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The Transformation of a Middle-Order Central Place during the Latter Part of the Modern

Period: The Genealogy and Business of the Maejima Family in Ota, Ibaraki Prefecture

KAWASAKI Toshio and KONO Keiichi

This study is intended to elucidate a trade area and the transformation of a central function due to
the movement of capital caused by business development by influential persons and a family of mer-
chants in a local middle-order central place in the latter part of the Modern period.

First, we established central places by calculating Centrality Index (CI) in an area in the north of
Ibaraki Prefecture, and grasped the regional characteristics. Then, we supposed a functional transfor-
mation by restoring the business developments of the family of merchants in the middle-order cen-
tral place.

The results are given below.

First, we identified the following characteristics in the central places of the area in the north of
Ibaraki.

In 1920, the CI of 27 central places out of 136 cities, towns and villages in the study area were val-
ued positively. The higher valued central places were Mito (2,425), Ota (1,075) and Isohama (822). In
1930, the number of cities, towns and villages where the CI level was positive was 28. The higher
valued central places were Mito (3,982), Ota (1,235) and Isohama (1,038).

After World War II (1950), the centricity of Mito rose greatly. In contrast, in most of other central
places, the centricity lowered. However, among them, the centricity of Ota increased throughout that
time.

Second, a business method of the Maejima family, who were an influential family of merchants in
Ota, had two directionalities. The first directionality was the expansion and development of their ki-
mono and old clothes business run by multiple branches of the Maejima family. As a result of our in-
vestigation, we discovered that ten families out of eleven families ran branches which handled fabrics
for kimono and old clothes. Of these, eight branches were in Odamachi, and two were branches out-
side the town center. After 1960, they tried store expansion in the form of chain stores and multiple
stores were developed in the northern part of Ibaraki from the southern part of the Hamadori area of
Fukushima. The other directionality was investment in industrial capital represented by Ota Railroad
Company and Ibaraki Electric Company. This business did not lead to industrial capital fixation in Ota
and adversely led to capital movement from Ota to the outside.



The transformation of the central function of Ota brought about by the change of the CI level of
Ota, which is middle-order central place, and the activities of the Maejima family is discussed below.

(1) The Maejima family produced multiple branches in Ota which shows that the trade area of Ota
was so big that it did not cause conflict between branches and families. Furthermore, it points to the
possibility that the trade area of Ota expanded because the Maejima family opened branches continu-
ously. This agrees with the CI level of Ota rising.

(2) As for the relations between the areas through marriage or the adoption of children into the
Maejima family, for all the parents’ houses with adopted children marriage, tended to occur out of
Odamachi, while there were many weddings for influential persons in the town. The Maejima family
and the network of other local influential people formed through marriage and adoption were effec-
tive in raising social trust, and this was able to support the commercial activities of the Maejima fam-
ily indirectly.

(3) During the high economic growth period, part of the Maejima family formed a chain of clothes
retail stores in a way so as to use their supplier from before. This fact shows that Ota had a function
more dominant than other centers and population concentration areas for local wholesale at the time.
Later, the local wholesale function of Ota would reduce, and the center would move to Mito.

Our conclusions are given below.

Ota as a middle-order central place maintained a high center function until a high economic growth
period. It was with a factor of wholesale and retail functions that allowed an influential family of mer-
chants in Ota to maintain and enlarge the centricity of Ota. In addition, marriages between local in-
fluential people and the relations between areas due to adoption maintained the centricity mentioned
above and enlarged it. On the other hand, for industries that need large-scale fixed capital, such as
railroad- and electricity-related industries, Ota was not able to get a central position.

Key words: middle-order central place, family of merchants, local influential family, Ibaraki Prefecture



