen were needed. The
Aoyama family employed about 300 fishermen every year. It was difficult to gather fishermen in only
one area, so it had plural and broad-based recruitment areas.

The wide-ranging recruitment activity areas made the method complicated. Recruitment activities
started at the end of November. The family carried out three stages to recruit fishermen. Firstly the
family asked each local leader to make a verbal promise with them. Subsequently, the recruiters
went to the areas to employ them. Finally, the manager went too. When the minimum wage was set
high in one area, the family stopped recruiting fishermen from there and recruited them from other
areas. They adjusted the number of fishermen in all areas when a difficult problem occurred, but it
was hard to prevent unjust people and make them work at the fishery every year by their territorial
bond, because it meant adjusting the number of fishermen.

Since the Aoyama family had already performed broad-based management during the period of
herring fishery decline, there was hardly any damage to middle-class herring fishery households.
The family, however, had a sense of impending crisis. Tamiji (the third) founded a cannery. Kaoru (the
fourth) established sardine processing industries in Urakawa-cho with a landowner there and with a
fisherman from Oita prefecture. In addition, he set up a shark fishery based in Wakkanai Port. A
large-scale herring fishery household strove to maintain the family by establishing a distant bases,
extending the fishery scope and species of fishes, while a middle-scale herring fishery household
performed multidirectional management based in Takashima-gun.

Key words: herring fishery, fishery household management, migrant worker, Hokkaido,
the Taisho and early Showa era



