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Bulletin of the National Museum of Japanese History
vol. 96 March 2002

Regional Control and Rivers in Ancient Times

HiraAkAwWA Minami

The current state of Japanese historical studies is one which strives to show an accurate repre-
sentation of the history of interaction between man and nature. In this paper, the author tries to
identify the circumstances of regional control through man'’s involvement with rivers as a natu-
ral environment.

The writer investigated the following four points in terms of regional control and rivers.

1. Among places that have been considered inland areas, there existed locations that had riv-
ers that connected directly to the ocean, and were in reality considered “secondary estuaries”,
the same as estuaries facing onto the ocean. The Kitakami River in the Iwai region of the
ancient province of Mutsu and the Futohi River in the Shimotsuke Samukawa region are such
examples.

2. Facilities constructed by the nation, such as at Kyuto (Place of Royal Authority) and Josa-
ku (fort), were located inland to draw rivers in to fully utilize water transport. However, that
raised the problem of the natural disaster of flooding at the same time. In other words, up to
this point flood damage has been thought to be the direct cause of the disuse of the old capital
in Nagaokakyo or Shiwajo Fort. However, this potentiality for flooding could have been enough
estimated from the start of construction. Thus, it is possible to consider that it was expected
from the construction planning stage that this was a sequenced undertaking in which a transfer
would occur from Nagaokakyo to Heiankyo and from Shiwajo Fort to Tokutanjo Fort.

3. “Tsu no tsukasa” (the port office) was established to control harbors and estuaries that
looked out on the ocean and functioned as district ports, was established under the Ritsuryo sys-
tem. The activities of “Tsu no Osa” (head official of ports) who was responsible for overseeing
those entering and leaving the ports are known from the mokkan (wooden tablets with official
message) excavated from sites located in the Iwaki county of Mutsu province and the Kaga
county of Echigo province.

4. Results of excavation surveys in recent years from the Kadoshin Sites in Niigata Prefec-
ture and the Furushida Sites in Yamagata Prefecture show that from the latter half of the ninth

century to the tenth century, facilities that were the bases for powerful clans appeared in var-
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ious places. Rivers were rerouted, boat docks were built, and agricultural administration and
handicraft production activities took place within the facilities. In addition, it was emphasized
that movement along the rivers in ancient times was, as in modern times, conducted by tug-
boats.

In this paper, the writer has outlined the points above concerned the relationship between
regional control in ancient time and rivers. In the future, he hopes to further analyze the various
conditions of rivers as natural environment and to further investigate how the rivers were in-

volved in the formation of regional society.
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