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Grain Transportation on the Kitakami River
by the Morioka Han in Northeast Japan during the 17th through 19th Centuries

Oki MOROTOMI and Masatoshi ENDO

During the 17th through 19th centuries, the Morioka Han(a feudal clan in the Edo
period) transported rice and soybeans to Edo twice a year by flatboats via the Kitakami
River. It has been understood that the grain loaded on a lighter boat of 100 to 150-bag
capacity was transported from the ports of Morioka, Korivama and Hanamaki to Kurosawa-
jiri, where the cargoes were transshipped to a flatboat with a 350 to 450-bag capacity and
were carried to Port Ishinomaki at the mouth of the Kitakami River by a number of fleets
each consisting of four vessels. It is also said that it took nearly half a day for a lighter boat
to reach Kurosawajiri and three to five days for a fleet to reach Port Ishinomaki. However,
the above understanding is merely based on the historical records of official regulations
imposed on the grain shipment on the Kitakami River, and may not necessarily reflect the
actual situations. The purpose of the present paper was to clarify the historical facts related
to the grain shipment on the Kitakami River in the Edo period by analyzing the historical
materials. The following findings were obtained.

In 1854, 40,000 bags of rice and 3,000 bags of soybeans were shipped down to Port
Ishinomaki in the spring, and 30,000 bags of rice in the winter. Except for the year 1765,
hardly any shipment of rice from Morioka could be found. Most cargoes were shipped
directly from the ports of Koriyama, Hanamaki and Kurosawajiri downstream, not by way
of Morioka.

Loading capacity of a lighter boat sailing from Hanamaki, Koriyama and Morioka to
Kurosawajiri was about 100 bags and that of a flathoat sailing from Kurosawajiri to Port
Ishinomaki was almost 350 bags.

In 1760, it took more than five days for a flatboat to sail down from Kurosawajiri to
Port Ishinomaki, while taking no less than 14 to 16 days during the winter. This extra time
required for the winter shipment was due not only to the shortened daylight time in winter
months but also to the low water levels. It often took longer to transship cargoes from the
lighter boats to flatboats, while sailing was more difficult during the winter. Sometimes the -
river became icebound in freezing temperatures.

Except for 1816 when many fleets consisting of four flatboats were recognized, only
five fleets of this kind were recorded from 1656 to 1855. Large “sengoku” ships, carrying a
1,000-koku scale of grain, sailed from Port Ishinomaki to Edo, transporting stored rice from
September to late October and soybeans and newly-harvested rice from late October to early

December.
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