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The Characteristics of Kawara-machi(Riverbank Towns) in Northeastern Japan
MORIKURI Shigekazu

Japanese towns are generally said to be located on riverbanks and on the slopes of
hills in our historical view ; this paper examines machi (towns) located along the
kawara (riverbanks) of various castle towns in the Tohoku region. Japan’s rivers have
quite broad riverbanks because of steep terrain and heavy rains. In the early modern
period, castle towns were built in the course of river improvement projects. Kawara-
machi (Reverbank towns) of this derivation display three kinds of historical develop-
ment :

1. Those beginning as areas where the dwellings of lower-ranking samurai were

clustered, and today continue to be residential areas.

2. Those located within a castle town along a river dividing the samurai residential
district from the areas populated by non-samurai townspeople (merchants,
artisans, etc.), which continue to be central business or entertainment districts.

3. Those that evolved as ferry terminals at castle-town river crossings along roads
leading out of castle towns that continue today to be communities made up
predominantly of craftsmen and local shopkeepers.

These kinds of riverbank towns developed as a peripheral part of many castle towns
of a certain size, as in the case of Aomori prefecture’s Hirosaki, Iwate prefecture’s
Morioka, Fukushima prefecture’s Aizu-Wakamatsu, and Miyagi prefecture’s Sendai.

In the case of Sendai, the riverbank town began as a place where people who died
in famine were cremated and funerary rites held. Similar communities formed where
people treated as outcasts, itinerant entertainers, and handicapped persons tended to
gather. Kawara-machi invariably have some connection with Kawara-mono who
(discriminated against in some way by society), historically tended to dwell in these
areas. But these Tohoku communities show a readiness to view that history of
discrimination affirmatively as a source of local color rather than attempting to
conceal or cast it aside. The situation in such places is quite different than in western
Japan, where discrimination was—and still is —very strong and concerted efforts have
to be made to eliminate discrimination.
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