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Fishing Boat Construction Trends
in the Northern Japanese regions

In the Early Modern Period

Ishiyama Akiko

Abstract :

What construction type, size, and quantity of fishing boats were produced in Northern Japan, in
the early modern period? What regional characteristics were there?

The Hirosaki clan in the first half of the 18th century produced fishing boats dug out of a single
tree, measuring around 7 meters in total length. While a large number of smaller boats were
produced as well, it was not possible to make boats from quality wood like Japanese chestnut or
Judas trees under domain regulations. This made the use of horse chestnut, beech, castor oil and
other tree varieties that were not decay-resistant unavoidable.

During the Awasegyosen construction, the bottom board, called a “Chouita” or “Kawara”, was
connected to the “Miyoshi” (stem) with wooden planks forming the boat’s side. These fishermen
were attempting to overcome the limited carrying capacity and low decay resistance of the single-
material canoes. I believe the Awasegyosen was born from that, coupled with the new availability
of Gochoujiboku (trees prohibited from logging) such as Judas and cypress trees as materials.

In the field of fishing boats in coastal regions, starting with Kuura of the Hirosaki clan, great use
was made of small-sized boats called “Maruki-gyosen” made with the Mutamabune construction,
where planks were instead mounted to the boat bottom. In the Morioka Domain, Kawauchi and
Ando were the supply areas for these ships. The “Maruki-gyosen” were prized in the Tsugaru
regions of Kugurizaka, Asamushi, Hiranai, and especially off the coast of Mutsu bay, where the
newly built ships were understandably in higher demand than second hand ones.

Coming to the 19th century, we start to see regional differences in construction techniques for
“Mutama”, which had their origin in dugout canoes. These differences were seen in the Northern

Japanese regions of Matsumae, Tsugaru, Nanbu, and Akita.

Keywords :

Fishing Boat, Dugout canoe, Mutama (boat bottom), Tsugaru Channel
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