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Irrigation System and Villages on the Left Bank of the Kinokawa River
FUKUTA Azio

The area known as the Suda estate (Suda-no-sho) in the medieval period turned
into small villages as administrative units in the early-modern period. The hamlets
of the former Suda estate area still carried some meaning when shrine festivals were
held, and as the nuclei of followers of the same deity enshrined at Suda Hachiman,
but this relationship lost its significance in terms of the governing structure. This
probably reflects not simply the transformation of the old hamlets into administrative
units but their actual features as well. This paper looks at the features of village
development from the medieval to early-modern periods in the context of irrigation-
related folkways.

There were two terraces, upper and lower, on both banks of the Kinokawa river.
Many small streams flowing into the Kinokawa river ran parallel at relatively equal
intervals, their hollows cutting through the terraces. A typical village of the area lay
in the upper and lower terraces bordered by these hollows on the east and the west,
the mountains to the south and the Kinokawa river to the north. The village of
Akatsuka in Hashimoto was such a village, which grew mainly rice in paddies
cultivated on the terraces.

Akatsuka’s irrigation system can be roughly divided into two: the middle and lower
channels on the one hand and the top channel and an irrigation pond (locally called
the “Village Pond”) on the other. The Lower Terrace closest to the Kinokawa river
was irrigated by the former while the Upper Terrace by the latter. The clear
distinction between the two irrigated areas may well be understood to indicate that the
irrigation system developed in line with the history of the field development. Judging
from various documents, we know definitely that the Upper Terrace was developed
earlier than the Lower Terrace. This means that the top irrigation channel is older
than the middle and lower channels. Closely connected to this is the management of
the irrigation organizations. The middle and lower irrigation channels were managed
by turns among farmers on one-year shifts, whereas the top channel and the “Village
Pond ” were maintained and supervised under a fixed bando system.

The irrigation organization in charge of supplying water to the Upper Terrace was
determined by the early-modern village order. In the latter half of the seventeenth
century, the early-modern order was established in both the realms of irrigation and
religious ritual, with the privileges involved enjoyed by certain farmers as in medieval
times. By contrast, the organization that irrigated new paddies on the Lower Terrace
was sustained by taking turns among farming households. The management formula
adopted for the middle and lower channels testifies to the completion of Akatsuka’s
early-modern village order.

That each small area demarcated by small rivers was designated as an administra-
tive village during the formative phase of the early-modern period was founded on the
collapse of the medieval irrigation order that covered a much wider area and the
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emergence of a self-contained irrigation system run by farming households. Akatsuka
is one example.

226



