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SUMMARY

Shift in Use of Waterside Lands in Early Modern Japan:

The Case of Lands along the Kanzaki River in Settsu Province

Saki KATAYAMA

Waterside lands were among the most intensively used and developed agri-
cultural terrains in early modern Japan. The term ‘waterside lands’ refers here to
areas on outer sides of levees built around settlements, more specifically to river-
banks, shoals, and islands. These were grounds particularly prone to flooding and
erosion, but for numerous villages situated along rivers, that had neither moun-
tains nor woodlands of their own, they provided a seldom opportunity to reclaim
new land.

This paper investigates the process of land usage and development on the
banks of the Kanzaki River in the Village of Befu (Befu-mura in Japanese), Shi-
mashimo District, Settsu Province (now Settsu, Osaka Prefecture), a settlement
surrounded on its three sides by flowing waters. In 1610, promptly after levees
were erected in Befu along the Kanzaki River, a shoal began to form on their wa-
terside. A part of it was transformed into agriculture area by 1629. The remaining
swamps were used as common land to grow reeds, and taxed with a fixed rate ko-
mononari tax. After new stricter water regulations were enforced by the Shogunate
in 1686, the whole swath of riverfront grounds was banned from use. Nonetheless,
the restrictions were subsequently eased in favor of a policy promoting reclama-
tion of new agricultural lands. The reed bed was gradually converted into fields,
until it became one contiguous arable area, known to locals as Befu-mura Shinden
(‘shinden’ is Japanese for ‘newly reclaimed field’), in 1747.

Due to their proximity to rivers, villages that owned waterside lands were
frequently exposed to flood damage. Shoals and islands may have been a source
of new fields, but they also made riverbeds narrower and obstructed water flows,
increasing the danger of flooding even further. In case of Befu, the village basically
followed water regulations set up by the Shogunate, yet used any possible oppor-
tunity to apply for permission to reclaim new agricultural fields, which resulted
in their steady development. At the same time, in order to avoid criticism from
other settlements that shared the same water resources, the land for expansion was
claimed as having been in use by the villagers for many years to grow reeds.



