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Customs Inspection at the Nakagawa Guard Station
KATO Takashi

The boundaries of cities are not indemonstrable, and even in the case of the early
modern city of Edo (present-day Tokyo), there were variations in the extent of the city
limits defined by the shogunal authorities. This paper focuses on the function of the
Nakagawa Guard Station (Nakagawa Bansho), which was a checkpoint for river
traffic located at the entrance to Edo, marking the boundary between the inside and
outside of the city through its inspections of the vessels passing by the station. The
primary task in the station’s military/police functions was to firmly regulate the
passage of arms and armaments. Only samurai or persons of equivalent status were
permitted to carry arms and armaments into the city ; merchants and artisans were
strictly forbidden to engage in such traffic.

Examination of the actual administration of the customs inspections of the goods
and possessions transported through Edo when the lord of the Koga domain (part of
present-day Ibaraki prefecture) was ordered to assume duties in a different domain
and of the baggage accompanying the lord of the Sendai domain (present-day Miyagi)
on his regular visit to the capital under the alternate attendance system, reconfirms
that the inspections made at the Nakagawa Guard Station, as in the case of other
stations, were especially stringent with regard to the shipping of weapons, especially
guns, and that its role as a customs checkpoint was primary. This study disproves
assertions that the inspections at the Nakagawa Guard Station were mainly formalis-
tic.

The paper also considers the functions of the Nakagawa Guard Station in the
distribution of goods through the case of sulfur, which was permitted to pass through
the station beginning in 1821. Sulfur that did not pass through the station was
considered contraband and such smuggling was against the law. Essentially the
Nakagawa Guard Station lent official legitimacy to the monopolistic control of sulfur
shipment by the sulfur wholesalers in Edo. Goods that required a certain procedure
in order to pass the Nakagawa Guard Station were known as go-kitei nimotsu, and,
in addition to arms and sulfur, included rice, saké, natural wax, salt, goods in straw
bags (dried marine products, etc.), and barreled goods, old coins, rafts, lumber, raw
fish, and vegetables. Apparently, the monopolies on shipment of these goods by
wholesalers were thus institutionally guaranteed. Because goods that passed the
Nakagawa Guard Station were considered in business terms to have entered the port
at Edo, the merchants themselves made active use of the station. Ships passing into
Edo invariably used the Nakagawa route, even though there were other shipping
routes into the city. For this reason, the shogunate was able to accurately monitor the
entry of vessels into Edo at the station.
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